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STORY SYNOPSES
A Mercenary in Escrow (Erik Wecks)
As soon as the ball of slime engulfs him, mercenary Deek Miller knows that he and his crew are probably dead. If he captures the sentient creature, he could easily face the gas chamber for slavery. If he doesn’t complete his mission, the Tsunomo Corporation can eliminate him as soon as his vessel enters international space. With a Tsunomo destroyer breathing down his neck, it will take all the craftiness Deek can muster to find a way out. That is, as long as his crew will accept another plan from the captain who got them in trouble in the first place.
Excelsior (Jasper T. Scott)
The year is 2790 AD, and this is the Second Cold War. The lines are drawn, with the communist Confederacy in the East, and the free citizens of the First World Alliance in the West. With space elevators and giant orbital fleets hovering over Earth, open war looks inevitable, and people are anxious to get away. In hopes of finding a refuge from the looming war, the Alliance is sending Captain Alexander de Leon to explore an Earth-type planet, code-named Wonderland, but at the last minute before launch, a Confederate fleet leaves orbit on a trajectory that threatens both the mission and Alliance sovereignty. The resulting power struggle will determine not only the fate of Alexander’s mission, but the fate of the entire human race.
Falling (Pippa DaCosta)
Caleb Shepperd is a fixer. He’ll do anything for credits. When he’s hired to track and kill a woman who’s muscled in on a dangerous smuggler’s territory, he figures it’s just another day in the black…Until he’s trapped in a silo with his mark. ‘Just another day in the black’, could turn out to be his last day alive.
Apogee (G. S. Jennsen)
The Earth Alliance rules 82 worlds, controlling an empire that spans a third of the Milky Way. But when its leaders stray too far from the democratic principles on which it was founded, one colony—one group of daring rebels—will risk everything in order to reclaim their freedom.
Keep Off the Grass (Felix R. Savage)
In the late 23rd century, a boy named Giraffe lands on a comet to steal its volatile wealth from its corporate owners. Unfortunately, someone else is there already—and they’ve got plans for the comet that transcend the technological limits that keep humanity bottled up in our solar system. Can Giraffe stop them? Should he?
Ser Pan Comido (Matthew Alan Thyer)
A determined trio of colonial cast offs are hell bent on getting out of the slums of La Merced. With the help of a superluminal starship pilot they take on the Emperador’s powered halberdiers and privileged minions. Living on the fringes of a crumbling colonial future, what can they achieved with little more than luck, trust, and grit?
The Kasant Objective (Chris Reher)
When a paying customer offers a stupendous fee for retrieving a lost expedition, Jase and his crew take a chance on the difficult deep-space jump. Instead of instant riches they find an abandoned moon base and an ancient legacy waiting only for someone to access the secrets left behind and threaten the lives of millions.
Symbiont Seeking Symbiont (Jennifer Foehner Wells)
Allus Jenson is a space privateer on a layover between jobs. The ship she lives and works in is waylaid on a barren planet for repairs. She’s bored, goes for a stroll, and meets someone who would very much like to spend the rest of its life with her.
The Immortals: Kronis Valley (David Adams)
Victory or death. The oldest warrior’s creed in the world. What about those in the middle?
In the dying days of a war against the savage Earthborn, Nicholas Caddy is blasted within an inch of death; his welcome parade is a hospital ward, his sins greater than the killing, the scars on his flesh secondary to the ones in his mind. His homeworld celebrates around him as his life falls apart piece by piece. They say the greatest battles are fought within the self. What happens if you lose?
Earth Fall (Raymond L. Weil)
A large alien spacecraft appears over Washington, DC, abruptly answering the question as to whether humans are alone in the universe. Do the Trellixians come in peace, or is this the beginning of an all-out invasion? The question is answered when a large fleet appears over Earth’s cities and begins the destruction that will result in the genocide of the human race.
The Stars that Bind (Nick Webb)
In the beginning, the Great Intergalactic Empire couldn’t even fathom that it could one day cease to exist. Billions of galaxies. Billions of billions of inhabited star systems. Worlds and people almost without number. Empires that thrive for eons don’t just simply fall, and they certainly don’t admit defeat. But it could fall. Proconsul Gaias Justus knew it. The most detailed star maps and most celebrated cosmic physicists in the empire confirmed it. The final report lay on his desk, unopened. He knew what it would say—the report itself was only a formality. The Empire was dying.
Multiply (Nicolas Wilson)
Walter and Comet are stuck together, and have no choice but to work together when their shuttle crash lands. To complete their mission, the two artificial intelligences will find themselves adapting to their circumstances in ways their programmers probably never intended.
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Foreword
Lift-Off
by Samuel Peralta
“It isn’t all over; everything has not been invented; the human adventure is just beginning”
– Gene Rodenberry
I’d been waiting to fly the Antares all summer.
The first rocket I’d ever launched, it stood over a foot tall, an inch in diameter, red fins swept back at its base like red fletching on an arrow.
I’d selected, instead of an A8-3 first-flight engine, a C6-5 solid-propellant engine. The C6-5 was a single-stage engine, its propellant, delay charge and ejection charge held in a cylindrical tube by a clay retainer cap and shaped nozzle—much like the A8-3, but more powerful.
With luck, this baby would lift-off to over 1000 feet.
Next to Star Trek, Ray Bradbury and Isaac Asimov, Estes Rockets were my hero. They came to prominence by inventing a process for reliably manufacturing small, solid-propellant engines for model rockets.
Estes manufactured a huge variety of kits, ranging from small first-flight model rockets to ones which could house a small camera, designed to take photographs during flight and descent. The fuselages were usually of paperboard, with nose cones and fins of balsa.
It was not just simplicity in design, not just cost consciousness—the construction was calculated to lighten the load under launch, addressing the same issues faced by the main engines propelling NASA’s Space Shuttle orbiters.
The first of these Space Shuttle orbiters, the OV101, was intended to be named the Constitution; it was changed, after an intense letter-writing campaign by fans of the television series, like I was, to Enterprise.
The Enterprise was flight tested atop a modified Boeing 747 aircraft at the NASA Dryden Flight Research Center, and made its first free flight test at Dryden, beginning the cycle that would see humans begin to first use spacecraft that did not have to be discarded after a single flight.
The beginnings, as it were, of a star fleet.
That same year, I stood in a field, electrical line uncoiling from where I was across to the launch pad, where a guide-rod held the Antares vertically, facing the sky.
When I threw the switch, the current would race through the line, across the micro-igniter clips to the ignition wire, and the engine would fire with an impulse of 10 Newton-seconds, ramping to a maximum 15 Newtons of thrust in 0.2 seconds, over a total burn-time of 1.6 seconds.
Countdown.
I held my breath.
Now.
www.amazon.com/author/samuelperalta



A Mercenary in Escrow
by Erik Wecks
Running
WHEN DEEK EXTRICATED HIMSELF from the eight-foot-tall lump of reddish-brown goo, he took off toward the Li Zhènfan without a word to his team. His gait resembled that of a leg-pumping, arm-flailing, frightened animal. It would hardly have been surprising to hear him shrieking in terror all the way through the alien forest. Droplets of the creature’s slime slipped off as he ran.
His team didn’t catch up until he was about to board his ship. At that point, his second-in-command placed all one hundred and twenty-five pounds of her five-foot-four frame in front of her commander. “Deek, we’re not going to run.”
Deek set his jaw and made to step around her without answering.
Mouse grabbed his arm with one hand while her other wandered to her sidearm. “Damn it, Deek! You will listen to me! We have to capture him!”
The angry outburst from his normally effervescent second caused Deek to stop moving and turn to face her. At any other point in time, he might have been amused. He towered over the young woman, and at thirty-two, he had at least a decade of experience on her.
Seeing the trouble, Pig’s eyes widened, and the prodigious hunk of human sinew and muscle bolted up the ladder as if someone had hit him with a zap stick.
Wonk, the ship’s tech and resident hacker, stopped before boarding and turned behind Mouse, ready to draw his weapon.
Deek waved him off with a slight shake of his head, then yanked his arm out of Mo’s grasp.
The tech shrugged and climbed aboard.
Irritated, Deek lashed out at the first thing that came to mind. “Gooeys aren’t ‘he’s or ‘she’s, Mo, they’re both!”
Mo’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t care if they’re the spawn of a hermaphrodite’s vomit! We can’t leave without that thing.”
Deek blew a calming breath out his mouth. The effort was only partly successful. “Mouse, what do you want me to do? I’ve touched the thing! The contract’s broke! Even if we had caught all the pieces, Tsunomo would have had our DNA off it in seconds. We’re going to get a black mark. More than likely, we wouldn’t have caught all the pieces anyway. You saw what that thing could do. One moment it’s a single mound of slime, then it divides into who-knows-how-many and bolts—all except for the piece that came after me. That one tried to drown me!”
“A black mark is better than dead, Deek. Let’s find another sack of gel and capture it. If we at least bring them something, we can skate out without dying. If we run, they’ll kill us.”
“You don’t know that, Mouse.”
Mouse rolled her eyes. “Shit, Deek! Multicorps like Tsunomo don’t let mercs like you and me run! They just don’t!”
Deek stepped back and tried to calm down. “Listen, Mouse, we can get out of this.”
Mouse put one hand on her hip. The other continued to rest on the gun.
Deek held his palms up. “Just hear me out. We can. Now, I was thinking while I was runnin’ back here, and I have a plan that I’m sure will work…”
Mo threw her hands up in the air. “No, Deek! I don’t want another of your plans! Your load of rat pellets landed us on the wrong side of a park boundary in the first place!”
Deek finally lost patience with his second and raised his voice, punctuating each word. “I will not become a slaver!” Pointing back into the forest, he said, “Those were sentient creatures back there. They talked to me in my head. I heard a lot of them, Mo. It wasn’t just one. It was a whole lot of them. If we capture a colony and give it to Tsunomo, we’d be breaking about a dozen inter-species treaties. There’d be at least one count of slavery for every sentient being in the blob. Hell, we might even face genocide charges. That’s a one-way ticket to the gasser, Mouse, for all of us. Besides, it’s just wrong, and I may be a filthy scoundrel, but I’m not a slaver. We have to run. Tsunomo has a destroyer hidden in orbit right now, waiting for the creature. At this moment, they probably have an attack drone sitting right over us, relaying this whole scene in real time back to the ship.”
The young woman’s eyes widened, and the blood drained from her face. “No shit, Deek? They talked to you?”
Deek continued to stare hard at his second. “No shit, Mo.”
Mo frowned. She looked at the dirt and angrily kicked the dust at her feet. “They’ve got a destroyer, and we’re not even armed. They’ll just melt us from orbit.”
“No, Mo, they won’t. They won’t fire on us while we’re in the park because they don’t want to let the feds know that they’ve broken the exclusion zone. That’s why we’re not dead already. If we weren’t in the park, the drone would have already replaced us with a crater.”
After a moment, Mouse nodded her head slowly. She glanced into Deek’s eyes and then looked back at the ground. “All right, Deek. We run. What’s your plan?”
Plans
In the mess room on the Li Zhènfan, Deek shrugged his shoulders at the end of his presentation. “It’s the only way.” He wasn’t sure he had been very convincing. He was up against the clock. If this was all going to work, they had to make their escape burn in a little over eight minutes.
Pig would do whatever he asked.
Wonk would do the calculations for himself and figure out that they were already all in. Every merc knew that when you were all in, the only thing you could do is double down and hope to God that you pulled an ace out of your hole and got all the way out. Halfsies weren’t an option for team Li anymore.
It was Mouse who worried him. If he was honest with himself, he had hired her as much for her hero worship as for her piloting skills. When he interviewed her six months ago, he had almost walked away. She was way too young, but something about the way she could hardly speak around the famous Deek Miller had stroked his dirigible-sized ego. Talking wasn’t usually her problem these days—it was getting her to shut up. But during the meeting, she had been completely silent.
Deek glanced her way. His second sat scowling at her boots. She had unzipped and half removed her still-running adaptive camouflage jumpsuit, leaving her tank underneath. The effect was disturbing. It looked much as if his second-in-command had been cut off at the waist, only to reappear again at her black boots.
Wonk leaned against the food printer, arms crossed. “You’ve always said that we should keep it simple, Deek. If something goes wrong here, we end up as nothing more than plasma. That isn’t simple.”
Deek nodded. “It’s as simple as it can be, Wonk. All the easy options end up with us buried in some corporate hellhole or dead. Trespassing in a park is a fine and at most a month in the federal hoosegow for me. If the worst happens, then you guys can get a break for a month, and when I’m out, we’ll rendezvous and try to get our lives back. Better to get pinched by the feds than Tsunomo.”
Wonk nodded his agreement.
Deek decided it was time to get started. He didn’t want them thinking too hard about all the ways this thing could go wrong. “Are we ready for our burn, Wonk?”
“I’ve got one more thing to do. It’ll take me ten minutes.”
Deek glanced at the wall. “We break orbit in seven. Have it ready.” Without waiting for a response, he headed for the cockpit.
Mouse stood and followed him.
Deek took the pilot’s seat, leaving the navigator’s for her.
Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Mouse’s pink lips thin to a tight line as she slipped into the open seat. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Captain.”
“So do I, Mo.”
Consequences
Twelve hours, nineteen minutes, and four seconds after the Li Zhènfan began its escape burn, its pulse regulator failed and the reactor overloaded. Before shutting it down, the computer shunted the reactor’s excess output through the engines, causing the ship to randomly tumble through the void.
It remained inside the park. At their speed, Deek estimated they would have an hour before they drifted across the border.
Without the reactor sending the ship’s heat into a dimensional rift, the Li Zhènfan became visible to anyone watching. In the cockpit, Deek started a timer while alarms squawked at him. Mouse had them shut off within a few seconds. For a couple of minutes, they sat there silently as the stars wheeled around them.
After waiting an appropriate amount of time, Deek punched the button on the radio and the emergency beacon. “Mayday! Mayday! This is the Li Zhènfan. We’ve had a reactor malfunction. We request immediate assistance from the United Species Park Service.”
He set the message to repeat and carefully watched the plot on his map. Everything would be decided in the next several minutes.
The Tsunomo destroyer dropped its cloak only six seconds after the Li Zhènfan started broadcasting. The Li’s distress call wouldn’t even reach it for another two and a half minutes. Deek pounded his fist on the glass top of his control station, causing it to squawk. “How did they do it? I could have picked a hundred different courses out of the system, and they’re right on top of us. Why does nothing ever go right for me?”
Mouse shook her head. “How are we going to get out of this one, cowboy?”
The park station that was Deek’s target lay another fifteen and a half light-minutes directly behind the destroyer. When they drifted outside the park’s boundary, the destroyer would be right there to ambush them. They’d barely even have to warm their engines.
Deek did some quick mental math.
Mo muttered quietly under her breath, “Shitzu. I don’t want to be captured. Better a clean kill in space than captured by Tsunomo.”
“Yeah, shitzu is right.” Then Deek thought a little further. …or maybe not.
At best, they wouldn’t even get a response from the ranger station until the timer read thirty-one minutes. They would be getting uncomfortably close to the border at that point. He needed to do something to extend the time.
Deek turned to his second. He tried to sound natural. “Mouse, I need you to go down to the life pod and make sure it’s prepped and ready. Get a food printer out of the galley and stow it.”
“Deek, we’re not really thinking of—”
“I don’t want to, but it may come to that. No questions and no arguing. I’ve got work to do.”
“If they find us, they’ll shoot us in the park or no. There’d be no way the ranger station would even detect it.”
“Probably so, but it makes a much smaller target than this thing. Besides, you said you’d prefer a clean kill to capture.”
“I’d prefer to live.”
“That’s still the plan, Mo. Watch and learn.” He nodded to the door. “Get going.”
The girl folded her arms across her chest, opened her mouth to argue but thought better of it, and did as asked.
Deek hated lying to his second, but in this case, it couldn’t be helped. Some part of him wanted to protect her like an older brother would. Now he was going to ask more of her than he had of anyone. He hoped that he was right to put his faith in her.
Deek waited until he heard the cockpit door close behind him. Then he thumbed the com and spoke quietly. “Wonk.”
“Yes, Captain.” His quick-witted tech had caught on and answered softly.
“I need those engines ready to fire in fifteen minutes.”
“I can’t. The heat sink won’t recharge for at least two hours, and I have some real repairs to do down here. Our homemade accident did more actual damage than I expected.”
“Emergency procedures, Wonk. Shoestring the repairs and knock out all the safeties. I don’t want to use the heat sink. We’ll need to be moving at full burn in twenty minutes. So I need them heating, now.”
The com clicked on to respond, but there was a moment’s hesitation before Wonk spoke. “What’s up, Deek?”
“We’re screwed, Wonk.” Deek shut his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “We’ve got a Tsunomo destroyer about two light-minutes away, outside the park. Unless we burn, we’re going to drift across that boundary, and if they’re in a good mood, they’ll simply smoke us. We won’t hear from the ranger station for at least another twenty. If Tsunomo smokes us for breach of contract, it saves the ranger station the trouble of filing the trespassing paperwork. They won’t care.”
“You’re sure that’s the only way, Captain?”
“Yeah, Wonk, it’s the only way to keep us out of Tsunomo’s hands.” He paused. “And don’t tell Mouse. She’s going to shit her pants when she finds out. It’s at least a year in the clink for me, so we spring it on her when there aren’t other options. Got it?”
“Screwed, indeed. I’m disabling the safeties as I speak. It’s going to be really tight. I mean really tight.”
“Then get to it. Private text messages. Understood?”
“Yep. Wonk out.”
Five minutes later, the Tsunomo destroyer sent a message to the ranger station saying they were happy to assist the wounded vessel. Deek didn’t even bother to protest. The park wouldn’t have listened or cared.
Shortly afterward, the door to the cockpit slid open and Mo strode in, wide-eyed, still clutching the tool she had been using to extract the replicator from the galley. When she spoke, her voice was an octave higher than usual and twice as loud. “You aren’t going to do this to me, are you, Deek?”
Deek just looked at the floor. “Calm down, Mo. How did you figure it out? Did Wonk tell you?”
Mo gave him a look that varied somewhere between disdain and hatred. “No one said anything. I figured it out for myself. Burning your engines in a federal park without a heat sink is vandalism, Deek. That’s jail time for sure.”
“It also means that they won’t let Tsunomo take us. They’ll intervene and get us themselves.” Deek folded his hands. He had no intention of sugarcoating this. “It’s a minimum one year, with up to three. That’s not that bad.”
“A year! Captain, you can’t do this. I’m not ready.”
He shrugged. “If we don’t burn, that Tsunomo destroyer plinks us out of the sky in forty minutes. If we do, the park service is forced to take action. Federal law trumps a corporate contract, so we stay alive.”
“You haven’t trained me!”
Deek leaned back in his chair, interlacing his fingers behind his head, and lied again. “There’s not much to it, Mo. Neither of the other two are qualified for captain. It’s either that or we take our chances in the life pod, and I don’t like those odds.”
Mouse nodded. She continued to frown as she stared at the ground. “I always thought I might like a ship of my own someday—and the Li’s a pretty tough little bastard—but that was supposed to be years down the road.”
Mo’s statement made the hairs on the back of Deek’s neck stand on end. He sat up. “You will come get me, won’t you? I mean, the merc permit goes with the ship, but it’s my ship.”
Called back from her reverie, Mo rubbed her hand through her hair and gave him a weak smile. She reached out for his arm and, just before touching him, pulled her hand back. “Don’t you trust me, Deek?”
Deek looked at her sideways and flashed a quick grin. The hairs on his neck didn’t lie back down. “Of course I trust you.”
He shrugged. “Besides, it’s a first offense. They’ll never give me more than a year.”
Cold Welcome
Deek shielded his eyes as he walked out into the baking heat of Tau Ceti C’s light. It was the first time he had seen true daylight in over three years. Under his left arm, he clutched a box containing his possessions. The blast doors of the prison complex slammed shut behind him with an echoing thud. Squinting into the glare, Deek recognized three people waiting at the end of the electrified fence. He strolled toward them with long strides and a smile, his hands buried in the pockets of a camouflaged uniform he had worn when arrested three years prior.
None of them made any move toward him.
When he reached his crew, he looked down at the wiry woman who stood with her arms folded across her chest. She wore a pair of ’nocs pulled up like a bandana around her bright pink pigtails, and black-and-white deactivated camouflage, much like his own.
Deek smiled at the girl. “Mo, I wasn’t sure you’d come.”
She shrugged, and said flatly, “Neither was I.”
Deek nodded and then looked away, still smiling. He moved on to shake the enormous hand of the hulk standing behind her.
“Hi, boss,” said Pig in a sonorous bass.
Deek’s smile widened. “Hey, Pig.”
Pale, tall, and as skinny as a bean pole, Wonk stood next to the hulk, arms crossed, leaning against the fence, toothpick clenched between his lips. When Deek turned to him, he smiled a little too brightly and said, “Good to see ya, Deek!”
Deek tried to ward off the chill that ran down his spine at the man’s touch.
They weren’t happy to see him.
He returned Wonk’s smile. “So…I see you all survived.”
The girl stood straight and clenched her fists, her dark face flushing.
Wonk spat his toothpick to the ground.
Unfazed, Deek continued to smile warmly. “Well, I’m just glad that you’re all still together. That has to count for something.”
The girl only turned and started to walk away. The other two followed.
Deek shifted the box under his arm and kept his sunny disposition as he spoke to their retreating backs. “Well, I am glad.”
No response.
He was working hard to keep up. He tried the girl again. “I like the change in hair color. It suits you.”
The compliment was returned to Deek unopened and accompanied by a rude hand gesture.
The Con
Deek caressed the rounded flanks of the Li Zhènfan. He couldn’t believe it had been three years since he had seen her.
He was uneasy. The greeting he had imagined over and over while waiting for release had been somewhat more enthusiastic, but he was determined not to let the one he’d received wreck his mood. Once they were underway, there would be time to suss out the trouble and fix it. He even tried to whistle as the others climbed in ahead of him.
As soon as his foot hit the bottom rung of the ladder, he said, “Captain Mouse, I relieve you…” His voice trailed off as his head popped up into the galley.
Mouse and Wonk stood in front of him. She had her sidearm pointed at his head. Before Deek had any time to react, Pig grabbed him under the armpits from behind and lifted him into the ship. Wonk stepped forward and started to frisk him.
Deek’s mouth opened in surprise. “What’s this about?”
Mouse answered, “Change of plans, Deek.”
Deek gaped for a second, blinking while the words sank in. “Change of plans! Change of plans! This is kidnapping, that’s what this is!”
Deek’s eyes bulged as Wonk got really friendly with his frisking.
Wonk answered, “Technically, it’s bounty hunting, Captain. Your little stint in the clink may have delayed your day of reckoning with Tsunomo, but you still broke a contract. There’s a pretty big bounty on your head. Our fear was that someone inside was going to hear about it and kill you before you got out and then make a claim.”
“What? You can’t be serious. Pig, put me down.” Deek tried to shake himself loose from the man who had once been his hired muscle.
“Sorry, Boss, but Captain Mouse is in charge now.”
Deek tried to spin his head to look at Pig. “Even you? Et tu, brute?”
He looked back at Mouse, who stood there aiming her weapon at him with a silly grin on her face. “What about my plan, Mouse? What about my plan to get all of us out from under the black mark and make sure that Tsunomo didn’t kill us?”
“Deek, your plan had more holes than a farmed quail-tard after a fat man’s hunt. There was no way in hell that was going to work.”
“It was a good plan, Mouse.”
Wonk stood. “He’s clean, Mo.”
“No, Deek, your good plan landed us on a park planet with a mission to capture a colony of sentient beings. That’s where your plans got us. The three of us were lucky we managed to negotiate our way out of a black mark. The Li Zhènfan has been working with a provisional license for the last three years. Do you know how hard it is to keep this thing flying when we spend our days on milk runs for the localcorps?”
Deek cocked his head, not sure that he had heard correctly. “Did I hear you say ‘negotiate’?”
Mouse laughed. “Yes, Deek. We negotiated with Tsunomo.”
Deek scowled. They were going to sell him out to the escrow company in order to clear the ship. He began to thrash in Pig’s enormous arms. “You traitors! You’re going to sell me out. How can you do this to your captain?”
Since he couldn’t very well appeal to Pig while Pig held him in a death grip that got tighter by the second, he instead looked at Wonk. “After all we’ve been through, Wonk, this is the thanks I get?”
Wonk shrugged. “It’s the only way to clear the ship, Captain. We did what we had to. As soon as we turn you over to escrow, we’re in the clear. It’s in our contract.” Wonk nodded his head toward the hatch at the end of the galley.
“But it’s my ship!”
Pig lifted him off the ground with little effort.
Deek began to kick wildly, trying to break Pig’s anaconda grip. “Pig, don’t let them do this. I’ll get you a raise, Pig. I’ll make you my second. Pig, stop. Pig, don’t do this!”
Deek was dumped unceremoniously into his cabin. The door locked behind him with an ominous click.
Escrow
By the time they arrived a week later at the deep-space station owned by Secure Escrow and Title Company, Deek had worked himself into a fit worthy of a three-year-old. When Pig and Wonk appeared at his door, he rushed them, screaming “Judas Iscariots! Benedict Arnolds!” He smacked headlong into Pig, who blocked the door with his enormous bulk. Pig didn’t even budge. Instead, he looked down at his former captain with a rather puzzled expression on his face, then picked him up and threw him over his shoulder.
Before they left the vessel, Deek was handcuffed. Wonk, at least, seemed apologetic about the indignity, explaining that it was escrow policy. Mouse just stood there pointing her side arm at him, mouth turned up, free hand wrapped across her belly.
Deek found clearing security on the station a real treat. The stuff they put his crew through was difficult enough, but the measures they put him through as a bond breaker were horrifying. He was scanned and washed repeatedly by robots who manhandled him. Then they checked every orifice for contraband. By the time he was done, he was convinced he had never been cleaner. He was now dressed in a white jumpsuit labeled in red letters: Property of Secure Escrow.
Once again handcuffed, he stepped into a pale white conference room with two formidable android guards in his wake. His team sat there with the escrow officer. A human-shaped android topped with a television monitor stood in for the Tsunomo Corporation.
The escrow officer spoke first, barely lifting his head as he eyed Deek. His voice was low and oily. “The bond breaker will speak only when spoken to. This hearing today will not determine whether you have or have not broken the contract. That will take place at another time. We are here to execute the bounty that was placed on your real person by the Tsunomo Corporation. Are we clear?”
It took Deek a few seconds to figure out what he meant. When he had it sorted, he decided it was best not to test the security bots and answered with a simple, “Yes.”
“Good. We should have this over in a few minutes, and then we will show you to your quarters.”
He turned to the android at the end of the table. “Please bring in the lienholder.”
Mr. Handa himself appeared on the screen.
Deek started to speak. “Mr. Handa, if you will allow me the opportunity to explain…”
The escrow officer turned his cold eyes on him and frowned.
Deek stopped talking, mumbling, “Right, another time then.”
Mr. Handa pretended not to have heard him.
The escrow officer asked Deek a question. “Are you Degusto Aldophus Miller, former captain of the mercenary vessel Li Zhènfan?”
Deek nodded. “I am.”
The escrow officer turned to Mouse. “Are you the current captain of the Li Zhènfan, Andromeda Melicious Horner?”
“I am.”
Deek couldn’t help himself. For a second, he forgot that his crew had betrayed him. “Andromeda?”
Mouse blushed to the roots of her hair, looked at the table, and muttered, “Degusto?”
“Fair point.”
The escrow officer rounded on Deek. “Mr. Miller, one more outburst and I will have you removed!”
Mouse suddenly looked up from the table, eyes wide, and shook her head at him.
Startled, Deek looked at the escrow officer and nodded.
With the preliminaries out of the way, the contract signing went more quickly than Deek expected. Handa signed the paper contract using the android to make his mark, and Mouse signed for the Li Zhènfan. With both signatures completed, the mercenary ship Li Zhènfan was released to do business again as a registered mercenary vessel—one with a tarnished record, but that had its appeal to some clients.
When every i was dotted and t crossed, the only thing left was the awkward goodbye. Deek wanted no part of it. He was more than furious with his former crew. They had sentenced him to a life of servitude to a corporation. He turned without looking at any of them, ready to leave.
Mouse spoke up. “Wait, Deek.” There was something almost tender in her voice that made Deek face her.
Without waiting even a millisecond, Mouse walked right up to him and kissed him hard on the mouth. Deek was so shocked that for a moment he didn’t know what to do. He kind of half inhaled, and Mouse took that as a cue to insert her tongue and swirl it around. The android guards intervened, separating them and blurting out an electronic, “Stop! Stand Back!”
If Mouse had been a little red when he used her first name, she was now positively maroon, but she looked him in the eye. “Something to remember me by.”
Deek sputtered, completely at a loss to explain what had just happened. Before he could get his wits about him, the security bots frog-marched him from the room.
Voices
It took Deek a long time to recognize that someone was speaking in his ear.
“Hey, Deek! Wake up!”
The problem was that it kept mixing into a dream that seemed stuck on a scene in which Mo tried to kiss him and shoot him at the same time, all the while yelling at him to wake up.
He finally heeded her advice when he realized the actual Mo was yelling into his left ear. “Jackass, wake up!”
Deek jerked his eyes open and sat up. His cell appeared empty.
“What were you dreaming about, Nut-Head?”
Deek turned around, expecting to see Mouse behind him. She wasn’t there.
Surprised, Deek stood up from his bed and blurted, “What the hell, Mouse? Where are you?”
“Quiet, Deek! Somebody might hear you. I’m in your head. Listen, we’re going to get you out of there. Not only was that kiss I gave you the most awkward thing I have ever done in my life, it also transferred some very important and experimental nanites into your body. That’s how I’m able to talk to you right now.”
“You’re what?”
“We’re getting you out.”
“So, if you planned to spring me, then why all the subterfuge in the first place?”
Mouse snorted. “First, you deserved every second of what’s happened to you and more. Have I mentioned that the last three years sucked, Deek?”
Deek rolled his eyes.
“Don’t roll your eyes. You know you earned every bit of it.”
“Hey, do you have a camera in my head?”
“Of course.”
Deek frowned. “So what else have you hijacked?”
“Nothing, really. I mean, we can tell when you’re dead. If you die, it’s probably best that we split. It wouldn’t look good if anyone found us hanging around a private escrow station smack in the middle of nowhere, but you’ve derailed me. There was a much more practical reason we had to trick you.”
Deek couldn’t muster the effort to put any excitement in his voice. “Yeah? What’s that?”
“There are biosensors in the escrow station intake facility. You had to truly believe you were being kidnapped and betrayed by the crew, or they would never have let you in, and we would never have claimed our bounty and freed the ship. Besides, we needed somebody on board to destroy the contract so that Tsunomo can’t come after us later.”
Deek wrinkled his brow and said, “I liked my plan better.”
“Really, Deek? You think that it would have been better for us to try and break into two facilities simultaneously—one to steal the contract and the other to hack the Tsunomo computer system and remove our black mark? Seriously, Deek, ego aside, you have to admit this was much better than the bovine scatology you pitched when we launched off Keptyn. We’ve had three years to plan. We’ve already taken care of one half of the job. The ship is ours again and now we just need you to get the contract. It’s exactly what you would have done if the situation was reversed.”
Deek couldn’t bring himself to admit that she was correct. Hitting both sides of his head with his palms, he changed the subject. “This is just weird.”
“Hey! Be careful! Those things can be dislodged, and I had to transport two Arcturian princesses over twenty light-years to afford them. Gentle, please!”
Deek shook his head carefully, trying to establish whether he was furious at his crew for conning him or in awe at the simplicity of their plan. In the end, he decided he was grateful they had come to get him, and he recognized they hadn’t needed to. “So when do I get out of this six-by-eight?”
Mo’s tone lost much of its warmth. “Not so fast, Flyboy. The crew and I have some conditions for you.”
Deek felt his chest tighten. “The crew and I? This isn’t a democracy, Mo. I’m the captain, and you’re my second. So tell me the plan, and let’s get on with it.”
Now Mo truly did laugh. “No, Deek! That’s not how it is at all. You are a rightfully held prisoner of the Secure Escrow company, just waiting to be transported to the appropriate Tsunomo slave camp. On the other hand, I am the captain of the Li Zhènfan, which after three long and painful years of toting the rich and playing rent-a-cop for pissant mining companies no longer has any encumbrance on its registry. Before I risk my crew and give Secure or Tsunomo a reason to encumber my ship again, my crew and I have some nonnegotiable conditions you must be prepared to accept, Degusto Aldophus Miller. If you won’t, we’ll leave. Am I clear?”
Deek’s mouth opened, and he breathed in, ready to vent his red-faced fury on his subordinate. Then he closed it. His forehead wrinkled, and he opened his mouth again but thought better of that as well. This wasn’t the Mo he had known three years ago, and he was torn in two between horror at the monster he had created and respect for Mo’s ability to stand up for herself.
“Deek? Do you agree to listen to our terms?”
Deek said the only thing he could. “Yes?”
He still hadn’t decided whether or not he would find a way to renegotiate the terms when he got back on board the Li.
Much of the warmth returned to Mo’s voice. “Of course you are. You don’t really have a choice, do you? Before I begin, by statute I must warn you that you are being voice printed for identification purposes, and this brainhack is being recorded and constitutes a binding contract. Degusto Miller, if you agree to the following, the crew of the ship Li Zhènfan agrees to accept you as our provisional captain for a period of six months, after which time we will review your performance, and if we are satisfied, you will be granted a full captaincy with all its privileges to last for two years, at which time the contract may be renewed at the discretion of the parties or a new arrangement found. Do you understand and agree to the period of the contract?”
“Yes.” Deek was having a difficult time keeping up with what was being said. The whole situation was such a shock to his worldview that he kept blanking out while Mo spoke. He was worried that he had just agreed to something that he would rather not have agreed to, but then again, the only way to get out of his predicament was to keep answering yes.
“Terms: One, you agree never to lie to any of the crew about your plans unless the truth would put them in mortal danger or represent a clear and present danger for the ship. In return, the crew agrees never to lie to you. Two, all contracts will be accepted by a vote of the crew. The vote requires a majority. Contracts that result in ties cannot be taken. And three, keeping in mind that you will have regular performance reviews, you are to keep your second fully informed of your plans whenever possible and take her advice into consideration.”
Mo paused, and when he didn’t respond right away, she added, “That third one was mine.”
“I kinda guessed that already, Mo.”
Deek shrugged. He tried to keep the cynicism out of his voice. “I don’t really have a choice, do I?”
Mo sounded as if she was holding her breath. “Not really, if you want to get out of that cell.”
“Then I accept.”
Deek could hear the palpable relief in Mo’s voice. “I’m glad. I just want to be a pilot and let you do all the terrible negotiating and the administration. I had no idea that being a captain involved so much contract shuffling! Wonk’s got the plan. Let me get him on. He was making a couple of last-minute tweaks to the cloak.”
Deek stopped her. “Hey, Mo!”
“Yeah, Deek?”
Deek thought carefully about how he wanted to phrase this. “Did you like kissing me?”
The answer was quick and too emphatic. “No!”
Deek’s eyes narrowed. “Remember rule number one of our contract? No lying.”
The silence on the other end of the line told him almost as much as the com channel clicking open and closed three times before Mo gave a rather strangled, “Yes.”
Deek smiled to himself and said cheerfully, “Thanks, Mo. Now let’s get me out of this cell.”
Breakout
Deek heard a loud click as the deadbolt on his cell door retracted.
He stood up. Wonk’s voice interrupted him. “Not yet, Deek! There’s some things we have to go over before you step out.”
Deek resisted the urge to look behind him. “How did you unlock my cell, Wonk?”
“I’ve got a friend whose day job is to work on the station’s systems. He also does a lot of hacking on the side. He’s a good guy to know. The door was only held by a regular bolt lock with a connection to security protocols in the overlord.”
Deek smiled. “You’re in control of the overlord? Then we’re in. This will be a cakewalk. Why don’t you just lock down the station and then let me waltz right out of here?”
“If we were in control of the overlord, that would be exactly what I would do, but we’re not. We’re in control of one of the slave computers.”
Deek deflated like a balloon. “Oh. Which one?”
“Food processing.”
“What? I thought you had three years. How did you end up with food processing?”
“Hacking Secure isn’t exactly cheap, Deek. Perhaps if I hadn’t been slaved to a ship that had a provisional license for the last three years, we could have done better, but…” He let the unfinished thought hang between them, then went on. “Theoretically, I should be able to confuse the overlord, and if I do it right, it won’t even know what’s happening. But I can only do it in short bursts, so keep up.”
Deek’s eyes narrowed. “Theoretically?”
“Well, it’s not like I tested it, but I got the cell open, didn’t I?”
Deek sighed. “So what do I have to do?”
“We can’t open the door out of the cell block because they have those android guards out there. I don’t have control of them, so we’re going to send you out the back door.”
That sounded promising to Deek. He rubbed some of the sweat from his hands and said, “Good. I like that.”
“When I say ‘go,’ poke your head out the door for a moment and look left. I’ll give you five seconds of camera-free time. Okay, go.”
Deek sprinted to the door and looked left. There was nothing but a blank wall.
“Do you see the air vent?”
“That little thing? There’s…”
Wonk interrupted. “Get your head back in, Deek!”
Deek ducked back into his cell and shut the door as quickly as he could without creating a racket. “Wonk, I’m not sure this is going to work. I mean, it’s small. I’m kinda big, you know? Not Pig big, but big. How long will I have?”
“About a minute, maybe a little more.”
Deek shook his head. “Three years of planning, and you want me to squeeze into a bolt-hole smaller than a coffin in a minute? What are you trying to do, kill me? We’re redoing the plan, Wonk. I couldn’t even unscrew it in time.”
Wonk sounded tired. “While Secure may not be very good at security, Deek, they’re not stupid enough to use screws. It’s magnetically controlled. I should be able to turn it off long enough for you to pull the cover out.”
Mo’s voice reappeared, speaking with forced calm. “Deek, we aren’t changing the plan. We could just leave you there.”
“Fine! We’ll do it your way.” Deek didn’t bother to hide his irritation. “I’ll give it my best, but you might just hear the androids smoke me while my butt is hanging out of an air duct way up the wall.”
Deek heard Mouse snort with suppressed laughter. “It’ll be like Winnie the Pooh and the honey tree with guns.”
“Real funny, Mo. Real funny.” He looked at the ceiling as if the voices in his head were located there. “So, when do we start?”
Wonk answered, “Whenever you’re ready, Deek.”
Deek walked back to the door. “I’m ready.”
“Okay, on my mark. Three…two…one…Go.”
Deek sprinted to the end of the corridor and reached up.
“The magnets should be off starting…now.”
Deek yanked. Nothing happened. He tried again.
He was just about to tell Wonk that it wasn’t working when he heard a small click. This time he wedged a fingernail behind either side of the vent and pried it loose.
Deek leaned the cover against the wall directly under the camera. He stepped back to the vent and pulled himself up for a look. It was going to be tight, and once he was inside, the tube was without handholds for the first five feet. At that point, it ran into something a little wider where he might be able to shuffle along.
“Thirty seconds, Deek.”
Deek cursed under his breath.
He hoisted himself up again and shoved his head and shoulders into the tube. His arms and shoulders jammed, which turned out to be a good thing because if they hadn’t, he would have fallen out. He pushed again and managed to move forward a few inches. As he did so, the ductwork flexed and made a loud, resonant clang. Deek froze, sure that this was the end.
“Twenty seconds. Hurry it up, Deek!” Wonk’s voice cracked.
Deek didn’t bother to answer. He was too busy trying to figure out how to propel himself forward with his arms pinned to his sides. He found he was able to get a little purchase by curling his fingers under him and pushing, but that gave him only a few inches at best, and often nothing at all. Deek worked feverishly, trying to wangle his way forward, reminding himself that it was only a few feet until the duct widened.
“Ten seconds. You’re not going to make it!”
Deek grunted as he tried to get his hips into the duct. “I told you that in the cell.”
As Wonk counted each second, Deek held his legs straight out behind him and wiggled forward until his hips were in the ventilation shaft. The ductwork continued its noisy complaints. When Wonk got to zero, Deek hesitated again, waiting for the end.
His tech complained, “Don’t stop! I said around a minute! I can give you a few more seconds!”
Deek started wiggling forward again, cursing under his breath. His knees and feet still hung out of the vent.
He had managed to get it down to just his boots when Wonk felt he had pressed his luck enough and let go of the camera. Deek held still until Wonk told him his boots weren’t in the frame. He breathed a sigh and continued forward. “You do understand that this isn’t exactly quiet. If there’s anyone who cares to listen, I sound like a herd of buffalo running through a cymbal factory.”
Mo answered, “What’s new, Deek?”
Deek chuckled to himself. “Fair enough, Mo. Which way am I supposed to go?”
Wonk answered, “To the right. It’s not far. We want the grate right after you cross through the bulkhead.”
“Huh, never thought about that, Wonk. I guess the ventilation system would have to have bulkheads or the whole station would depressurize if one compartment blew.”
“That’s the idea, Deek.”
“Things you never see in the movies.”
Walking on Air
It took Deek another excruciatingly loud thirty minutes to get to the exit he wanted. The whole time, he was waiting for somebody to shoot him from below, but so far, according to Wonk, there was no sign that anyone knew he had escaped. “The detention cells are in a pretty isolated place on the station. If we went the regular route, you would have a bit of a hike to get to the vault for the contract, but fortunately, we have a shortcut.”
Eventually, Deek dropped into a maintenance storage room. Boxes and parts lined the walls. He crouched as he crept to the door, then cautiously opened it. Seeing that both directions of the pipe-filled maintenance corridor appeared empty, he stepped out. “Which way?”
“Left,” said Wonk. “Go through the door at the end of the hall.”
Deek crept out onto a balcony overlooking a cavity that ran from the top to the bottom of the relatively small station. It was only nine decks, but looking down from the top into the dark middle, Deek still felt it to be a long fall.
“Okay, I need you to take the service walkway out to the lifts in the center.”
Deek looked out at the spine of the station some fifty feet away. “What walkway?”
“What do you mean? The catwalk that goes from your location out to the spine so they can service the lifts.”
“Uh, yeah. That doesn’t exist. Take a look.” Deek ran his eye back and forth from the spine to the balcony on which he stood.
Wonk lost his cool. With every word, Deek could hear him pounding on something. “Shit, shit, shit! Why aren’t these plans right?”
With more than a little schadenfreude, Deek murmured, “I know how you feel.”
Mouse spoke up. “Hey, Deek. Do you think you could walk that spoke?”
Deek looked around and found there was a steel I beam that ran from the platform to the central hub in the middle of the station.
“Yeah, I suppose, not that I’m thrilled about it.”
“You’ve done things a lot more dangerous than this.”
Deek stared down the ten-story drop. “Agreed. The difference is that the things I do usually keep me so busy I don’t notice how stupid they are. Just looking over the edge here makes my toes curl.”
“Yeah. Mine, too,” Mouse answered.
Deek swallowed and stepped back. “Not that I’m unwilling to do this, but you got a workaround for me, Wonk?”
“Yeah, you can leave the maintenance areas and try to sprint by the three android guards blocking the exit from the holding-cell area. Then you can try to cross back into the main hub before the overlord catches on and shuts you in some hallway somewhere.”
Deek took a deep breath, stepped forward, and climbed over onto the beam. “Understood, Wonk.”
He knew it would only be worse if he gave himself too much time to think. So he pressed ahead, trying not to focus on the drop.
He let go of the railing, stared fixedly at the hub, and started taking slow, nervous steps without looking at his feet. “Mo, distract me. I don’t want to think about how far… Never mind, just distract me.”
“Um, okay.”
Deek took a few more steps.
“Did you like it when I kissed you?”
Deek’s foot missed the I beam. He stumbled forward and ended up hugging the girder, adrenaline making him acutely aware of the beam’s cool exterior.
Touché, Mo, thought Deek.
“Deek! You okay?”
Deek didn’t answer right away. He breathed deeply, eyes closed, clutching the beam. “That’s too distracting, Mo.”
“Sorry. I’m just glad you didn’t fall.”
“There’s still time for that.”
Deek got to his knees and started to shuffle forward. The idea of standing made him nauseous. He couldn’t tell how long it took him to get to the hub. Each second seemed to last a year. When he finally arrived, he climbed over the railing and lay down on his stomach, hugging the grated walkway. He stayed still until his heart rate returned to a reasonable BPM.
Mo piped up, her voice tinged with perverse satisfaction. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
Shafted
“So now what?” Deek huddled on top of the elevator.
Wonk answered sarcastically, “I don’t know, Deek. We’re behind schedule, and my plans are bad. You were supposed to climb down the elevator shaft on the ladder, but it doesn’t seem to be there either.”
“Wait. Your plan had me climbing down a ten-story ladder?”
There was silence for a second. “Uh, yeah…and making sure you fit inside this little tiny gap in the wall so the elevator didn’t run you down. Probably not such a good plan, eh, Deek?”
“What do you say we just wing it?”
Mo answered, “Isn’t that what we’re already doing?”
Deek grunted quietly in reply and took a look around. He stopped and frowned. “Wonk? There’s a hatch in the top of this elevator. I think I could get inside. Would that be a good thing?”
“I’m not sure. The hatch isn’t on the plans, either. You would think there would be a camera inside. I don’t have full access to the security protocols, so I can’t tell for sure.”
Deek was desperately wishing he either had his tool kit or had looked around the maintenance storage room. It would be great to have some tools. He was out of options. “We’re going to have to risk it.”
Mo sounded a little scared. “Careful, Deek. If the station overlord figures out you’re up there, we’ll be in trouble.”
“Yeah, I guess so, but there’s not much I can do about it.”
He undid the pins holding the trapdoor in place and gently pulled it open. Slowly, he stuck his face into the opening, down to the bridge of his nose. He checked the corners for cameras and breathed a sigh of relief. “We’re in luck.” He had just started to swing down into the car when the elevator lurched as the doors opened and a sleepy guard stepped in without looking up. The guard was armed with a zap stick and a force pistol. He seemed distracted by whatever was on the tablet in his hand and the music blasting from his ears.
Deek froze, hands gripping the edge of the hatch. His head and shoulders were already hanging into the car. Keeping his eye on the guard, he slowly started to work his way back. The guard looked over and pressed the bottom button, and the elevator lurched into motion, plummeting through the station.
The guard scratched the back of his head, and something made him jump. He turned around, but there was nothing to see. Deek was already shutting the last inch of the ceiling hatch.
A loud exhalation of breath on the other end of the com told him that his crew shared his terror. Mo whispered, “Holy fuck, that was close.”
Just as Deek was about to seal the hatch, Wonk interrupted. “Don’t latch it, Deek. I think he’s heading to the vault.”
Deek gave an exaggerated nod.
Wonk grumbled, “At least that’s where document storage is supposed to be. This is going to go much easier if you follow him out of the elevator. There should be a bend in the hall just before security for entering storage.”
Deek whispered so quietly that he could barely hear himself, “So, if you can’t control the security cameras, then how do you plan to get me into storage?”
“I can’t see the cameras, but I think… I’m pretty sure that we can spoof them and get you through security to the vault. My buddy inserted a bit of code into the overlord which will have the cameras repeat the last two minutes before jumping forward to the present. I should be able to activate the code through food processing’s access to the overlord. That ought to be long enough to get you through security and into the room.”
“So won’t they know something’s wrong?”
“Probably when they look back at the tapes. Until then, it should be pretty invisible.”
The elevator bounced a little as it touched down at the bottom of the station. Deek poked his head back into the elevator as the doors opened.
“Spoofing the cameras now. You’ve got two minutes.”
As the guard stepped out of the lift, Deek silently flipped down behind him. For a second, he hung there. Deek winced when his landing made more noise than he wanted. He felt sure that the guard was going to turn around, until he remembered the music coming from the guard’s ears.
Deek made it out the elevator doors just as they started to close. He was only a few feet behind the guard, who was nonchalantly walking down the corridor. A short way down, there was an intersection that led left to where the vault was supposed to be. Straight ahead, the corridor continued around the curve of the station to a small air lock used for transporting documents.
“Deek, be careful! We can’t commit any crimes before we get you off the station.” Mouse talked a little faster as her anxiety rose.
Confused, Deek thought, What the hell is she talking about? Getting out of my cell was technically a crime. They were going to steal documents, weren’t they? Without thinking, he rolled his eyes.
Mo let out a little nervous chuckle. “Sorry, Deek, that’s not what I meant. I meant try not to hurt anyone. The way I figure it, Secure won’t look kindly on us if we hurt a bunch of people while trying to destroy our contract. We’d just end up replacing Tsunomo with a new enemy. It’ll be embarrassing enough for Secure if you manage to escape.”
Still in a crouched position just outside the elevator, Deek scrutinized the guard, looking for those subtle clues that would show him the man was about to turn around. So I’m supposed to do this without hurting anyone while they’re carrying sidearms? This is just more fun by the minute!
Once the guard disappeared around the corner toward the vault, Deek crept quietly up to the intersection and waited, not daring to peek, his body ready to spring at any speck of activity. Seconds later, he heard the metallic scraping of a huge door opening. He waited, breath held. When he heard it squeal shut, he made his move.
The entrance to the vault sat empty. In front of him a gleaming steel door set in a huge black frame blocked his way forward. It all appeared impossibly thick and weighty. Deek glanced nervously at the camera in the corner, and then around the alcove. Seeing the access controls, he relaxed a little and stood up. Stepping to his left he said, “So how am I supposed to get into this thing? There’s a DNA scanner and a handprint recognizer.”
“There’s what?”
“There’s a DNA scanner and a handprint recognizer at the door.”
“It’s a full handprint?”
“Yes.”
“Look around. Isn’t there an eye scanner?”
“No.”
Deek could hear Wonk cursing under his breath.
Getting a little frustrated, he said sarcastically, “So how is that plan holding up?”
Mo’s voice turned to acid. “Still better than your idea of two shitty plans at the same time.”
“So what are we going to do, Captain Mo?”
Mo didn’t respond to Deek’s dig. Instead she said, “Screw the document. I think we’re going to have to get you out of there. Get back around the corner before the guard comes out and sees you.”
Deek was just opening his mouth to argue about abandoning the contract when the huge steel vault doors groaned and started to open at a rapid clip, sliding to the side.
Deek bolted into the corner by the opening door, but he knew that he had been too slow. The guard must have seen him.
But the oblivious guard walked placidly away from Deek, still absorbed by his tablet.
Before the doors closed, Deek ducked into the vault.
Mo said quietly, “On second thought, let’s get that contract.”
Contracts
Before he entered the room, Deek had a notion that the vault would be similar to a bank vault, thick walls and bright lights. This was something completely different. The room was vast. Shelf after shelf held box after box. The room was so vast that from his position standing near the door, he could barely see the far side and both ends were hidden by the curve of the station.
“So what’s the plan from here?”
“The vault has a robotic retrieval system, but we don’t have access to it. The cases seem to be filed by year and then a case number. The contract we are looking to find is 52-08877. Are there labels on the rows?”
Deek was already moving to check the row numbers. In the end, it took him ten minutes to find the shelf and box that he wanted. By that time, he was far from the entrance. The box he wanted was all the way up near the ceiling. At the far end of the row there was a rolling ladder, but Deek figured that it would be quieter to just climb. In just a few seconds, he reached the top of the twenty-foot-high shelving unit and scrambled onto the boxes sitting on the top.
Resting on his hands and knees, he opened the box. Deek was tempted to pull out a random contract and read it. The information in any one of these would be extremely useful. His first instinct was to grab the whole box and sort it later. That idea evaporated as soon as he tried to lift out the box he wanted. Who knew that paper would be so heavy? he thought.
Deek didn’t even have to thumb through the box to find 52-08877. Unlike the other folders, which were an indistinct shade of beige, his file was a bright red. Deek’s heart was thumping as he pulled out the too-thin file and opened it. Inside lay a single sheet of electronic paper.
The sheet sprang to life, and the face of Mr. Handa appeared on the screen. “Mr. Miller, you didn’t believe that we were going to let you destroy your contract, did you? We have removed it for safekeeping. Until your spectacular failure three years ago, we’ve always had an amicable relationship. Unfortunately, we can’t have you on the loose having flaunted our agreement. Such an eventuality would set a very bad precedent. I hope you understand, it’s noth…”
Somewhere nearby, a siren started to whine. Whoop. Whoop.
Mo sounded desperate. “Shit, Deek, what are we going to do?”
“Give me a second, Mo.” Deek refused to be drawn into her panic.
When he was ready, he spoke. “Okay, this whole operation is compromised. What’s my exit?”
Wonk sounded completely shaken. “Deek, we’re not going to get you to the exit. We had you going up a floor to the main bay and getting a hardsuit and a jetpack. We can’t get you there. The elevators have already been shut down by the overlord.”
“Freeze.” The high-pitched male voice cracked even as it screamed.
Deek looked down into the young, frightened face of the night guard he had followed in the hall outside the vault. Even from twenty feet up, he could see that the kid’s force pistol was shaking in his hands. Deek wondered if he had even been trained on the thing.
Deek slowly started to raise his hands away from the red file still yammering at him from on top of the file box. Without warning, he grabbed the box and threw it at the kid.
He didn’t wait to see if he had hit the guard, but instead started running across the top of the row. The shimmer of a gravity distortion screaming by his head quickly told Deek this had been a poor idea. The shot made the I beam in the ceiling above him clang. Deek figured there had to be more than one guard in the room because the discharge had come from his right.
He scrambled down the shelves into the next row. At about eight feet, he jumped and took off running away from the exit, hoping to draw the guards farther in. When he reached an aisle running perpendicular to him, he turned left away from the door and ran another eight to ten rows.
Just as the hair on the back of his head told him that he had pushed his luck far enough, he made another left into a row, hoping that he hadn’t been seen. As Deek sprinted back toward the door, he kept imagining hundreds of black-uniformed guards in full armor entering the room. Reason told him this wasn’t likely. Between panting breaths, he asked Wonk, “So what am I facing here?”
Adrenaline had driven all the fear from his tech. He was now in combat mode, all business. “I don’t think there are more than six guards on the whole station. At best, you might have one or two already in the vault with a couple more on the way.”
“Okay, I can handle that.”
Deek thought for a moment while he ran. “Mo, I can’t talk to you two any more. I just want you to know that I trust you. I’m sure they’re looking for you as well. They’re going to consider that I have accomplices. So radio silence from now on. I just want you passively receiving my video feed. I’m going to…”
An energy shot from behind him grazed his right shoulder and knocked him to the floor. Deek tucked himself into a roll and used the momentum to barrel into a shelf full of boxes. He slammed the boxes of contracts into the next aisle and then slid through the shelves after them. It was only when he was up and running again that he realized his right arm and shoulder weren’t working the way they should have. Deek put the pain out of his mind and kept going.
At the end of the row, he picked up a shelving bracket for self-defense.
His biggest fear was that the door to the vault would be closed, trapping him inside, but that didn’t turn out to be the case. As he sprinted by, he pounded on the pad that started the doors closing.
A shot rang out behind him and whizzed past. “Stop!”
As he slipped out, he heard the door slam shut with a satisfying boom. He only had a few seconds. Turning, he used his good arm to throw the bracket at the security camera in the corner. Considering his left arm wasn’t his dominant hand, he got lucky. The heavy object crashed into the camera, smashing its lens.
Deek looked around. On the wall in front of him, he saw what he wanted. With his good hand, he fumbled with the locks on the first-aid kit. With only one useable arm, it took far too many precious seconds, but in the end, he managed it. He grabbed the injectable that he needed and closed the case again. He couldn’t let it look disturbed. He was just finishing when the door behind him started to cycle open.
As he took off running, he briefly held up the vial he had removed from the kit, making sure that his crew got a good look at the label. Then he shoved it in his pocket so that the overlord wouldn’t see it.
There was only one use on a space station for oxygenated microparticles and adenosine. They’d panic, but they’d know what he had in mind.
Exhale or Die!
The hiss of the depressurizing air lock frightened the deep, animal part of Deek that wanted to breathe. There could be no more dithering. Secure had forced his hand. There was no other way out. He hoped he’d delayed things long enough for his crew.
The pudgy guard squinted at him as he spoke into the small portal. His voice came through the nearby intercom. “Don’t worry, we aren’t going to kill you. We’re just going to get you out of there. You may feel light-headed or pass out.”
When he had entered the lock, he had managed to jam the inner door closed with the manual overrides on the airlock, but Secret wasn’t about to come in after him until they knew that he couldn’t depressurize the whole station with the emergency override on the outer doors, so they had done the smart thing. They were partially depressurizing the airlock until he got confused by the lack of oxygen, and then they were going to blow the inner door open and get him. It was exactly what Deek would have done if the situation had been reversed.
In the broom-closet-sized airlock, Deek’s spine tingled as he felt all the vast emptiness of space beyond the door behind him. When someone ended up in the void without a suit there were many, many things that could kill them. Contrary to an all-too-persistent belief, cold wasn’t one of them, at least for several hours. He would be long dead before his body cooled. He wouldn’t explode either. His skin could sort of handle the loss of pressure. He’d have some massive bruising from burst capillaries and temporary blindness but those could be fixed. It was the sudden loss of pressure that would make his blood start to fizz, or the creation of an embolism, or most likely hypoxia—a lack of oxygen—that would kill him. Deek patted his pocket to reassure himself that the injection was still there. He had something for the lack of oxygen. The other two not so much, but the bends didn’t kill you right away…most of the time. If all went according to plan, he would be on board the Li long before he died from the bends.
As he stepped up to the portal, Deek’s feet ran cold. He had never been that great at keeping cool in tight corners, and this was as tight has he could recall. To compensate, he had learned a kind of mental judo. He didn’t try to keep calm. He just tried to direct his anger and fear in a constructive direction.
Mustering up all the frustration that had been building since he got out of prison, he punched the button on the intercom with his right hand and screamed, “You can’t enforce a contract on a dead man! I’d rather die than be a slave to Tsunomo!” Spittle landed on the window. Deek thought it a good effect that added sincerity to his statement. Of course, the truth in what he said also helped him. He really would have rather died than been a slave, and there was a good chance he was about to get his wish.
It seemed to have worked. The shocked, pudgy security guard on the other side of the glass stepped back and actually drew his weapon.
At the moment Deek had screamed, he had also jabbed himself in the left leg with a very painful injection of time-released oxygen and adenosine—the hormone that made mammals like squirrels and bears hibernate. The clock was ticking. He only had a few seconds before his brain function deteriorated, and he couldn’t let on what he had done. He shoved the injector back into the pocket on his jumpsuit and ran to the other side of the air lock. He broke the glass on the emergency release on the outer door and then the drug hit him. The world seemed to fade to a tunnel.
“DEEK! DON’T FORGET TO EXHALE!” A familiar female voice screamed at him. He knew the voice, but he couldn’t put a name to it. The voice cared about him, so he did as the voice asked and then pressed the button.
The explosive punch in the back brought his consciousness back to the fore. He tumbled, weightless. His vision blurred red, and a starless blackness engulfed him.
Home
Deek stirred. Heavy blankets covered him. Lights flashed by as someone moved his bed. He tried to roll over and almost screamed. His skin felt like he was being prodded with hot needles. His eyes burst open, but his vision was blurry. A mask on his mouth was giving him something cold to breathe.
“Easy, Deek. We’re getting you into the auto doc. There’ll be time to talk later. Just rest. You’re doing fine for someone who walked in the void for seventeen minutes.” Deek felt something warm brush his lips. “But I like you because you aren’t completely sane.”
This time he could put a name to the voice. He trusted her. Deek closed his eyes and relaxed.
Mo continued, “As far as Secret Escrow is concerned, you’re dead. They transmitted a notice to Tsunomo just before we grabbed you. Welcome to a new life.”
Deek reached his hand toward the voice. He felt Mo squeeze it. It hurt like mad, but Deek smiled, gave in, and drifted back to sleep.



A Word from Erik Wecks
I like heist stories. They are the Rube Goldberg machines of storytelling. Oceans 11 is perhaps my favorite heist for its ridiculous complexity and shiny elegance.  It’s a con within a con within a con and a true joy.
However, as appealing as Danny Ocean is when he’s getting everything right, I have a soft spot in my heart for the other type of thief in heist films, the ones who never quite seem to come out on top, characters like Michael Caine’s Charlie Croker from the original Italian Job. To start, let me say that the splendid ambiguity of the ending is so refreshing in a world of bland, paint by number films. It’s a story in which the character remains unrepentant and unmoved until he is once again hoisted on his own petard. Even if the worst happened while the credits rolled, somehow I have no doubt that Croker would rise again ready with another ingenious plan one hundred percent convinced that this time would finally pay off.
I wanted my hero to be the second kind of thief with a twist. I wanted him to change, just a little, to grow up just a bit. It’s this kind of intersection between a scoundrel and growth that interests me most. It’s a prominent theme in my book Aetna Adrift and I’m at it again in “A Mercenary in Escrow”, although in a much more tongue-and-cheek fashion.
Why the interest in repentant scoundrels?  I think there’s a little scoundrel in all of us. One of the best features of heist films is that they celebrate the scoundrel in a lovable way. In an internet culture that seems to revel on the heights of self-righteous judgment of others foibles. It feels good to come down and just not take it all so seriously. It’s good to laugh at oneself, even the parts of us that are perhaps a little unseemly in polite company.
There are scoundrel-like places in each of us where we need to become more compassionate toward ourselves and more considerate of others. One of the joys of living is to watch change wheedle its way into even our most intransigent flaws. Life events rub on us. If we let them, they wear away our rough edges and smooth out our wrinkles.
We root for the scoundrel because there’s a bit of scoundrel in all of us. I like to believe that as much as I celebrate the scoundrel’s stubborn intransigence, they still change and so do we.
http://www.amazon.com/Erik-Wecks/e/B007J8G5OQ/



Excelsior
by Jasper T. Scott
Foreword
MY NAME IS CAPTAIN ALEXANDER. I live in a world where people are genetically-engineered to perfection, never to age and never to die—all for the right price. We call them geners. They call us de-gener-ates. They live in the Northern States, while the underprivileged degenerates or natural-borns are relegated to the South. Geners and degenerates don’t mix on any level of society. That might sound like discrimination, and it is, but it’s legal, and it’s actually enforced by the government. Degenerates are overly aggressive, they have impulse-control problems, mental problems, and a host of other issues. We also score low on empathy and collective interest tests, which makes us bad citizens. But worst of all, we eventually die of old age. The only way to jump state lines from a degener state to a gener one is to take the retroactive therapies and implants to become like them. Problem is, that’s a hell of an expensive way to go, and who has that kind of cash?
Thankfully, there’s a war on; it’s a cold war, but people still die, and geners don’t like risking their immortal necks para nada. Before you ask, we all speak English, but I grew up in the barrio, met my wife there, and got married there. I probably would have died there, too, but then I started contemplating eternity. The Alliance has this deal. They need pilots and crew to go up the space elevator and guard their half of the planet from orbit. In exchange, the Alliance promised to make us geners. One five year term of service to buy a set of treatments and a passport to the heavenly North. I took two terms, one for myself and one for my wife. It seemed like a fair trade at the time.
But I was wrong.
They’re sending me away, far away, and now I’m never going to have a chance to enjoy eternity with my wife. Those kids we always said we’d have—she’s going to have them with someone else while I’m gone. When life gives you shit, you sure as hell can’t make lemonade.
Usually you just step in it.
Chapter 1
“Don’t go, Alex.”
“I don’t have a choice, Caty. I go where they send me, remember? That was the deal. Move up North and pay for our upgrades with two terms of service.”
“But you’re almost done! Ten years was the deal. They can’t ask you to serve longer than that!”
“We’re at war.”
“It’s a cold war. No one’s shooting at you up there.”
“Fleet Command doesn’t see the difference.”
“It isn’t fair.” Catalina wiped her eyes and shook her head. She looked away, out to Anchor Station’s launch platform. Alexander followed her gaze. One of the climber cars was sitting on the platform, waiting for him, looking like a skyscraper rather than an elevator. Two more just like it could be seen rising one below the other on the opposite side of the elevator ribbon. The higher of the two was a mere glinting speck against the broad blue sky.
Alex turned back to his wife. Her lower lip was trembling. As he watched, a tear ran down her cheek and landed on her lips. He leaned in and kissed it away.
“Don’t cry,” he whispered.
“How can you ask me not to cry? I don’t even know when you’re coming back—or if.”
“Shhh.” Alexander pressed his forehead against hers. “I will come back. Do you hear me? I promise.”
“Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Alex.”
“I don’t, Caty, you know that. I promised I’d get us out of the South, and I did. Life’s better now.”
“No, it’s not. Not if I don’t have you. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. You signed up for the oceanic navy, then they transferred you to space, and now they’re sending you away indefinitely! They won’t tell me how long you’ll be gone, or where you’re going… They tricked us, Alex! They’re sending you because your service is almost up. They don’t want to let you go.”
“Caty…”
“We should have stayed in the South.”
Alexander shook his head. “No. Even if I don’t come back, at least I was able to save you.”
“For what? So that I’ll live long enough to die alone when World War III breaks out?”
“That won’t happen. Neither the Alliance nor the Confederacy is that stupid. It’s all just posturing.” Alex took a few steps forward and cupped Catalina’s beautiful face in his hands. “Listen to me. Time is nothing to us now. If anything we’ve got too much of it. If you can wait for me, I’ll find you. The maximum period they can send me away for is another ten years. That’s how long I would have been on reserve.”
Caty shook her head. “I’m only twenty-nine. Ten years is a third of my life! That’s not nothing.”
“Maybe not yet, but it will be.”
“You really think we can last that long without seeing each other? How do I know you’ll wait for me?”
“I can. I will. I’ll message you every day. It might take a long time for the messages to reach you, but they will. Count on it.”
Catalina shook her head. “What about children, Alex? We said we’d have three. A girl and two boys. We even had names picked out!”
“None of that has changed! It’s just delayed, and you don’t have to worry about your biological clock anymore.”
“That’s not the point. I don’t want you to leave me a widow, Alex!”
He shook his head. “I won’t.” He felt a knot forming in his throat, tied so tight he could barely speak. “I love you, Caty.”
Her face crumpled, and she broke down in tears. She rushed in for a hug and he held her, stroking her head, and offering more empty reassurances. Ten minutes went by like that and then came the final boarding call, booming out from the launch platform.
A pair of petty officers walked up to them, their spotless black uniforms shining indigo in the sun. One of them cleared his throat and stepped forward. He snapped to attention and saluted. “Captain de Leon! By your leave, sir… we are at T-minus thirty minutes and counting.”
Alexander nodded and kissed his wife goodbye.
“Wait, I have something for you…” Catalina said, reaching into her pocket.
Alexander watched as she produced a shiny golden locket with attached chain and handed it to him. There was an engraving on one side that read,
“Time is an illusion”
-Albert Einstein
And another engraving on the other side that read,
“Love is the only truth. Let mine be yours.”
-Catalina
Alexander’s lips stretched into a sad smile and his eyes grew warm and blurry as he turned the locket over and over in his hand.
“Aren’t you going to open it?”
He looked up and nodded quickly, blinking tears from his eyes. He depressed the catch at the top of the locket and it sprang open, revealing that it was more than it had at first appeared. It was an old mechanical pocket watch with a real photograph—not a hologram—of him and Caty on the inside front of the case. It was all so anachronistic, a kind of physical proof for Einstein’s side of the watch—time is an illusion. The kiss Caty was planting on his cheek in that photograph was the proof of his wife’s side—love is the only truth. Let mine be yours.
“I can’t believe you did this,” he said, shaking his head. More tears fell as he stared at her gift. He looked up, feeling suddenly miserable. “I didn’t think to get you anything.”
“That’s okay. Maybe you’ll find a souvenir to bring back for me from where you’re going.”
Alexander nodded and shut the watch. He slipped it into his pocket and leaned in for another kiss. It went on and on, but not nearly long enough.
A tap on his shoulder interrupted them. “Sir, we’re out of time…”
Alexander broke away with a grimace. “Don’t forget to message me,” he said while their fingertips were still touching, one hand slipping away from the other.
“Don’t you forget either,” Catalina sniffed.
Alex shook his head and waved as he walked away, smiling reassuringly as he went. “Every day. I’ll be back before you know it!” he called out.
“Don’t make me wait forever!”
“I won’t.”
* * *
Forty minutes later, Captain Alexander de Leon sat in the front row of the climber car’s viewing gallery, watching as Earth fell away below the bubble-shaped canopy. The giant equatorial anchor at the base of the elevator had been reduced to a thumb-sized speck. All around, the ocean shone a deep, stunning blue in the morning sun. Hundreds of small grey dots floated there—cargo ships and warships alike. The Alliance wasn’t in a state of open war, but it would be foolhardy to leave their space elevator undefended. Far off in the hazy distance, he thought he saw the island of Curaçao, the Southern State closest to Anchor Station.
Alex reached into his pocket and withdrew the pocket watch Catalina had given him. He read the engravings once more, opened the watch, stared at the photo of him and his wife, and remembered the past month he’d spent with her. The prospect of being apart for as much as a decade weighed heavy on his mind. Even immortals could get tired of waiting, and he and Caty had grown apart as it was. Bi-annual leave wasn’t nearly enough to keep a marriage alive. Staying together had always been the plan, but his primary goal had been to save her, and he’d already done that.
Life in the Southern States was a death sentence. Down there people were born naturally and they died naturally. They were the so-called natural-born humans, or degenerates of society. Up North, medical science had found ways around old age and dying. People were genetically engineered from birth to live forever and to look and act just as perfect as their parents could make them. They were the geners to the Southern States’ de-gener-ates, or as the Confederacy would say—the Yang to their Yin. But all of that engineering came at a price, and that kind of money… you were either born with it or you weren’t.
Fortunately, there was another way. The war with the Confederacy meant that the Alliance needed soldiers, and the wealthy members of its population were all already immortal, so they would never willingly risk their lives in war. The poor, however, could be easily persuaded. One four-year term of service would save a life. Two terms would save two lives. Alex had served his two already, saving both his wife and himself. Then he’d committed to another two years to buy them both passports to live in the utopian society of the Northern States.
At the time, joining the navy had seemed like an easy way to get out of the South and escape the human condition. But he and Catalina hadn’t counted on the navy choosing him for Operation Alice.
From what he’d been allowed to know of it, Operation Alice was a mission to another planet, code-named Wonderland. Mission planners believed it could be another Earth. Alexander didn’t know where it was, or how the Alliance proposed traveling there when manned missions had yet to make it beyond the solar system. Maybe the Alliance had finally developed a working FTL drive? Either way, the mission would keep him away from Earth for an indefinite period of time, so he’d been sent down to the surface to say goodbye to his loved ones.
Alex sighed and reclined his chair. He felt restless and heart-sore, but despite the former condition, he was also intensely curious about the mission. He had a feeling he was going to lose a lot of sleep guessing about it before he learned anything new. It was a two-day trip from Anchor Station to Orbital One, the Alliance’s counter-weighting space station at the top end of the elevator.
As the climber car continued racing up, Alex came to eye level with a thin golden crust of cirrus clouds. They gleamed bright on the horizon, slowly baking to a crisp in the heat of the rising equatorial sun. Then, all of a few minutes later, Alex was staring at a deep indigo sky with a multitude of stars pricking through.
He was leaving terra firma behind, and this time, he was going to be gone a lot longer than six months. Alexander blew out another sigh. He had the war to thank for it. People erroneously thought that if they could just get away from Earth, then they could leave its problems behind, too. Operation Alice was just the latest initiative in a race to colonize the stars. There were already colonies on the Moon, Mars, Titan, and Europa, but that wasn’t good enough. The panacea would be to find another planet like Earth, and according to the mission planners, Wonderland was it.
Alexander shook his head. It was ridiculous that space exploration and extra-terrestrial colonization had been fueled by the threat of self-extinction, but at the same time, it made a sick kind of sense. The human race had always been its own worst enemy.
There came a sharp intake of air, followed by a young woman’s voice: “Captain de Leon!”
Alexander turned to see a woman come skidding to a stop in front of him, blocking his view. She stood at attention and saluted. The single silver chevron she wore marked her as a junior lieutenant, while the glowing white stripe below it indicated she was a member of the bridge crew of a starship. A junior lieutenant made bridge crew? Alex wondered, looking her up and down carefully. The woman was not ugly by any means, and not all natural-borns were, but something about the lieutenant set him off. Her eyes were a rare shade of blue; her hair looked like liquid gold, not one strand out of place; her complexion was too perfect, and her bosom—Alex stopped his analysis there.
It was rare to find a gener in the navy—or in any other branch of the service, for that matter—but not impossible; he’d met a few of them warming seats in OCS. They had their own government incentives, financial ones to match the cost of what the navy offered to natural-borns. Maybe McAdams had been born a gener child, but then her family had run out of money and she’d signed up to save someone else. A baby, perhaps…?
No, he decided. Northerners had implants to prevent pregnancy, and giving birth to degenerates was illegal in the Northern States. She must have had other reasons for joining the service.
“Something on your mind, Lieutenant?” Alex asked, frowning up at her.
“Sir, Junior Lieutenant McAdams, reporting to captain for duty, sir!”
Alexander’s frown deepened. “You’re assigned to the W.A.S. Lincoln?”
“Yes, sir!”
“I know my entire crew from White Deck to Blue, and I don’t recognize you.”
“I’m a recent transfer, sir. I have my orders if you’d like to see them.”
“Please.”
The young woman held out her arm. Her sleeve rode up, revealing her comm band. She used her other hand to activate the holo display and then navigated by touching holographic buttons and making gestures. Once she found the right document, she made a circle in the air with her finger, and the display rotated to face him. He scanned her orders. Everything checked out. McAdams was to replace Lieutenant Ramirez as the Lincoln’s chief engineer.
Alexander’s eyebrows floated up as he read that. “You’re a junior lieutenant. According to fleet regulations, a ship’s chief engineer must be at least a full lieutenant.”
“Admiral Flores waived the requirement for me, sir.”
“And what happened to Lieutenant Ramirez?”
McAdams gave him a dumb look.
“My previous chief. He was supposed to be aboard this climber. Where is he?”
“I don’t know, sir.”
“Never mind. I assume you’ve been through the training for this mission and that you’ve been adequately briefed?”
“Yes, sir. I was one of the reserves.”
“And you’ve served on a Hunter-class destroyer before?”
McAdams shook her head. “Not on active duty, sir, but the reserves were all trained on one, and I’ve been studying the operational manuals.”
Alex grunted. “It’ll have to do, I suppose. Carry on, Lieutenant. I’ll see you on deck.”
“Yes, sir.” McAdams saluted once more and went on her way.
Alexander went back to watching the view from the climber. Earth could now be seen curving away below him, the upper edge of the atmosphere glowing a bright blue against the black of space. The sun peered over the horizon at him, making him see spots when he looked away. Then his stomach grumbled, reminding him that he hadn’t eaten breakfast yet. He unbuckled and rose stiff-legged from his chair.
It was time to get to the mess hall, and while he was at it, to check the Lincoln’s roster. His crew was like family; he hoped he hadn’t lost anyone else. Ramirez had left the mission without so much as a goodbye. Maybe he’d thought it would be too painful to see them off, but that still left the question of why he wasn’t on the mission. Assignments weren’t optional, so it had to be something serious. Alexander hoped it wasn’t because Ramirez had gone AWOL, but if he had, maybe he could escape a court-martial for a while by hiding out in the South.
Suerte hermano, Alexander thought, and while he was at it—Good luck to the rest of us, too.
* * *
As it happened Ramirez wasn’t the only one who’d left the mission. Almost a third of Alexander’s crew had been detached from the W.A.S. Lincoln with little or no notice, and the reserves had been called up instead.
Now Alexander’s heart was sore for more reasons than he could count. He didn’t understand it. Why hadn’t he been told? Why had no one come to say goodbye? He resolved to ask Admiral Flores about the changes to his crew.
No sooner did Alexander arrive on Orbital One than he received orders via his communicator to report to Admiral Flores in the auxiliary briefing room on Deck Nine. He walked there, once again enjoying the effects of gravity.
The station’s gravity was artificially generated by its rotation around the Earth and its location above GEO (Geostationary Earth Orbit), such that “down” was actually facing outer space and “up” was facing Earth and the distant Anchor Station.
Alexander reached the auxiliary briefing room, and a pair of petty officers guarding the entrance scanned him with wands before he reached the doors. To his surprise, neither of them moved to open the doors for him. Instead, one of them turned aside and said, “Call Admiral Flores.” His earpiece recognized the command, activated his communicator, and placed the call. When the call went through, the petty officer announced to the admiral that Captain de Leon was waiting outside the briefing room for her.
Moments later, the doors swished open to reveal Admiral Flores herself. Her white admiral’s uniform contrasted sharply with her ebony skin. Alexander stood at attention and saluted. Flores returned the salute.
“At ease, Captain,” she said, stepping aside so he could enter the room.
Once inside, the admiral shut the doors with a gesture and locked them with another. From there she turned and strode down the aisle to the speaker’s podium. Alexander followed, and noted with a growing frown that they were the only ones in the room.
“I must be early,” he said.
“Actually, you’re late,” Flores replied.
That gave him pause. “Where are the others, then?” They reached the speaker’s podium, and the admiral stepped up while he sat down in the front row.
“What others?” Flores asked, turning back to face him.
“I’m not sure I understand, ma’am…” Alex replied slowly. “How many people know about this mission?”
“Five hundred, give or take.”
Alexander’s eyes widened. “Then why am I the only one being briefed?”
“They already know everything they need to. They’re with mission control on Kansas Station.”
“Kansas Station? I’ve never heard of it.”
Admiral Flores’ cheeks dimpled with rare amusement. “Nor should you have. Operation Alice is highly classified. If you were to breach operational security, even accidentally, you would be looking at a dishonorable discharge and a firing squad. In order to spare everyone that unpleasantness, we’ve told you as little as possible up till now.”
Alexander’s pulse began jumping in his temples. “I see.”
“No, you don’t, but you will.”
Flores walked up to the far wall and began making gestures. A series of holo displays glowed to life, showing star maps and flight plans.
Flores pointed to the first hologram, a flight plan, and began to explain: the Lincoln was to detach from Orbital One and fly straight to Venus, where it would get a gravity assist and fly on toward the Alliance colony on Titan.
But Titan wasn’t their real destination. The Lincoln was to fly to a set range of a hundred million klicks from Venus, where no Confederate eyes were likely to be watching, and then they would deviate from their course and head for coordinates another fifty seven million klicks away from Earth.
Flores gestured to another hologram. This one showed deep space, and it was marked with two icons. One of them was labeled Kansas Station, and the other was labeled the Looking Glass. That rang a bell. Alex was beginning to recognize the nomenclature from his studies in ancient literature. He tried to remember…
Flores appeared to notice his distraction. “Something on your mind, Captain?”
“The Looking Glass—what is that?” The icon on the map looked like a perfectly clear marble floating in space, distorting the star field behind its spherical shape. He couldn’t even guess at what it might represent.
“Operation Alice was named after a very old book, titled Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There. It’s about a girl who travels through a mirror or ‘looking-glass’ to another world called Wonderland. Alice lives in Kansas, hence Kansas Station. The names are all metaphors for what Operation Alice is about.”
“So the Looking Glass is…” Alex felt his heart begin to pound as wild ideas flew through his head. “Some kind of gateway to Wonderland?”
Admiral Flores pointed to the map, and the hologram zoomed in.
“The Looking Glass is a Lorentzian wormhole, otherwise known as a Schwarzschild wormhole or an Einstein–Rosen bridge,” she said, pointing to it on the map. “In layman’s terms, it’s a traversable tunnel from one point in space time to another.”
Alexander grinned wildly and leaned suddenly forward in his chair. “We managed to create one? Where does it go?”
“We’re not entirely sure where it goes. We keep losing contact with our probes soon after they arrive in the Wonderland System. From what little data we’ve managed to receive, our best guess is that the wormhole leads to another galaxy entirely. And as for how it got there… We didn’t create it. We found it.”
“You mean the wormhole is naturally occurring?”
“We don’t know if it is or isn’t naturally occurring. What we do know is that it’s occupying a stable orbit around our sun, at a mean distance of two hundred eighty-nine million klicks. That puts it relatively close to Earth, depending on what time of year you choose to travel. Right now it’s actually at its most proximal point, at just over a hundred million klicks away, but we’re taking a circuitous route via Venus so that we don’t attract any unwanted Confederate attention.”
Alexander frowned. “If the wormhole is just a hundred million klicks from Earth, surely the Confederates have already spotted it?”
Flores shrugged. “Wormholes are surprisingly hard to detect. They’d have to know exactly where to look. Let’s hope they don’t, but if they have spotted something, it’s squarely in our territory, and we have Kansas Station to prove it. We can even claim that we built the wormhole. That might just scare the socialism out of them and put an end to this stupid war once and for all.”
“Or scare them enough to attack us before we develop any more of a technological edge.”
“Let’s hope not. Meanwhile…” Flores turned back to her holo displays and gestured for a new screen to appear. It was a map of a solar system. “This is the Wonderland System. It has a G-type star, or yellow dwarf, the same as us. There are ten planets in all.” Flores pointed to one in particular and zoomed in on it. “The third one from the sun appears to have all the same characteristics as Earth. That’s Wonderland herself. From our current data we suspect the planet has a lot more surface water than ours, but otherwise it could be a perfect sister planet for Earth, right down to its mass, which will produce a tolerable one point one times Earth’s gravity.”
Alex was shocked. After a long, silent moment, he said, “People have been dreaming about this for centuries, ever since we put the first man in space. What’s the catch?”
“There’s more than one, actually,” the admiral replied. “The overriding concern—which has been repeatedly put forward by Dr. Thales, the head of our astrophysics department on Kansas Station—is that there’s no way this wormhole could be a natural phenomenon. If he’s right, then we might be looking at a first contact situation on the other end. But we have to ask ourselves: if the wormhole was created, then the race that created it must have intended to use it to get to our solar system. So where are they, and why haven’t we met them yet? It would appear that they built the gateway just for us, which doesn’t seem likely. To be safe, we are sending a first contact specialist and an Alliance diplomat aboard the Lincoln.”
Alexander nodded. He couldn’t help but agree: first contact was unlikely. That so-called first contact specialist was going to be a lot of dead weight—besides how could anyone be a specialist in first contact if first contact had never been made before?
“So what’s the other catch?” he asked.
“The probes. None of them ever made it back. The popular theory is that the wormhole is only open on our side. By travelling through it we force it open in Wonderland for a few minutes, and then the Wonderland side collapses to an infinitesimal width, making a return trip and ongoing transmissions impossible.”
Alexander paled and he gaped at the admiral. “That’s the popular theory? Then why are we sending a manned mission?”
“The probe data is inconclusive, and even though the Collapsing Gateway Theory is the most popular one, the other theories are still valid—space-time distortion, equipment failure, radiation damage, alien interference, etc. A Hunter-class destroyer is much larger than any probe, so it is infinitely better equipped to run the necessary scans of the area and help us narrow down the list of possibilities. In case you’re wondering, we have sent probes with live animal subjects and confirmed that they made it to the Wonderland System alive and well.”
Alexander blew out a breath. “But they still didn’t make it back. You’re basically telling me that this is a one-way trip.”
“Not at all, Captain. We should be able to force the wormhole open for you by sending another probe. You’ll have some time to investigate Wonderland before then, but that is one of your mission objectives, regardless. Rest assured, we aren’t planning to abandon the Lincoln, Captain.”
“You said the wormhole stays open for just a few minutes. That’s an incredibly tight window, even if you can force it open for us with another probe—and that doesn’t explain why you didn’t try this method to rescue one of the probes.”
“As I said, a ship like the Lincoln is better equipped. The same goes for her crew versus the limited intelligence of a probe. We’ve set your clocks to coincide with pre-planned launch times for future missions. As soon as you arrive in Wonderland, the Lincoln will send us her nav and sensor data from the trip, and we’ll use that to make adjustments on our end. We’ve factored in time dilation and checked the math a thousand times. It is a tight window, but you’ll have a chance, Captain, and if you don’t make it the first time, we’ll keep sending probes until you do. The nav data from each failed attempt will be used to make adjustments on both our ends, and through an iterative process of trial and error, we will get you home.”
Alex frowned. “How long will it take us to get to Wonderland?”
“Around seventy days.”
Alexander frowned. “So ten weeks. That’s twenty weeks there and back. Plus the time spent waiting for a rescue…”
The admiral nodded. “Correct, although, you won’t notice the time passing until you arrive. Traversing the wormhole calls for you and your crew to spend the entire trip in a medically-induced coma.”
Alexander blinked. “What? Why?”
“The wormhole is roughly point oh seven light years from end to end. You’ll spend the first eighteen days accelerating at a constant ten gees until you’ve reached half the speed of light. After cruising for just over a month you’ll spend the same amount of time decelerating.”
“Ten gees for eighteen days? We’ll be dead long before we get up to speed, Admiral.”
She just smiled and shook her head. “You’ll be spending the duration of the trip in g-tanks, and to answer your first question, putting you in a coma isn’t strictly necessary, but mission planners decided that it would be better for your mental health. Ten weeks is a long time to spend floating in a fish bowl with nothing to do but sleep and listen to your heart beat.”
Alexander’s brow furrowed. “So why not wake us and bring us out of the tanks once we’ve reached cruising speed? We could spend that month preparing for our mission in Wonderland, and stretch our legs while we’re at it.”
“The 10 gees generated by the Lincoln’s engines while accelerating and decelerating is actually a fraction of what the wormhole itself will subject you to. Anyone who spends the trip outside of a g-tank would be turned to jelly.”
That’s a nice image… “Point taken. I’m assuming any rescue missions you send will take just as long to reach us as we spent getting there.”
Admiral Flores looked sheepish. She tried to say something, but stopped herself.
“What aren’t you telling me?”
“Time dilation.”
“Yeah at point five c we’ll be running a few days faster than Earth time, what’s the problem?”
“Time dilation isn’t just affected by speed, Captain. It’s also affected by gravity. Wormholes are super-massive objects.”
Alexander was beginning to feel nervous. “So… what are we talking about here? A month?”
“More like a year and three months.”
Alexander blinked. “So seventy days becomes… over four hundred?”
The admiral nodded.
Alexander went on, thinking out loud, “Two times that is two years and six months. That’s how long it’ll take for us to get home, even if we turn around as soon as we get there. Except that we won’t be able to do that. We’ll be trapped until a rescue mission can come for us, and if you have to wait to receive our signal first…” Alexander shook his head. “Please tell me the signal doesn’t experience the same time dilation that we do.”
“It does, but point oh seven light years times the wormhole’s average dilation factor of five point triple eight is a little under five months at the speed of light.”
Alexander felt an encroaching headache as he tried to add up all the various time-frames. He unconsciously squeezed the bridge of his nose between forefinger and thumb. “Five months to receive our signal, a year and a quarter to get to us… that’s almost two years spent waiting in Wonderland for a rescue.”
“Yes.”
“And you don’t even know how many rescue missions you’ll need to send before one of them succeeds. With two year turnaround times between rescue missions…”
“You might not need a rescue, Captain. Once you’ve analyzed all the data for yourselves, you’ll know why we’ve been losing contact with our probes, and maybe you’ll be able to solve the problem from that end.”
Alexander frowned. He didn’t like the qualifying language the admiral was using—might, maybe… “All right, but if not, we could be away for a very long time.”
“That is a possibility, but we’ve packed you with enough supplies to account for an extended stay on Wonderland, and we’ll be sending additional supplies aboard each probe, just in case.”
Alexander shook his head and gave the admiral a narrow-eyed look. “Maybe after the first decade or two we’ll go settle down in Wonderland and forget all about being rescued.”
“You’d be abandoning the mission and going AWOL—not that I expect we would be able to conduct a court-martial—but you’ll have to think about your families back on Earth. Settling on Wonderland, if that is in fact possible, will mean never seeing any of your loved ones again.”
That was when it hit him. Alexander bounced to his feet, his eyes wide, his pulse pounding, blood roaring in his ears. “That’s why you picked me, isn’t it?”
“Settle down, Captain.”
“That’s also why you made all of those last-minute changes to my crew.”
Admiral Flores remained silent.
“You cherry-picked us to make sure we all had strong emotional ties to Earth! My engineer, Ramirez—he was the only one with no family back on Earth. And me—how many other captains could you have sent? Divorced ones, single ones, unhappily married ones? Any one of them would have made a better choice, but no, you wanted people with a reason to come home. You took what I’d shared in confidence with you about my personal life, and used it against me!”
“Don’t take this personally, Captain.”
“How else should I take it?”
Suddenly the station’s emergency klaxons started screaming. The lights dimmed to a bloody red, and the PA system boomed, “Red alert! All hands to battle stations! This is not a drill!”
Admiral Flores’ eyes flew wide. “Go!” she said.
And then they both went racing up the aisle to the exit.
Chapter 2
Captain Alexander de Leon rode the elevator down through Orbital One to the end of the station’s space-facing docking arm on Deck One. As the elevator raced down, he hurried to put on one of the emergency combat suits stored inside the elevator. He forewent the helmet, since a more sophisticated version would be waiting for him on the bridge of the Lincoln. When the elevator stopped, the floor opened up, revealing a ladder leading down into his ship’s airlock. Inside that airlock was another elevator that ran all the way down the central shaft of the W.A.S. Lincoln from the forward airlock to the engines in order to allow rapid transfer of crew between decks.
Alexander selected the glowing white button labeled Bridge Deck from the color-coded control panel inside the elevator. The airlock cycled shut overhead, and the elevator raced down. When it opened again, he walked out onto the bridge deck just as normally as if the Lincoln were sitting on Earth with her engines on the ground and her bow facing the sky. The reverse was actually true, with the Lincoln’s engines facing outer space, and her bow facing Earth.
Despite the artificial gravity they shared with Orbital One giving him a reference for what was “down,” Alexander’s perspective changed as soon as he walked onto the bridge. Dead ahead, the bridge control stations were mounted at varying heights along the far wall, all of them facing the ceiling. Ladders crawled up the wall, allowing the crew to access their control stations while the ship was simulating normal gravity.
The ship’s acceleration couches all faced the bow, while the backs of the couches faced the engines. Like that, any excessive g-forces generated by active thrust would pin the crew against their couches.
“Sensors, report!” Alexander called out as he stopped in front of the captain’s and executive officer’s couches. They were the ones closest to the floor, so there was no need for him to climb up.
“Sensors show forty-seven Confederate warships leaving orbit, sir!” Lieutenant Williams reported from the sensor station. “Their trajectory lines up with our own mission destination.”
Alexander grabbed the rails along the front of his couch’s armrests to lower himself into his seat through a variant of a dip exercise. He let go of the rails and dropped the last few centimeters into his chair, provoking a whuff of air escaping from the cushion. His XO, Commander Korbin, was already seated beside him. He nodded to her and she flashed a thin, tight-lipped smile.
Now he felt like he was lying down on the floor, gazing up at the ceiling, but the bridge’s layout managed to convince him that he was actually sitting on the floor at zero-g inside a ship that was being accelerated at just over one g through space.
Alexander shook his head to clear away his growing disorientation and fumbled with the buckles of his safety harness. Relief tubes snaked out from his couch and attached themselves to the front and back of his suit. Both tubes would transmit waste away from his body as needed without him ever having to get up. Food and hydration were handled by a nutrient line, which he had to manually attach to the catheter implanted in his left wrist. Combat could last a long time in space, and the need to maneuver could be unpredictable, so crew had to be able to remain seated and strapped in for extended periods of time.
Reaching up, Alexander found the helmet strapped on top of the headrest of his couch. He pulled it down and slipped it over his head. A moment later there came a hiss as the helmet formed an airtight seal with the collar of his combat suit.
Alexander heard his breathing reverberate inside the helmet. The pace was too fast. Anxious.
A heads-up display flickered to life, projected on the inside of his visor in bright blues and greens. Alexander began making mental selections from the HUD in order to check the Lincoln’s readiness. Mental interaction with the HUD was the ship’s primary control interface, but there were also secondary, hands-on controls located in the armrests of each crewman’s couch.
Someone quieted the ship’s red-alert siren and killed the flashing red lights, bringing everything back to a calm, crisp whiteness. That bit of normalcy was deceptive, but necessary to keep their frayed nerves in check.
Dead ahead, the ship’s three main forward viewports glowed to life, relaying the view from the Lincoln’s bow cameras. Right now all they could see was a close-up of the dark, solar-energy-collecting underside of Orbital One.
“Captain! Admiral Flores is requesting to speak with you!” Lieutenant Hayes reported from the comm station.
“Put her through. Full screen.”
All three of the ship’s main holo displays faded from a black canvas of stars to a larger-than-life visual of the admiral herself. She appeared dead center of the main holo display, taking up almost the entire thing while the mad bustle of activity going on around her inside the command center of Orbital One appeared on the left and right holo displays.
“Your orders have changed, Captain.” The fire glinting in the admiral’s green eyes and the tightness of her cheeks spoke volumes. This could be it—the thawing out of a century-long cold war. “You are to act as a comm relay to help us communicate with the Confederate Fleet while we try to dissuade them from their current flight path. Meanwhile, you will fly with all possible speed direct to Kansas Station and prepare to hold off Confederate forces if it comes to that. The Third Fleet will meet you there as soon as they can.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Updated nav data is being downloaded to the Lincoln now. Please confirm.”
“Confirmed, Captain!” Lieutenant Davorian replied from the helm at the foremost/uppermost control station.
Alexander nodded. “We’re ready to go, Admiral.”
“Good luck, Captain. You are at T-minus ten minutes to launch. Flores out.”
The admiral’s face disappeared, and back was the underside of Orbital One. “Helm! Set the clock and alert the crew! T-minus ten.”
“Yes, sir!” Davorian replied.
A green launch timer appeared at the top of the ship’s main holo display, counting down from ten minutes.
Alexander turned to his XO. “Commander Korbin—” She turned to him, her pale blue eyes wide and unfocused. He frowned and snapped his fingers. “Wake up, Commander!”
She shook herself, as if waking from a dream—More like a nightmare, he thought—and then she said, “Yes, sir!”
“Double-check everyone’s launch checklists. We can’t afford to have any mistakes.”
“Yes, sir,” Korbin said, already consulting her holo displays.
“Lieutenant Stone!” Alexander called out, keeping half an eye on the jump timer as he turned to the Lincoln’s starfighter and drone command station. “What’s the status of Sixty-First Squadron?”
“They’re in the locker room getting suited up, sir.”
“Tell them to pick up the pace! I don’t want anyone plastered to the bulkheads when we fire up the mains.”
“Yes, sir. They’ve drilled for this. Five minutes to suit, four more to hit their cockpits and strap in. That leaves one for margin of error.”
“I’m going to trust you on that, Stone.”
Due to comm latency (speed-of-light restricted), manned fighters still had their place. At a distance of just three hundred thousand klicks, a remote pilot would be reacting a full two seconds after everything had already happened (one second for information to reach the pilot, and another for him to send commands back to his remote vehicle). To get around that, manned fighters followed drones into combat and commanded them from behind.
“Gunnery! Engineering! What’s our status?”
“All gunners standing by, weapons hot,” Lieutenant Cardinal replied from the gunnery station.
“Good. Engineering?”
“All systems green, sir,” Junior Lieutenant McAdams replied.
“T-minus five!” Lieutenant Hayes called out from the comms.
Alexander nodded. “Safety harness check!”
Everyone tugged on their buckles and tightened their belts. Alexander pulled his own straps taut. When they reached T-minus zero, the Lincoln would detach from Orbital One, rotate to put her engines where her nose used to be, and then ignite her main thrusters and rocket away at a regulation three and a half g’s.
Alexander looked up at the main holo display, his eyes idly tracing constellations while he waited for the launch timer to run down. As the minutes slipped by, his thoughts turned to his wife. He hoped things would calm down and that she wouldn’t be affected by this latest power struggle. If open war broke out and something happened to her…
“Sixty-First Squadron is strapped in and waiting, Captain!” Stone reported from starfighter command.
Alexander noted the launch timer was down to fifteen seconds. That was close. “Good. Let’s hope they were the last ones. McAdams, crew safety check!”
“All hands securely strapped in and waiting for launch.”
“T-minus ten seconds!” Davorian called out from the helm. “Nine, eight…three, two, one, zero! Docking clamps detached!”
Suddenly Alexander was weightless and watching Orbital One drift away. It was an opaque black disc with weapon emplacements sprouting like barnacles from its outer hull. Soon Earth silhouetted the station with a dazzling white and blue halo.
The rest of the Alliance armada was nowhere to be seen, but Alexander knew they would still be at GEO and much too far away to see without magnification.
“Brace for maneuvering thrust,” Davorian reported from the helm.
Alexander felt himself turn and his view panned away from Orbital One and Earth to face the vast starry darkness of outer space. G-force was minimal since the bridge was located at the Lincoln’s rotational center.
“Helm, what’s our ETA to reach Kansas Station?”
“Just under a week, Captain,” Davorian replied.
“And the Confederates?”
“They’ll be about six hours behind us, assuming regulation rates of acceleration and deceleration.”
“We may have to push past regulation limits on this one. Our orders are to beat the Confederates to Kansas Station.”
“Yes, sir… I don’t have Kansas Station marked on my star maps,” Davorian said.
“It’s at our final mission waypoint, and you can’t see it because the very existence of that station is classified. Head for the waypoint. You’ll find Kansas there when we get close enough.”
“Yes, sir… Thrusters going hot in five, four, three, two, one!”
Alexander braced himself. Then came a deafening roar, and the Lincoln began shuddering all around them. A gut-wrenching boost shoved them against their couches, and the Lincoln shot away from Orbital One. Acceleration rose swiftly, pressing Alexander against the back of his couch with terrifying force. His cheeks threatened to peel back from his face, and he had to force himself to breathe. The combat suit helped to keep him breathing and to make sure blood didn’t pool where it shouldn’t, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Alexander felt like he weighed a thousand pounds. He clutched the armrests of his couch, knuckles turning white, elbows pinned to the padded backing. His heart labored in his chest. His vision dimmed and narrowed.
A blackout was coming.
Then, suddenly, the acceleration eased, and he gasped collectively with the crew. “Davorian! What the hell was that?” Alexander demanded, his voice hoarse from the strain of so many g’s. “That couldn’t have been regulation thrust.”
“Sorry, sir… That was 15 g’s. I don’t know what happened. We had a malfunction with the thruster controls, but I’m using the computer to compensate. Acceleration is set to a steady three point five g’s now, but we’ll be backing off to two in a moment.”
“McAdams, what caused that malfunction, and why didn’t you see it? Another few g’s and we’d all be unconscious right now.”
“I don’t know, sir…” McAdams replied. “I’m looking into it.”
Alexander grunted. Rookie.
“Time to reach cruising speed?”
“One hour fifty eight minutes,” Davorian replied. “Speed set to one hundred and sixty klicks per second.”
Alexander tried to nod, but he found his head was still pinned to his headrest. Likewise, his chest still felt heavy and his heartbeat was irregular. He struggled to imagine spending the next two hours like that. His stomach rolled just thinking about it.
“Acceleration dropping to two g’s,” Davorian reported.
Alexander felt the weight on his chest ease, and he took a deep breath. Now he weighed about 300 pounds.
“Sir!” Hayes called out from the comm station. “Admiral Flores is ordering us to relay her transmission to the Confederates.”
“Are we cleared to watch?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Put them on the secondary holo displays then, Hayes.”
The ship’s right and left holo displays faded from space to their respective video transmissions. Admiral Flores appeared on the right. Behind her, Alexander once again recognized the hectic bustle of Orbital One’s command center. On the left, an unfamiliar man appeared. He was strapped into an acceleration couch. Above the holo display a bar of text identified him as Admiral Chiangul. He looked to be of Chinese descent, but there was no way of knowing with Confederates, who were all geners from birth. Chiangul’s tangerine eyes were a dead giveaway that he was not natural-born. The wonders of socialism, Alexander thought—everyone gets to live forever and pick exotic eye colors for their children. Perfect equality. It was a tried-and-failed system made to work by tampering with human nature itself.
“Admiral Flores,” Chiangul said. “The Confederacy is not on speaking terms with the Alliance, so I trust that you will make this brief.” The Confederate Admiral spoke to them in English rather than Chinese. A not-so-subtle way of proving his superiority. He’d learned his enemy’s tongue, but the same could not be said for the majority of Alliance officers.
Admiral Flores smiled and inclined her head to him. “Nín hǎo, Admiral,” she replied—hello. “I’ll keep it very brief, don’t worry. We couldn’t help but notice that your fleet’s current heading will ultimately bring it into restricted Alliance space.”
Chiangul’s tangerine eyes narrowed to paper-thin slits. “We are investigating a spacial anomaly. There are no known Alliance stations along our flight path—unless you’re trying to tell me that you have an unregistered territorial claim somewhere in deep space?”
“That is exactly what I am saying, Mr. Chiangul. In about one hundred million kilometers you will stumble straight into Kansas Station. It’s a deep-space research post.”
“Ah, research. That is interesting. Then you must be studying the wormhole phenomenon?”
Alexander heard a few of his crew gasp, and he noticed Commander Korbin glance his way. A wormhole? she mouthed to him.
He gave no reply. She wasn’t authorized to know about the Looking Glass yet, although something told him operational security was about to be blown wide open.
There was a distinct several-second pause on Admiral Flores’ end of the comm. It looked as though her transmission had frozen, but Alexander suspected the delay was deliberate. Flores had to be conferring with someone, and she didn’t want the Confederates to see or overhear.
“Admiral Flores?” Chiangul asked, looking impatient. “If you are having technical difficulties, please do not waste our time.”
The video transmission unfroze a moment later, with Flores standing a few inches to the left of where she had been before. She shook her head. “My apologies, Mr. Chiangul, we were indeed having technical difficulties. As for the wormhole phenomenon you mentioned, we created it, and that is in fact the nature of our research at Kansas Station.”
More gasps rose from the Lincoln’s crew. This was all highly classified information, but the part about creating the wormhole was a lie.
“You have created a stable wormhole?”
“Yes, though it is not yet traversable.”
“I do not believe you,” Chiangul replied. “Your technology is not sufficiently advanced to create such a thing. We know what the Alliance can and cannot do. This is one of the cannots.”
“I’m sorry to disappoint you, but you have been misled. Regardless, the Alliance is filing a retroactive territorial claim as we speak. That claim will be effective long before you arrive, and as per the terms of the Space and Extra-Terrestrial Colonies Treaty, section four, sub-section D, the Alliance is formally requesting that you turn your fleet around, or at least alter its trajectory to avoid passing through registered Alliance space. We will happily send you the coordinates of our claim prior to its official registry in order to facilitate your course corrections.”
It was Admiral Chiangul’s turn for technical difficulties, and fully thirty seconds passed before his image unfroze. When it did, he was gone. The man who took his place was none other than the Confederacy’s head of state, Chancellor Wang Ping himself. Alexander recognized the control room where the Chancellor was standing as being aboard Tianlong (Heavenly Dragon) Station, which was the Confederate equivalent of Orbital One.
“Admiral Flores,” Wang Ping began.
“Your Excellency,” she replied.
“If your government has access to a wormhole, then we regret to inform you that the Space and Extra-Terrestrial Colonies Treaty, which you cited for the Alliance’s territorial claim, will need to be renegotiated. The Confederacy sees wormhole technology as a threat to our sovereignty, and if your government has developed such technology, then they would do well to resolve this threat by sharing their discoveries with us.”
“In exchange for what, Your Excellency?” Admiral Flores looked furious, but Alexander could see she was trying hard to keep a lid on it.
Wang ping offered a smug smile. “We would be more than happy to share our advances in anti-gravity in exchange for your understanding of wormhole technology.”
Alexander smirked. One fictitious technology for another.
“One moment please, Chancellor. It would be better if you were to discuss this directly with my government.”
“I think so too, yes.”
Flores’ transmission froze once more, but this time it was replaced by a waiting screen with the Alliance flag. Soon after that, the Confederate transmission also went to a waiting screen with their flag. Minutes passed. Alexander distracted himself by studying the two flags—the Alliance’s was essentially a map of their half of the Earth, with their member states shown in white on a dark blue backdrop. The Americas and Europe were marked, along with a few dozen islands at larger-than-life scale. Each member state had a gold star in its center, for a total of sixty-seven stars.
The Confederate flag, on the other hand, was solid red with a yellow dragon in the top-left corner, which signified Tianlong Station and the Confederacy’s claim to having built the world’s first space elevator. The rest of the flag was made up of yellow stars. Just like the Alliance flag, there was one for each member state, but their stars were laid out in a hammer-and-sickle pattern.
The waiting screens remained in place. How long had it been? Five minutes? Ten? Maybe they weren’t allowed to see the negotiations going forward.
But then, to his surprise, the waiting screens disappeared, and rather than Admiral Flores on the right, this time they saw President Ryan Baker of the Alliance.
“Chancellor Wang Ping,” Baker said, nodding. The chancellor’s transmission returned a few seconds later, and President Baker smiled. “It’s a pleasure to speak with you again, Your Excellency.”
“Yes,” Wang Ping agreed after a slight transmission delay.
President Baker went on, “Our intelligence suggests that your government has not achieved any more understanding of the technology you are offering us than what we have of the same. Therefore, you have nothing to trade us for our wormhole technology.”
“Ah, yes, just as our intelligence suggests that the Alliance does not have the technology to create stable wormholes.”
“And we haven’t. Not a traversable one, anyway.”
“Do not lie to me, Baker. We have watched you send your probes.”
If he was surprised the Confederates knew about that, to his credit, President Baker didn’t show it. “None of those probes returned,” he explained.
“Yet they transmitted data from the other side,” Wang Ping replied.
Alexander frowned. He was about to order his comm officer to cut off the transmission. There was no way they had the clearance to watch this. There had to be some mistake. Then again—Flores had given them permission.
Baker appeared to confer with someone off-screen. They didn’t hear the conversation, but a moment later he turned back to face Wang Ping. He looked apologetic. “I’m sorry, Chancellor. I’ve just confirmed that we received no such data. I’m not sure what you are talking about.”
Wang Ping’s unsmiling face disappeared, and a few seconds later a slow parade of star maps, sensor scans, and other data replaced his hologram. Alexander recognized fully half of those images from his briefing with Admiral Flores. The jig was up. Operation Alice had been blown wide open.
The Chancellor’s face reappeared, and this time he was smiling. “Did you recognize any of that, President Baker?”
“Where did you get those images?”
“Do you think we are blind?”
The president’s lips formed a grim line. “If you want to begin a peaceful exchange of information, then you need to start by telling us how you have access to our classified documents.”
“We are enemies, President Baker, and enemies do not disclose their secrets lightly.”
“Then you will understand when I say we cannot share our knowledge of wormholes with you.”
Wang Ping shrugged. “You do not have such knowledge, so it does not matter.”
“We do have it,” the president insisted, “and that wormhole is Alliance property, in Alliance space. If you continue on your present course, you will be in direct violation of our sovereignty, and that will be a declaration of war. Is that what you are threatening, Ping?”
“We leave that up to you, Baker. Our fleet merely goes to emphasize our equal rights to a unique and naturally occurring part of the cosmos. What you do about that is for you to decide.”
“At the risk of repeating myself, that wormhole is not a naturally occurring—”
“Save your lies for someone who believes them, Baker. We are no fools.”
President Baker looked ready to say something else, but he stopped himself. “Then you will not recall your fleet?”
“That is correct.”
“Earth won’t survive this war,” the president warned.
“War requires violence. We will not fire the first shot. If you are wise, then neither will you. Good day, Mr. Baker.”
With that, the transmission ended on the Confederacy’s end. President Baker scowled, and his face disappeared a split second later. Silence fell on the bridge. The implications of what they’d witnessed were staggering.
“Admiral Flores is on the comm, Captain!”
Alexander blinked. “Put her through.”
The admiral appeared back on screen looking even more furious than before. “Damn those red ants!” she spat. “Operation Alice is compromised.”
Alexander nodded. “It would seem so, ma’am,” he croaked, his tongue rasping like sandpaper against the roof of his mouth.
“Look alive, Captain! I need all my captains in this with their eyes wide open! The Confederacy is threatening to take control of the Looking Glass. We can’t allow that to happen. The President sent you the recording of his negotiations with the Confederate Chancellor because you and your crew are the only ones who can beat them to Kansas Station, and you need to know the score.”
Alexander blinked. So it hadn’t been a mistake. That also explained the long delay with the Alliance and Confederate waiting screens. The transmissions had been sent to them after the fact, not during.
Admiral Flores went on. “Captain, you are to get to Kansas Station with all possible speed and join their defensive screen. The reds planned their launch at just the right moment. Our fleet is still half an orbit away, and it’s going to take a while before we can catch up.”
“I understand. We’ll be ready, ma’am.”
“I doubt that, Captain. Odds are forty-seven to one against you being ready.”
Alexander set his jaw. “Then we’ll slow them down.”
“Fleet Command thinks you can do better than that. We’re going to fire a warning shot across their bows. You are to fly ahead of the Confederates along their trajectory and dead drop as much ordnance as you can in their way.”
Alexander’s eyes widened. Dead-dropping meant firing missiles with zero thrust from rail launchers to avoid enemy detection. They wouldn’t see the missiles coming until it was too late.
“If all goes according to plan, we’ll take out half a dozen Confederate ships before they even know what hit them.”
Such an attack was sure to provoke World War III. It was really happening. Alexander couldn’t believe it. Caty…
“Captain, did you hear me?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he managed.
“I’ll be in touch. Good luck. Flores out.”
Alexander nodded stiffly, and the holo display faded back to the blackness of space.
World War III was about to start. He watched the stars twinkle, like so many eyes watching him—judging him. His mouth was bone dry. Between the Alliance and the Confederacy, there were millions of megatons in orbit, not to mention what they had on the ground. Admiral Flores was asking him to start a war that could kill billions of people—including his wife.
“Captain…? Captain!”
Alexander turned to see his XO staring at him. He had a vague feeling that she’d been talking to him for a while. “I’m sorry, Commander, what was that?”
“I said if someone doesn’t do something about this fast, then we’re all going to go to hell in a hurry.”
Alexander’s lips twitched into a grim smile. “It’s too late for that, Commander. The Second Cold War is over, and this next war is going to get hot enough to make hell look balmy.”
Chapter 3
“Ordnance is ready, Captain. Standing by,” Commander Korbin said.
Alexander hesitated. Six days had passed since they’d received their orders to start World War III. During that time President Baker had done his best to negotiate a peaceful resolution to the conflict, but the Confederates insisted that they had a right to have access to the wormhole, and the Alliance insisted that they didn’t. Negotiations were at an impasse, and Alexander had just received clearance from Orbital One to open fire. In this case, that meant dead-dropping every nuke they had and letting the Confederates barrel straight into them.
It wasn’t his place to question orders, but he couldn’t help it. The fate of humanity hung in the balance, and there would be no going back from this. Alexander’s thoughts went to his wife, Catalina, back on Earth, and he grimaced.
This was it.
“Sir?”
Alexander took a deep breath and let it out again. “Gunnery—” he said.
“Yes, sir?” Lieutenant Cardinal replied.
“Commence dead-dropping.”
“Affirmative… The first dozen are away.”
“Williams, what’s the Confederate reaction?”
“Nothing so far,” Lieutenant Williams reported from the sensor station.
“Good. Let’s hope they don’t see it coming. Gunnery, please proceed.”
“Yes, sir.”
They dropped another nine waves of warheads, staggered enough to prevent simultaneous detonations.
Once all one hundred and twenty nukes were drifting away behind them, and the Lincoln’s rail-launchers were empty, Alexander felt a shortness of breath that had nothing to do with the ship’s current rate of deceleration. Under the guise of slowing down to join Kansas Station’s orbit around the sun, they had bled off more momentum than they needed to in order to allow the drifting warheads to reach their targets before the Confederates could reach Kansas Station.
That left the Confederates much closer now than they should have been, putting the Lincoln in danger of a retaliatory barrage.
“Davorian, decrease deceleration to point five g’s. Let’s try not to have the Confederates breathing down our necks by the time those nukes hit.”
“Yes, sir.”
Silence fell on the bridge. Beside him, Commander Korbin shook her head. “How long do we have?”
Alexander mentally summoned a tactical map from the holo projector between him and his XO. The Lincoln and her trajectory appeared on the map as a green icon with a line and an arrow pointing toward Kansas Station. Then came one hundred and twenty green dots with hair-thin vectors pointing in the opposite direction, each dot and vector corresponding to one of the nukes they’d dead-dropped. Finally, behind all of that, were the red icons of the Confederate fleet and the arrows of their trajectories. Alexander drew a circle around the first wave of nukes, then he selected the leading Confederate warship. Giving a verbal command this time, he said, “Calculate time to nearest intersect.”
A new vector line appeared, connecting the wave of nukes to the Confederate warship. The difference in velocities was ten point six klicks per second in favor of the Confederate ship. Range between the targets was 697,562 klicks. Time to intersect was eighteen hours, sixteen minutes, and forty-seven seconds.
Forty-six seconds. Forty-five…
“So we have eighteen hours before World War III begins,” Korbin said.
Alexander grimaced. He had to try really hard not to see his guilt in the matter. He had given the order to drop the nukes, even if that order had ultimately come from someone else.
The minutes ticked away with agonizing slowness. Apart from the sound of life support cycling the Lincoln’s air, the steady drone of her thrusters, and the hushed verbal commands of her bridge crew, Alexander could hear nothing but the sound of his own heart thudding relentlessly in his chest.
“Captain!”
Thud!
Alexander recognized Williams’s voice before he saw the man suddenly sit bolt upright at his station—no small feat under half a g of deceleration.
“What is it, Williams?”
“We’re detecting the Confederate Fleet slowing down.”
Alexander felt ice creeping through his veins. They couldn’t have spotted the nukes at this range. “How fast?”
“Three g’s deceleration, sir. They’re slamming on the brakes.”
“They must have caught on to our strategy. Do we still have remote access to those warheads?”
“Yes, sir.”
“We may have to revive them.”
“If we do that, they’ll be detected immediately, and the enemy’s point defenses will have plenty of time to shoot them down,” Lieutenant Cardinal said from gunnery.
“One or two might still get through. That’s still enough for the purposes of a warning shot. Comms! Get me Kansas Station on the line.”
“Yes, sir.”
A moment later, a man with a shiny scalp and a nest of wrinkles around his eyes appeared on the right-hand holo display. Text above his transmission read Admiral Gaulle. Going by the admiral’s appearance, he’d clearly waited too long to begin his gener treatments. Either that or he’d opted to take the incentives as a credit to his savings account instead.
“Admiral, the enemy is decelerating. It would appear they’re on to us. Please advise.”
“We see it, Captain, but it’s unlikely they’ve detected your warheads.”
“Then they suspected that we might try something like this and they’re taking measures to evade.”
“Even so…” The admiral shook his head. “In half an hour I want you to alter your trajectory. Make it look like you’re heading straight for the Looking Glass.”
Alexander’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Our orders are to join your defensive screen, sir.”
“And you will, but while you’re still a day away from us we don’t need you getting hit by a bundle of dead-fired nukes.”
Alexander’s eyes widened. The enemy might have slowed down to dead-drop their own missiles. But if that was the case, the Lincoln wasn’t the most significant Alliance target in the area. She was just over 300 meters long, while Kansas Station was a wheel-shaped station with an outer ring that was over three kilometers in diameter.
“Sir, they might not have dropped nukes along our trajectory. They may have dropped them on yours.”
“Well, there’s no way of knowing that yet, and it would take us the better part of a week to alter our heading enough to evade any missiles, so for now let’s just keep our eyes open, shall we? Let us know if you spot anything out there, Captain.”
Alexander swallowed thickly and nodded once. “What about our missiles?”
“Leave them alone for now. You can always fire them up later.”
“Yes, sir,”
“Kansas Station out.”
“This is a mess!” Korbin said, turning to him. “For all we know they just dropped a few thousand nukes; we’ve already dropped more than a hundred of our own, and everyone’s still pretending like no one has fired a shot! Kansas Station should be evacuating right now.”
Alexander shook his head. “And give up the Looking Glass? We’d be playing right into their hands. They have their fighters and drones to watch their backs. They also have us. That should be good enough.”
Korbin turned to him with a dubious look. “I hope you’re right, sir.”
* * *
Over the last day of the Lincoln’s approach, tensions reached an all-time high. They had managed to avoid any dead-dropped nukes that might have been heading their way by changing their trajectory multiple times during their approach. The Confederates had done likewise, and the Lincoln’s dead-dropped warheads would never reach them now—not without igniting thrusters and lighting them up for the Confederates’ sensors to see.
The opportunity for a surprise attack was gone, and now the Confederate Fleet was just fifty minutes from effective laser range (ELR) with Kansas Station. Meanwhile, the Alliance’s Third Fleet was racing up fast behind them with an ETA of just twenty minutes to ELR with the Confederates. All of the respective forces were well within missile range and projectile range of each other, but so far no one had been “seen” to fire anything.
The Lincoln was now sitting in a stable orbit beside Kansas Station. Over twelve hours ago, while still on approach, they’d launched both the Sixty-First Squadron and a full squadron of accompanying drones to join Kansas Station’s fighter screen and help them scan for incoming dead-dropped missiles. Unfortunately, the only way to detect a piece of dead-dropped ordnance was to set it off. In this case, setting a missile off meant successfully bouncing active sensors off the missile’s EM-absorbing armor.
Once detected, missiles would split into a dozen or more pieces, most of them armed with lasers rather than explosives, making them deadly long before they reached their targets. Standard sweeping procedure was to send drones ahead of manned fighters, giving them more time to intercept before the lasers started zapping.
Tactics in space were all about jinking around and trying to hit each other with projectile weapons and missiles before getting into effective laser range.
Alexander watched the squadrons of Rapier fighters at high magnification on the Lincoln’s main holo display (MHD). The red-hot glow of their thrusters at full burn made them look like a swarm of fireflies in space.
“Nothing yet,” Commander Korbin whispered, her eyes on the Rapiers.
Alexander shook his head. “Maybe the Chancellor meant it when he said they wouldn’t fire the first shot.”
“And I was born a gener,” Korbin replied.
A few of the bridge crew chuckled at that. McAdams wasn’t one of them. She was the only gener on deck.
A crackle of static hissed over the bridge speakers, followed by the sound of the fighter group’s Wing Commander reporting in—Lieutenant Hayes had set the comms to the Alliance’s command channel and left it open so they could hear the updates.
“Kansas, we’re entering engagement zone sixty five now… stand by…”
Kansas had pre-calculated a hundred different hypothetical engagement zones, each of them 5000 klicks deep and as wide as the enemy formation. Drones were leading the fighter group by thirty thousand klicks. “We’re clear Kansas. Moving on to—strike that! Contact confirmed! Incoming missiles at 24,000 klicks. Five hundred plus detected.”
Admiral Gaulle replied, “That’s behind the drones, how did missiles get past them?”
“I don’t know, sir.”
“Never mind, open fire!”
“Engaging…”
Alexander glanced at the tactical map between him and Korbin in time to see the enemy missiles react to detection. Hundreds of red dots suddenly split into ten times as many smaller ones, all of them now going evasive and accelerating toward the Rapiers at full burn.
“Increase magnification on the MHD,” Alexander said as he looked up from the tactical map. Their visual of the Rapiers swelled, and Alexander watched the bright red glows of the fighters’ engines winking out of sight as they turned tail and began accelerating away from the incoming ordnance. Their survival depended on staying out of ELR with the laser-armed fragments for as long as possible.
The Rapiers opened fire and so did the drones. Golden lines of hypervelocity rounds stuttered out, tracking the enemy missiles from both sides. After just a few seconds, a pinprick of light flashed—one of the enemy warheads detonating as the rapiers’ fire found it. The explosion shouldn’t have been visible, nor the weapons fire, but the Lincoln’s combat computer did its best to simulate visual and aural feedback. More pinpricks of fire appeared, dozens of them with every passing second.
Alexander checked the tactical map, comparing the vectors of the enemy missiles and the fighter group. ETA to laser range was a matter of seconds. Almost all of the enemy missiles would still be intact by then. Thirteen squadrons of twelve Rapier fighters was just over a hundred and fifty, and there were thousands of laser-armed missiles incoming.
The Rapiers didn’t stand a chance. Unless…
“Lieutenant Stone! Get me the Wing Commander on the comms.”
“Yes, sir.”
Korbin turned to him. “We’re not authorized to give orders to the fighter group. That’s Kansas’s job.”
“I’m not going to give them orders. I’m going to give them a suggestion, and there’s no time to get Admiral Gaulle’s input.”
The comms crackled. “Lincoln, Wing Commander Archer here.”
“Commander, listen up. Flip back around and dead-drop your own missiles. Target the enemy’s ordnance with your own and have your missiles go live just before they reach ELR.”
“Our missiles are not armed with lasers, Lincoln. Going live at the enemy’s ELR will just get them shot down.”
“Exactly. Every laser they fire at one of your missiles is a laser they won’t be firing at you. The more missiles you can put out there the better.”
“Shit. Roger that, Lincoln.”
A moment later they heard Commander Archer relay Alexander’s suggestion to the other squadrons like it was his own.
Korbin frowned. “Why didn’t Commander Archer think of that?”
“It’s hard to think straight while you’re pulling six g’s to get away from certain death. The better question is why Admiral Gaulle didn’t think of it.”
“Maybe he was promoted for technical expertise rather than tactical,” Korbin suggested.
“Maybe…” Alexander replied while zooming out the tactical map to look for the missiles the Lincoln had dead-dropped a day ago. They were millions of klicks past Kansas station. Too late to fire them up now. Alexander had requested clearance to bring the ordnance online several times over the past day, but Admiral Gaulle had repeatedly denied his request—presumably to avoid provoking the Confederacy, although that concern was now moot.
Alexander watched the range between the enemy warheads and the fighter group tick down. ELR for the fighters was 2,000 klicks. The enemy’s laser-armed missiles were shorter-ranged at just over 1,000 klicks.
The Rapiers finished dead-dropping their missiles, and then turned tail to run once more. As soon as the enemy ordnance reached 2,000 klicks, they opened fire. Bright blue laser beams shot out, simulated on the Lincoln’s MHD by the combat computer.
Pinprick-sized explosions flared one more, this time at least fifty at a time. Roughly one in four laser beams hit its mark. Not bad considering the enemy missiles were accelerating at hundreds of g’s on randomly varying trajectories in order to throw off the Rapiers’ aim. Unfortunately, fighters couldn’t get anywhere near the kind of acceleration required to evade a laser, so they were bound to fare a lot worse once the enemy’s ordnance started firing back.
Range dropped to one thousand five hundred klicks and suddenly the fighter group’s warheads went live, popping up out of nowhere and splitting into dozens of fragments, all of them tracking toward the enemy missiles.
In the next instant, thousands of Confederate laser-armed warheads opened fire all at once. Hundreds of friendly missiles went boom, lighting up the tactical map with simulated explosions that echoed softly through the speakers in Alexander’s helmet.
The Rapiers kept firing, their aim getting better and better as range decreased. Then they came into the enemy’s ELR and soon they were drawing fire, too. Rapiers were better armored than missiles, so it took several direct hits to take one out, but the enemy had more than enough firepower for that.
Alexander watched the number of Rapiers drop down to just 76 in a matter of seconds. Then the missiles and fighters flew past one another, and the Rapiers rotated their guns to fore, firing on the missiles from behind. Enemy ordnance had dropped from over 6,000 to just under 5,000. All of the Rapiers’ own missiles had been intercepted, but they’d drawn enough fire to save fully half of the fighter group.
Not that any of that would matter to Kansas. There were still 5,000 missiles incoming.
Alexander grimaced. “Williams! How long until those missiles reach Kansas Station?”
“Twenty minutes, twenty-seven seconds, sir!”
Alexander did the math and shook his head. Soon those missiles would be out of ELR, and the fighter group would be back to intercepting them with hypervelocity rounds. Odds were there would still be several thousand missiles left by the time they reached laser range with Kansas and the Lincoln, not to mention what would happen when missiles carrying nuclear warheads slammed into the station at over 200 klicks per second. The kinetic energy alone would be enough to take out the station.
Talk about overkill, Alexander thought.
Beside him, Korbin whistled and pointed to the tactical map still hovering between their chairs. She’d zoomed out to get a look at the Alliance’s Third Fleet as it raced up behind the Confederates. Alexander zoomed in on the two fleets and set the ships to larger-than-life scale, bringing everything into clearer focus.
The Alliance had just opened fire on the Confederate Fleet with thousands of hot-fired missiles. The Confederates returned fire with their own hot-fired missiles and deployed a fighter screen behind them. The Alliance already had their own fighters deployed. Then streams of hypervelocity rounds went streaking out from fighters and capital ships alike, trying to intercept each other’s missiles. Soon lasers lanced between missiles, drones, and fighters. Explosions peppered the map. Capital ships began hitting each other at extreme range with projectiles fired from rail guns and coil guns at better than 20 klicks per second. A Confederate Battleship got caught in multiple streams of fire, and Alexander watched it burst open at the seams like an overripe piece of fruit. Crewmen and debris went streaming out into space. A few seconds later the ship’s engines went dark. Glancing around the map Alexander picked out at least six more ships already derelict on both sides of the conflict.
Missiles skipped past fighter screens and came into ELR with capital ships. The capital ships opened fire with dazzling barrages of lasers. Then it was the missiles’ turn. Laser-armed ordnance fired back, specifically targeting the big ships’ lasers to decrease the firepower arrayed against them.
Only a handful of missiles actually made it to their targets, but each of them was a one-hit-kill that painted a dramatic explosion on the map, leaving nothing but a drifting cloud of debris in its wake.
Then the capital ships reached ELR and they began firing lasers at each other in a deadly light show—Alliance blue, Confederate red. Missiles and hypervelocity cannons went on firing, but lasers turned the battle into a simple point-and-shoot war of attrition. The side with the most guns and the strongest armor won.
After all of just a few seconds, that side turned out to be the Alliance, but not by much. They had ten ships out of sixty still firing and maneuvering under active thrust by the time the Confederate fleet was derelict and drifting. It took a few extra seconds to mop up Confederate fighters and drones, and then the Alliance’s remaining starships launched repair ships and space marines, the former to aid repairs aboard their own derelict vessels, and the latter to board and capture derelict enemy ships.
At the far end of the engagement a few squadrons of Confederate fighters were fleeing desperately toward Earth with Alliance drones in hot pursuit. Drones could pull higher g’s so they caught up fast. Lasers flashed between them, and explosions flared, bringing the engagement to a decisive end.
It was over. Horror and unreality settled in. From the simulated bird’s-eye view of the tactical map, everything looked like a holo game. It couldn’t be real.
“Sir!” Williams called out from the comms. “Kansas Station is busy evacuating. We’ve been advised to withdraw to a safe distance so we don’t get caught by shrapnel when enemy ordnance hits.”
Alexander looked up from the tactical, mentally switching focus back to his side of the conflict. “Helm! Get us away!”
“Already ahead of you, sir! Brace for maximum thrust!”
There came a deafening roar, and then a train ran over him. The weight was unbearable. Alexander’s lips parted in a grimace, and his heart felt like it actually stopped. Maximum regulation thrust for short periods was ten g’s. Acceleration eased after just a few seconds, and Alexander’s head lolled. He blinked spots from his eyes and fought a sudden urge to vomit.
“We’re out of the blast radius, sir!” Davorian reported from the helm.
Alexander panned the tactical map over to his side of the conflict and watched the wave of enemy missiles drawing near to Kansas station. The fighter group was still in hot pursuit, firing at extreme range with bright golden streams of highly inaccurate projectiles.
The number of ordnance incoming had dropped from less than five thousand to less than four. Alexander grimaced, hoping that between the Lincoln and Kansas Station they could intercept the rest.
“Sensors! Are any of those missiles tracking us?”
“It’s tough to tell at this range, sir.”
They weren’t far enough from the station to distinguish incoming missile trajectories. “Davorian, put some more distance between us and Kansas. Four g’s thrust, keep that up until we indentify incoming missiles.”
“Yes, sir.”
Acceleration intensified once more, not nearly as bad as before, but still enough to make breathing labored and talking a chore.
“Sensors… track missiles whose vectors shift with ours. Highlight them on the tactical. Gunnery—as soon as you spot those missiles, start firing.”
“At this range, sir? Odds are—”
“Still better than nothing, Lieutenant!” Alexander gritted out between gasps for air.
“Yes, sir.”
Finally, Williams reported from the sensors station. “Incoming missiles detected!”
Davorian killed thrust and Alexander took a quick gulp of air. “How many?”
“Over a thousand.”
“ETA?”
“Ten minutes.”
“Gunnery, how many can we shoot down before they reach us? Best case scenario, please.”
“Best case… we’ll have fifteen seconds to intercept after they reach our ELR. We might do it, but when their laser-armed fragments start targeting our guns, interception rates are going to drop fast.”
“In other words we’re fucked.”
A few heads turned at the expletive, but no one was going to cite code-of-conduct regulations to him at a time like this. Alexander thought about his dead-dropped ordnance with a pang of regret. If he still had those missiles he could have fired them to intercept the enemy’s ordnance and evened the odds.
“Captain! We have a transmission incoming from Orbital One!”
“Full screen. I’ll watch—everyone else, keep eyes on your stations!”
A chorus of yes, sirs echoed from the crew, and then Admiral Flores’ face appeared on the MHD. She looked haggard. Her face was drawn, and her eyes were wide and staring. Officers were yelling at each other in the background behind her.
“Captain de Leon,” the admiral said. “I hope I’ve reached you in time.”
Alexander frowned. With the distance between them being what it was, there was no sense in him replying. The transmission had to have been sent over five minutes ago.
“The Confederates have launched a sneak attack in orbit,” Flores went on.
Suddenly the lights went out on the admiral’s end of the transmission. Holo displays running on battery backups glowed bright blue behind her. Golden sparks flew, and then the lights were back, but much dimmer than before. One of the bulkheads belched a gout of flame, and Admiral Flores yelled for someone to put it out.
She turned back to face the camera. “They tricked us, Captain. This was never about a wormhole. It was about drawing our forces away from Earth so they could launch an attack on our space elevator. Orbital One has been cut free of Earth with enemy ordnance in hot pursuit. It’s only a matter of time before the nukes start flying back on Earth, and that means our green planet is headed for a nuclear winter. Now reaching Wonderland is more important than ever. Operation Alice is a go, Captain. Your job is to assess the planet for habitability. We’ll come get you as planned if we still can, and if we can’t then—”
A sudden roar interrupted her, followed by a dazzling flare of light. Flores turned toward it just before the brightness consumed both her and her transmission.
It took a moment for reality to sink in. Orbital One was gone.
“Davorian! What’s our ETA to the wormhole under maximum thrust? Can we make it before those missiles hit?”
“No, sir.”
“Can we get back to Kansas?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Do it. Comms, get me Admiral Gaulle!”
The Admiral’s face appeared on-screen a moment later. He was strapped into an acceleration couch aboard a cramped-looking lifeboat with row upon row of crew strapped in behind him. His teeth were gritted and his lips were peeled back in a g-force-induced grimace.
“What can I… do for you… Captain?” Gaulle said between gasps for air.
“Do you have remote access to Kansas’s defenses?”
“We do.”
“Did you see Admiral Flores’s last transmission?”
“Yes…”
“We need your help if we’re going to make it to Wonderland, Admiral. Can you prioritize interception of the missiles tracking us?”
“Send me the… targets, and I’ll see… what I can do.”
Alexander nodded. “Thank you.” A thought occurred to him then. “Do you have any missiles of your own on the station?”
“Why?”
Alexander blinked. Admiral Gaulle couldn’t be that stupid. “You can use them to intercept!”
Gaulle shook his head. “Fired them all days ago. Earth-bound.”
Alexander’s jaw dropped. Kansas Station was about to be obliterated because the upper echelons had decided that Earth needed more missiles.
“I hope it was worth it.”
“So do I. Good luck, Captain.”
The transmission ended.
“Comms! Send Admiral Gaulle the target data for the missiles tracking us.”
“Already sent, sir.”
“Good. Lieutenant Stone, get our fighters and drones to focus on the same targets.”
“Roger that, Captain.”
Alexander watched the incoming missiles on the tactical map. They were just five minutes away. Kansas Station and the Lincoln were pouring steady streams of projectiles at them, intercepting a couple of missiles with every passing second.
Time dragged by at the speed of sloth. Minutes felt like hours. The number of incoming ordnance dropped below 4000. ETA hit 30 seconds.
Alexander sat up straighter in his chair. “Start firing lasers!”
“We still have fifteen seconds to ELR,” Lieutenant Cardinal objected.
“Concentrate your fire! We’ll kill a few.”
“Yes, sir.”
There were still over 800 warheads aimed at the Lincoln.
Bright blue lasers lanced out in streams of twos and threes. Sure enough, a few extra missiles winked off the grid. Then enemy ordnance reached ELR, and both Kansas Station and the Lincoln began shooting them down in earnest. Incoming missiles winked off the grid by the hundreds. Alexander breathed a sigh of relief. Then he noticed that the number of missiles heading for the Lincoln wasn’t dropping as fast as the overall count.
That was wrong. A closer look at the tactical map revealed that Kansas had devoted only a small fraction of its guns to covering the Lincoln. Admiral Gaulle was still determined to save his station.
Alexander cursed under his breath.
The enemy’s laser-armed ordnance opened fire next. Something shuddered and a muffled bang reached Alexander’s ears. He froze. That sound hadn’t been simulated.
“Taking fire!” McAdams reported. “We’re venting atmosphere on decks four, five, and six!”
The ship’s storage. They were venting valuable supplies into space.
“Lock it down!” Alexander roared.
“Deploying repair drones…”
The number of incoming ordnance dropped below 400. ETA five seconds.
“Brace for impact!” Hayes warned.
“Helm! Set thrust to fifty g’s!”
There was no time to hesitate, and Davorian didn’t.
Alexander felt himself slam into a brick wall. That wall was the back of his acceleration couch. Conscious thought ceased. His chest stopped moving, and his heart froze.
After an indeterminate period of time, the acceleration stopped. It took a moment for Alexander’s lungs to remember how to breathe. As his heart went back to beating, a searing headache stabbed him behind his eyes.
A quick look at the tactical map revealed that all of the incoming missiles had been intercepted. That last-ditch evasive maneuver had bought them the time they needed.
Kansas had not been so lucky.
“Multiple impacts on Kansas Station!” Lieutenant Williams reported.
“On-screen!”
The MHD switched to a view from the Lincoln’s rear cameras, and they saw Kansas Station drifting in three pieces. The bones of the station’s superstructure were showing, hull plates clinging here and there, charred black and looking like torn bits of paper.
Then the rest of the missiles hit those remains and blotted out the tactical map with a wash of EM interference. When things came back into focus, Kansas Station was gone.
Alexander sighed. “Davorian, get us through the Looking Glass.”
“Yes, sir.”
Commander Korbin turned to him, her blue eyes wide and glassy. “What about Earth?”
Alexander shook his head. “Our orders are clear, Commander. We are to get to Wonderland and assess the planet for habitability.”
“You have a wife on Earth, Captain. I have two children.”
“And I have to believe that they’ll be waiting for us when we get back.”
“The odds of that are—”
“Better than nothing,” Alex replied. He turned back to the fore. “McAdams, how are repairs coming along?”
“The hull breach is sealed, sir…”
“But?”
“We lost a lot of supplies.”
“Then we have no choice. We have to go back,” Korbin said.
Alexander shot her a look. “Williams! How long can we last with what’s left? Do we still have enough supplies to get us to Wonderland and back?” Besides being the ship’s sensors operator, Lieutenant Williams was also the ship’s quartermaster, so he would know.
“The supplies closest to the outer hull were mostly non-essential equipment, and they were all locked down before launch. In terms of food and other critical supplies, we should still have everything we need.”
“Then our mission stands. Lieutenant Stone—”
“Sir?”
“Recall our fighters and drones. Coordinate your efforts with the helm to make sure they’re all docked before we enter the wormhole.”
“Yes, sir.”
The MHD showed stars panning by as the Lincoln rotated on the spot. The Looking Glass came into view, looking like a clear glass marble. It was hard to imagine that through there lay humanity’s only hope for survival—a planet that only probes had ever seen, and even then, just for a few minutes at a time. There was no way to be sure that it really was habitable, or even that its ecology wouldn’t be completely hostile to humans. What if all the planet’s water was poisonous? Or if the air wasn’t breathable? Toxic? The planet could also be home to a host of deadly pathogens. Or maybe it was plagued by high surface winds that would make growing food next to impossible.
The list of possibilities was endless.
Chances were it would be easier to colonize than the Moon, Mars, Titan, or Europa, but it would likely still be a far cry from Earth. Alexander couldn’t believe that this was what humanity had come to.
What have we done? he wondered.
He was still wondering that long after the remainder of the Sixty-First Squadron was aboard and the Lincoln passed through the wormhole.
What.
Have.
We.
Done?
Epilogue
Seventy days later the Looking Glass collapsed behind them exactly as predicted and trapped them in the Wonderland System. Alexander ordered Lieutenant Davorian to orbit the planet once and then set down on the planet’s largest land mass.
Now, standing on the shore of that continent, Alexander looked out across a turquoise ocean, roiling with curling waves. He imagined the salty spray coming off the water as those waves crashed thunderously on the shore. The air was breathable, but it hadn’t been cleared as safe yet, so they had to keep their helmets on.
The system’s sun lay close on the horizon, painting the sky crimson. The clouds looked like cotton soaked with blood. The blood of patriots and tyrants, Alexander mused. As the sun disappeared and that crimson stain seeped away, Alexander shook his head and swallowed past the lump in his throat. This wasn’t just the end of another day on Wonderland—it was the end of an entire species.
Humanity.
“Goodbye, Caty,” he whispered.
Commander Korbin walked up beside him, her feet skrishing through the sparkling lavender sand. She laid a hand on his shoulder.
“They’re not gone, Captain,” she said, her voice trembling with stubborn conviction.
Alexander turned to her with one eyebrow raised.
“Call it a hunch, call it faith, but they’re still alive.”
“I hope you’re right, Commander.” Alexander said, nodding to himself. His thoughts went back to Catalina, and he tried to imagine her smiling face to make Korbin’s optimism seem more real. “I hope you’re right,” he said again.
Korbin nodded quietly. She had two sons back on Earth, wards of the state being raised by a first-class institution in New York City—one of the higher priority targets for enemy missiles.
Alexander forced his thoughts in another direction. He turned away from the horizon, back to look up at the Lincoln. A few hundred meters distant, she’d landed thrusters-first in the dirt. Now the ship was a skyscraper, 300 meters tall, and almost as broad with wheel-shaped cruising decks coiled around her central column. The ship’s laser-shielded hull shone like a mirror in the setting sun.
The Lincoln’s crew was busy milling around her, giving a sense of scale to the massive ship. They were packing up their equipment for the night.
Alexander sighed. “Let’s leave the past where it is for now and focus on the future.”
Korbin nodded.
Alexander slung his arm through hers to help her up the beach. Not that she needed his help. If anything, he needed hers, but they both stumbled equally as they went. They hadn’t used their legs for more than two months, and the going was tough.
At the top of the beach, where lavender sand met ivory-colored shrubbery, they found Junior Lieutenant McAdams watching the sunset, her cheeks wet with tears behind her helmet.
“Hello, McAdams,” Alexander said.
“Sir,” she replied.
From what he’d learned of McAdams, she had only been born a gener because her parents had spent their life savings on her. As an adult she’d returned the favor, signing up for the navy against their wishes in order to save them. The irony was they had probably been against her signing up because her life would be at greater risk aboard a spaceship than back on Earth, but the reverse had turned out to be true.
“We’re going to have plenty of time to grieve for the planet we lost,” Alexander said. “Right now we need to focus on the one that’s under our feet. Time to pack it in for the night.”
Something ugly flickered through McAdams’s eyes, but then she sniffed and nodded. “Yes, sir.” With that, she about-faced and began trudging back up to the Lincoln.
Alexander frowned, watching her go. He wasn’t sure if he’d just put his foot in it with his chief engineer, but maybe her anger wasn’t directed at him. He still didn’t know McAdams very well.
“Onwards and upwards, Captain,” Commander Korbin said, nodding to the Lincoln as they continued up the hilly shore.
“Excelsior,” Alexander replied.
“I’m sorry?”
“That’s what it means—onwards and upwards.”
“I see.”
“Actually, that’s not a bad name for this place. We can’t call it Wonderland forever. We’ll put it to a vote,” he decided.
“Onwards to a brighter future, and upwards to the stars,” Korbin replied.
Alexander smiled. There was just enough optimism in that sentiment to dull the hollow ache radiating in his chest.
“Excelsior…” he whispered.
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Falling
by Pippa DaCosta
DO YOU KNOW WHAT THE BIGGEST LIE in the nine systems is? It can’t get any worse. It can always get worse. Unless you’re dead. I wasn’t dead, yet. But I’d soon wish I was.
“This is your fault, Captain.” Francisca’s voice bounced around the empty silo’s innards. She tugged again on the rope knotted around our wrists, yanking my arms and bumping her back against mine. She’d said, “Captain,” but what she’d really meant to say was, “Asshole.” It would have been a step up from the names she’d been calling me since we’d officially met a few hours previously, right before we’d been thrown inside a water-storage silo.
Shafts of rust-orange light pierced the dark, spilling in through what looked like phase-bullet holes. At least we wouldn’t suffocate. Sweat beaded at my hairline and crawled down my cheek. “I’m not sure how this is my fault when you’re the one who told Jin exactly where he could shove his rig.”
She muttered something that sounded distinctly Spanish and fidgeted, elbowing me in the ribs. This close, she smelled like lavender soap—that cheap brand fleet used. Much of fleet’s used stock found its way to the out-of-orbit recycling rigs—scrappers, like this one in the Jotunheim system. All the crap in the nine washed up here.
A smile pulled at the corner of my mouth. If she’d just relaxed, I could’ve slipped the ties, but she hadn’t sat still since Jin’s guys had dumped us in the silo. If she kept wriggling, my thoughts would soon start a’wandering. It wasn’t every day I was tied to a woman, even under duress. For her, anyway.
“You’re supposed to be some kind of criminal mastermind, right? Jin’s paying you for a reason. How are you going to get us out of this?” She twisted her head, glaring over her shoulder.
She must have been thinking of another Caleb Shepperd. “Criminal, yes. Mastermind, not so much.” I was a fixer. Jin had paid me to fix her. The old man didn’t like new and unknown folk in his backwater corner of the nine. She’d been taking the prime smuggling runs from his tight cadre of usual guys by undercutting and outflying them. Making waves, Jin had called it. Exactly why the old guy wanted her gone didn’t matter. I’d do anything for credits, but after I caught up with her on Ganymede and shadowed her runs between there and the Jotunheim system, it became pretty clear Jin shouldn’t have been hiring assholes to kill her. He should have been recruiting her.
Fran lifted her head, bumped it against mine and growled out a curse.
“Sit still,” I grumbled, digging my fingers into the ties to test their strength.
I’d seen her flare up in front of Jin like she owned the rig, not the other way around. She had to be outright nuts or stupid to rattle him. Maybe both. Although seeing Old Man Jin lose his sedate cool was almost worth the trip to his silo.
She was wriggling again. “I’ll die of old age before you get to the rescuing,” she said. Her hands twitched, and the ties fell away.
Tingling rippled up my arms. I rolled my shoulders, working out the stiffness. Fran was already on her feet, tapping the point of her dagger against her thigh. Dark shadows crowded her face, hollowing her cheeks and pooling in her eyes. In the light, her features—when not snarling—were an alluring combination of Spanish elegance, full lips, and sharp cheekbones. Soft and hard. But in the silo’s smothering dark, the only pretty thing about her was the sly spark in her eyes. I’d seen that spark in her sideways glances when she’d unleashed a verbal tirade. It was there now, like she knew she was better than me in every way and I was something she’d like to scrape from her boot. She was probably right.
“You had a knife the whole time?” I asked, massaging my arms through my flight-suit sleeves, trying to work some feeling back in to the muscles.
She’d been frisked. Which meant she’d had the blade in her boots, or somewhere real close and personal.
“I’m always armed, Captain.” She held out her hand. “Unlike you, I haven’t survived in the black by looks alone.”
Something told me if I took her hand, I’d be in for more trouble, not less. I should kill her. Keep it simple. Get away clean. It’d be a whole lot easier that way. Her tank top revealed enough muscle to show she’d put up a decent fight, and she was quick too. She’d proven that when clocking one of Jin’s heavies in the face. But she wasn’t a brawler. Jin’s guys had kicked her legs out from under her and manhandled her under control in seconds. Her tongue was clearly sharp though—and her wits too.
I took her hand and let her yank me to my feet. Soft hands, smooth skin. That lean figure of hers was trained, not earned through manual labor. She still had the dagger out. I’d run a check on her dataprint when tracking her, and there was nothing in her past to suggest she’d use the weapon on me. Still, life in the black changed people.
Running a hand through my hair dislodged bits of grit. I wiped the sheen of sweat from my face and considered all the questions I needed answers to. Things hadn’t exactly gone to plan. “What’s a girl like you doing smuggling for scrappers?”
She made a dismissive pfft sound. “What’s an ex-fleet captain doing hiding out in Jotunheim?”
I turned away and scratched at the back of my neck, pretending to examine the silo while hiding my face. So she knew I wasn’t just the captain of a tugship. She knew who I was—who I’d once been. If I told her why I was keeping a low profile, she wouldn’t believe me. Or she would. And then I’d have half of fleet’s armada bearing down on my ass. I’d kept off their radar this long. Some backwater smart-ass bitch wasn’t going to change that.
Expression back under control, I smiled—my default response when challenged. “Get me drunk when we get off this stinking rig and maybe I’ll tell you.”
“When we get out this silo I’m leaving your worthless ass and this godforsaken corner of the nine behind.” She tucked her dagger back inside her boot and straightened. Her smile was a slippery thing, and when combined with her sly glances and her down-the-nose looks, it made it quite clear she had me pegged. She couldn’t be much older than me. Maybe midtwenties, but by the way she carried herself, chin up, shoulders back, she was a woman used to being right. 
“Youngest fleet captain to earn his stripes?” She huffed a laugh when all she got from me was a scowl. “Don’t look so worried. Doesn’t matter who you are out here.” She looked up and examined the silo’s cap. “Boost me.”
She wasn’t getting out of here without my “worthless ass,” but I wasn’t escaping anytime soon without hers either. The silo cap would push off easily enough. But what was to stop her leaving me once she’d climbed out? She already knew I was ex-fleet and Jin’s fixer. She’d probably already decided she knew my type. Shit, even I’d leave me behind. If she suspected I was being paid to kill her, she’d have already tried to stick me with her dagger.
“I don’t think so.” I scratched at my chin. “I’m stronger than you. Boost me, and I’ll lift you out.”
In the gloom I could just make out how one of her dark eyebrows lifted. “And I’m supposed to trust you?”
“Do you see anyone else here? I sure as shit ain’t trusting you, honey.”
“Why did Jin put you in here?” She started circling the silo, and me, kicking at the desiccated garbage strewn about the floor.
I swallowed, or tried to. Machine dust tainted the air, lacing my tongue with a metallic aftertaste. “Because I’m the asshole who tracked you through three systems and two jump gates, watching you profit from his loss. By the time I told him what I knew, he’d decided he didn’t need me no more. Jin likes to make inconvenient people—like you—disappear.” There were a dozen silos like ours in the scrappers yard, and I’d bet credits on some of them harboring more of Jin’s enemies. Couple that with all the heavy crushing and metal-harvesting machinery, and it was almost too easy to grind human body parts to dust and scatter them in the black. I’d seen the old bastard smile while doing it.
She stopped her walk and faced me, closer this time.
“You can glare at me all day,” I said. “But the longer you do, the more time Jin has to strip both our ships clean and think up new and exciting ways of dealing with nuisance smugglers.” Rolling up each sleeve, I checked I had the cap directly above. “Boost me, honey.”
Her eyes narrowed.
“C’mon.” I beckoned her forward with a curl of my fingers, enjoy the way her scowl touched me in all the right places. “I don’t bite. Unless you want me to.”
She sauntered close and cupped her hands between us. “Pinche idiota.”
I didn’t speak a word of Spanish, but I sure liked how it sounded on her lips. “Ready?” I settled my hands on her shoulders, surprised at her softness. I’d expected her to feel as hard as steel, just like her words.
She rolled her shoulders beneath my grip. “As I’ll ever be.”
I barred a smile from my lips. She wasn’t going to give an inch in anything. Stuck in a silo with an asshole smuggler, and so far she’d taken it like it was just another day in the black. Most folks would be having a hard time battling panic. Not her. She had to know Jin had her number punched. So what was she afraid of?
I planted my boot in her hands and bounced off my back foot, reaching up to shove the silo cap free. It clattered down the sloped sides of the silo and landed with a clang on the platform outside. Fran boosted me again. I gripped the rim and heaved myself through.
The cavernous insides of Scrappers Rig 19 resembled a vast engine. The hungry rig gobbled up decommissioned ships, devoured anything of worth, and then melted down their remains. From my perch on top of the silo I could see three ships on the decom belt: a dilapidated warbird that looked as though it had been around since before the Blackout, the skeletal remains of a fleet freighter, and Fran’s Pelican-class smuggling ship. I winced. Its guts had been torn out. Welders sparked, and metal clanged and chimed. That bird wasn’t flying again.  I could just make out Jin’s orange-jumpsuit-clad guys picking through the remains like vultures back on old Earth. We were far enough away, clad in dark enough clothing, and surrounded by enough machine noise not to be noticed.
“Shepperd?” Fran’s enquiring tone rang up from inside the silo, not quite concerned, but close.
I could leave her behind, find my ship before Jin gutted it, and be back in black in no time. I’d lose the last fifty percent of my paycheck but could make the first payment last a few cycles, if I skimped on luxuries.
But if I left, Fran would likely die in that silo. Or Jin would pass the time by running her through one of his compacters. Fleet didn’t patrol Jotunheim. Nobody was going to come by and save her. I’d seen her skirt fleet’s patrols during her smuggling runs. She’d outmaneuvered patrols like she piloted a warbird, not the heap of junk Jin’s guys had stripped. She was too good a pilot to die in a Jotunheim scrappers rig.
I leaned over the hole and smiled down at her. Anger had tightened her features—now bathed in light—and pulled her lips into a thin line. The heat in the silo had loosened strands of her dark hair from her braid. They clung to her flushed cheeks. But man, those eyes were all wildcat fury. “Say, ‘please.’”
“Besa mi culo.”
I was fairly certain that wasn’t “please,” but it did sound delicious. I braced myself over the opening and reached down. She clasped my hand and I heaved her out through the hole. Steadying herself on the silo’s sloped edges, she brushed her hands together and admired the view.
“That’s my ship. Son of a bitch!”
“Say it any louder and they’ll hear you on old Earth.” Crouched low, I maneuvered my way off the silo and climbed down a ladder to the platform below. We were out of the silo, but that was the easy part. Getting off Rig 19 would be a whole lot harder.
She hissed a few more colorful Spanish phrases and joined me on the platform. “That ship was all I had. There are procedures. Formalities. They can’t just steal what they like.”
I might have laughed had we not been out in the open. Clearly she hadn’t been in the black for long. “Ain’t nobody all the way out here to stop them.”
Bathed in the rig’s orange work lights, she somehow managed to look both fierce and vulnerable. She brushed grit from her clothes, her strokes short and sharp. The anger was still there—I was beginning to think it never left her—but her shoulders sagged. She’d lost her ride. That was no small thing. I wouldn’t wish being grounded in Jotunheim on my worst enemies, and I had a few contenders.
“Maybe I’ll give you a ride out of here.”
She eyed me sideways and brushed a few stray locks of hair out of her eyes. “And what do you want in exchange?”
Heavy equipment clanged and groaned in the belly of the recycling rig.
I pushed back against the wall, eager to get out of sight, and spied a nearby personnel door. “I’m sure we can agree on something, once we’re back in black.”
We made our way from the catwalks into narrow corridors and the guts of the rig. Pipes groaned and the occasional hiss of released steam blasted from pressure valves. Inside my flight suit my tank clung to my skin and rode up my waist. I wiped sweat from the back of my neck and steered my thoughts toward anything besides how close the walls were and how the air seemed to clog my lungs.
I took a right and climbed a ladder. Fran followed, her boots scuffing the floor. The rig layouts were all the same, so I figured the control room had to be a few levels up, and close. If we could get inside, I could locate my ship’s dock and slip away unnoticed.
“Was Jin going to kill us?” Fran asked. Her voice carried into the steam-filled corridor ahead of us.
I stomped on, listening to the distant clang of metal against metal. “Jin’s a ship short a flotilla—he ain’t all there. Never leaves this rig. That kinda life? Trapped in this place? There’s not much reason left in his head. He’ll kill us both—eventually.”
“How do you know that?”
“I make it my business to know folks who owe me credits—know what makes them tick, should they ever try and screw me over.” Her hot gaze crawled up my back as we strode on.
“Why is ex-Fleet Captain Caleb Shepperd hiding out in Jotunheim?” she asked.
“Same reason a merchant’s daughter is,” I threw back. I’d dug around her dataprint. Her past was peppered with the usual life junk—college, finances, pilots license—but clean. No offenses.
“You think I’m hiding?” A hint of disgust snagged her voice. From what I’d seen of her so far, hiding wasn’t her way. And the thought clearly didn’t sit well with her.
I checked over my shoulder. “You think I’m hiding?”
“I know you are.” She smiled a playful smile and fell into step beside me.
So damn confident. I wanted to see her rattled, find out who she really was underneath all that swagger. “I didn’t tell you why before. What makes you think I’m going to tell you now?”
“I spotted your ship.” She lifted a shoulder in a half shrug, like it was no big deal, when we both knew I’d gone to great lengths to stay off her proximity sensors. “It took a bit of digging, but I tracked your ship’s outdated ID and your name showed up on an old purchase order. There’s a whole load of interesting things about a Caleb Shepperd in the cloud. Aren’t you supposed to be in Asgard, Captain?”
Just mention of that godforsaken prison twisted my gut. Most folks didn’t survive Asgard. Some days I wished I hadn’t. I swallowed hard enough to clear the hitch in my throat. “Keep talking and I’ll be leaving you here for Jin. He’s too old to get it up, but he has his own unique way of getting his kicks. It’s probably been a while since he last had a woman visit.” I unzipped the upper half of my flight suit and shrugged it off my shoulders, letting it hang about my waist in the hope the air would cool me off. It didn’t. 
“Are you always such an asshole?”
“You bring out the best in me, honey.”
“Shit, what are you like on a bad day?”
“Drunk, mostly.” I picked up my pace. She matched it.
“Just when I think I’ve seen the worst the black can throw at me, I meet some lowlife piece of shit who lowers the bar for the rest of ’em.”
“That’s some high horse you’re riding.” I stopped dead and squared up to her. “Did daddy buy it for you? This lowlife is your only route off this rig.”
If her dry, haughty look was meant to demean me, she’d have to try a whole lot harder. “You’d still be in that silo without me.”
“You—honey—were the reason I was in the silo.”
She shrugged and canted her head. “Maybe I’d rather take my chances with Jin than with a hired criminal like you.”
“Be my guest. I don’t take live cargo, anyhow.”
The clang of a door slamming and the thud of boots reverberated down the corridor. Fran shoved me in the shoulder, shunting me deep between tightly packed pipes, then pushed in after me. A scalding-hot vent burned against my shoulder and a U-bend dug into my leg, but that wasn’t the worst of it. When she eased back against my chest, her ass nudged me in the all the right places. She reached up to brace herself. I got an eyeful of the black dragon tattoo coiled around her biceps and squeezed my eyes shut. Breathe. This might have been easier if my heart had quit trying to hammer its way out of my chest. The heat, the hole. Shit, I needed air. I needed off this fucking rig. And whiskey to wash away the taste of confinement. Fran’s shoulder nudged me in the chest. I huffed out a grunt. She shifted her hips and my thoughts veered toward more-familiar territory. The distraction of her pushed against me would do just fine. I gripped a pipe above my head and allowed my thoughts to dive deep, chasing the fantasy.
Boots stomped nearer.
If she screwed with the same anger she lived by, I needed to get myself a piece of that. I bowed my head and whispered close to her ear, “Just so you know, this is pressing all the right buttons. If you could maybe move a bit more, that’d be grand.”
She turned her head slightly and smiled a sharkish smile. “Make it last, Captain,” she whispered. “This is as close as you’ll ever get.”
That didn’t stop me from hoarding the feel of her pressed against me, for later use.
One of Jin’s guys stomped by. I listened to the sounds of him descending a ladder, and then Fran was out and moving—the wrong way.
“Hey,” I called, staggering out of the gap.
She raised a middle-finger salute over her shoulder and sauntered back the way we’d come.
I admired the sway of her hips. If she was going to walk away, I was going to watch.
Shit, it had been a while, but I had more important things to focus on than her ass, such as saving my ass. Suck it up, Shepperd. If she wanted to get lost on the rig rather than let me help her, that was her mistake. She had a dagger and could clearly look after herself—if she kept that sharp tongue clipped.
I made my way toward the control room. Jin and his crew wouldn’t be too difficult to slip. The rig was vast, and manned by just a handful. If it was my lucky day, I’d be black bound and looking for my next job before Jin noticed I was gone.
Lady Luck and me have never really gotten along.
* * *
Piles of junk cluttered an otherwise-empty control room. I made my way through mounds of spare parts, scrap metal, and shit I didn’t even want to identify and stopped in front of the live-feed monitors. Maintenance used them to pinpoint any problems with the machinery. I scanned the screens, searching for the distinctive shape of my tugship. If Jin had laid his hands on her, I’d run him through one of his machines and scatter his remains throughout the nine systems.
“Well?” Jin asked, jolting my heart into my throat. He moved about his rig like a damned ghost.
I didn’t turn. There was little point. He either had a pistol on me or didn’t.
“She’s capable.” I continued to scan the screens for my ship, fighting the urge to bolt. “Maybe even privately trained. Old Earth, or she’s spent long enough there to pick up a trace of the accent. Dataprint says she’s the only daughter of a merchant running supplies from the original system to Lyra. She was all set to inherit daddy’s business, and she must have figured she’d take off. There’s a lot of black to get lost in. She doesn’t quite know yet how things work out here. Hardly a threat.”
“Then why’s she sniffing around my business?” Distrust snarled through his words. “Why her? Why now? This is all mine. I won’t let it go.”
Now I turned. Slowly, like everything was perfectly fine and I hadn’t been about to hightail it off his rig without upholding my end of the deal. His hunched frame blocked the doorway. I’d compared his crew to vultures, and with his long nose and narrow face, Jin sure looked like one. He had a pistol tucked into a makeshift holster, within easy reach of his filthy clawed hands. His skin was the color of rancid meat, his hair a stark white. He should have died years before, but the stubborn bastard was hoarding his remaining time like he hoarded scrap metal.
“As far as I can tell, she’s out here for the credits.” Same as me, I added silently. I sure wasn’t on Jin’s rig for the scenery. “She’s not interested in you personally. Just easy money.” Just trying to get by in the black. Weren’t we all? I didn’t know what Jin’s paranoia had him all excited over, and I didn’t care. He’d paid me half up front to get answers, and half would follow when I killed her. Or so he thought. The first half would do me just fine. I’d killed for money, but I wouldn’t this time. Not for this old man and his mountains of metal.
“That’s all you got out of her?”
“Whoever searched her did a piss-poor job. She had a knife. Cut herself free in the silo. The plan doesn’t work if she escapes before I can talk her ’round.”
“Clearly,” the old man grunted. His hooked fingers drifted over his pistol. “Nobody worth their weight in iron comes out here without a good reason. She wants something.” Jin darted his tongue across his bloodless lips and then rolled them together. “What about you, Shepperd?”
“Me?”
He moved through the cluttered room slowly, like a wounded animal, but the old-bastard routine was all for show. I’d seen him slap down one of his crew and put a bullet between his eyes in the time it took him to lament the loss of the good ol’ days.
“What are you doin’ out my way?” His gaze shifted, never really settling on anything long enough for his watery eyes to focus.
“I needed a change of scenery when your call came in.” Why were we talking about me? We’d already had this conversation when I’d taken the job. “There’s only so many jumps I can do before my routes get flagged for suspicious activity. I gotta shake things up, make it look authentic-like.” I turned my back on him, hoping to give him the impression all was well, and scanned the screens again. Where had the old guy put my ship? Boots thudded behind me. I turned, projecting nonchalance until one of Jin’s heavies ushered Fran into the room. She screwed her nose up at the stench of machine grease but seemed unharmed and unruffled. My gut sank.
“She—” Jin thumbed over his shoulder at Fran, “—says you’re fleet.”
Shit. “Fleet?” I spluttered a laugh. “What? I’m not fleet.” My heartbeat drummed in my ears. I had a hostile audience, and in the middle was Fran with her crazy-ass smile. “She’s lying.”
Jin’s shrewd eyes narrowed. “Shepperd, I hired you on recommendation. I don’t put much weight in a man’s past. You don’t get by in the black without tough choices. I reckon it’s the choices we make today which matter. Can’t change the past, right? But after we caught this ’ere woman breaking into your ship, and she starts bleating about a fleet captain on my rig, I had one of my guys do some more digging.” He sucked in air between his few remaining teeth. “I don’t like them fleet fuckers, which means I don’t like you, Shepperd.”
They caught her breaking into my ship? Oh, Fran was good. When had she figured out I was playing her for intel? From the first word, probably. So what was her angle? Turn all eyes on me so she could slip away? I mirrored her smile. “C’mon, Jin. I might have been fleet. Once. A long time ago—”
“Two years.”
“Okay, two years ago.” A goddamned lifetime for me. I did not want to be explaining my short fleet career and subsequent prison stay to Jin, and I scraped a hand across my chin. “You’re right about the past. Doesn’t mean shit right here and now. We had a deal. Just you an’ me.”
“Yes, we did. She also says you were planning to depart without notifying me. Our deal isn’t done. Is it, boy?”
My shallow smile grew. I opened my mouth to explain, or lie, or bluff, but the tangle of words lodged in my throat.
The old man’s hand rested over his pistol. He’d shoot me down and grind my remains to dust for entertainment. His crewmember stood quiet, face blank, but his eyes were hungry for violence. A very real smile curled Fran’s lips.
Jin’s shrewd, unblinking glare pinned me still. Outnumbered and outgunned, I had limited options. “Jin.” I lifted my hands, palms out. “I hate fleet as much as you do. Probably more.”
“Or maybe they sent you out here to spy on me?”
I snorted, tossed my gaze around the room, and sighed. “Your rig, your mountains of crap—there ain’t nothing here worth their time.”
His watery eyes widened and his gun hand twitched.
“Fleet don’t give a shit about Jotunheim, and couldn’t care less about some crazy rig owner stripping ships and not paying his dues.” I inched forward. Only crazy folks reasoned with crazy folks. Talk wasn’t going to save me. Fran reached down and slipped her fingers inside her boot. She’d obviously reached the same conclusion. I swallowed, licked my dry lips, and continued, “Why do you think I’m all the way out here?” I laughed a little and stole another step forward. “It certainly ain’t for the hospitality. The pay’s good, but the alcohol’s like thinners and the women all look like you. Stop worrying about me and start worrying about her—”
Jin drew his pistol. I lunged. The gun fired-too fucking loud in the cramped room. Fire blasted through my right arm, but I was already moving. I plowed shoulder first into Jin’s gut, slamming him into the wall. It wouldn’t be enough. Pain throbbed up my arm and radiated through my shoulder. Jin smacked his forehead into my face. The inside of my cheek split, spilling blood across my tongue. I wrangled with his wrist and arm, trying to pin him down—Damnit. He’s a whole lot stronger than he looks—but he bucked like a mule. I brought a knee up, and it impacted hard with his gut. But all that did was double him over so he could shove his face in mine and try and bite a chunk out of me. His hot breath smelled like wet metal, and those crazy eyes rolled back. But I had him, if I could just—
Arms grabbed ahold of me from behind. A sharp blow to the back of my skull jolted down my neck, then a rapid silence and numbing dark rushed in.
* * *
Shit can always get worse. Unless you’re dead.
I hurt too much to be dead.
Cracking open my eyes, I winced as needles of pain jabbed me in the back of the skull. I should never have agreed to this job. I could have been on Ganymede, running drugs, getting drunk in Tink’s bar and forgetting.
I dangled by wrist ties hooked into a pulley system, arms stretched high. And I wasn’t the only one. At first, I couldn’t wrap my head around why Jin would have a butchered animal carcass hanging around his storage rooms. And then the stink hit me. The slab of flesh hanging from a pulley system like mine was human. Jolting out of my daze, I twisted, scuffing my boots against the floor. Pain beat hot and hard down my arm and into my shoulder while sickness rolled up my throat. I swallowed excess saliva and wet my lips, praying I didn’t throw my guts up. Jin could have killed me while I was out, but that wasn’t his way. The crazy bastard liked to have his own brand of special fun first. By the time he was done with me, I was gonna wish he’d been a better shot.
I craned my neck to get a look at the six-foot machine looming just behind me, its wide nozzle pointed at my back. A sandblaster; lovely. My brother had once told me I’d die in some alley somewhere if I didn’t get my shit together. The joke was on him: Caleb Shepperd—sandblasted by a compulsive hoarder in Jotunheim. A manic chuckle bubbled up my throat.
Jin leaned on one of many curved metal panels strewn about the windowless room. “You’re more crazy ’an me, Shepperd.”
A sense of humor was about the only thing I had left. That, and my ship.
Fran sat against a panel near the back of the room, her tied wrists resting over her drawn-up knees, guarded by the guy who’d clocked me over the head. My laughter cut off at the sight of Fran’s bleak face. She’d die when Jin was done with me.
“How about we do a deal?” I asked Jin, pointing my toes down to stop myself from swinging. “There must be something you want. I’ll carry any cargo. Let me go an’ I’ll get whatever your withered heart desires.”
“I already have your ship. I’ll strip her of anything valuable. That’s all I need from you, Fleet Captain Shepperd.”
My smile died. “You could go anywhere, do anything. There’s a whole lotta black out there. But you’d rather stay in this stinking rig? You can hardly move for all the scrap. Haven’t you stolen enough?”
“It will never be enough.” Jin’s glassy eyes hardened. “If the jump gates fail and the nine systems collapse again, I’ll be prepared.”
He really was nuts, and old enough to remember the last years of the Blackout. “You’ve been out here too long, Jin. Jotunheim’s fucking with your head. Let me go and I’ll take you to Lyra, show you a city made of stars. Drink and girls aplenty. Guys too. Whatever floats your boat. You’d love it.”
The old man’s top lip curled. “It’s a lie, Shepperd, fed to you by fleet.”
I knew that better than most, better than him. I blinked sweat or maybe blood out of my eyes. “Everything in the nine is a lie, Jin, but that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy it. C’mon, you don’t wanna live out the rest of your days here.”
A flicker of fear darted across his gaunt face. What was he afraid of? Unless Jin couldn’t leave. This rig, these broken bits of ship… They occupied his every day, his every thought, his entire life. He couldn’t—wouldn’t see a way out. My heart galloped harder and panic clawed at my thoughts. “All these ships, huh? And all you do is dismantle them. You’re afraid to fly them. Afraid to leave.” Afraid of freedom. Afraid of the black. He feared the very thing I lived for. He’d never leave, and he’d never change; some upstart ex-fleet captain wasn’t going to alter a perspective buried under a lifetime’s worth of junk. Shit, I was really gonna die here.
Fran’s pale face confirmed it. She’d worked her fingers into her boot. The knife. Her guard watched me, assuming his quarry was beaten. Fran had better hurry up with the rescuing; the old guy wasn’t going to let either of us go. I swallowed and darted my gaze back to Jin as he pushed himself off the panel and brandished the slim sandblaster control pad.
“I’m fleet,” I blurted. “And you’re right. It’s all a long con. Why do you think I left?”
Jin tilted his head, his eyes flat and unerring. “Dismissed for misconduct, so says your data.”
“I saw things. The lies you mentioned. It could happen again. The Blackout. Starvation—the wars an’ riots. I can help you get ready. You need me, Jin. I can bring you more scrap, all kinds of shit people will need when the gates fail again.” I’d agree the sky was purple and the nine systems were flat if he’d let me go.
Behind Jin, Fran had the blade out and hidden behind her hand. I gave my ties a tug, rattling the pulley wheels, keeping the dull-eyed guard’s attention all on me.
The old man’s thumb hovered over the control pad. Was it doubt delaying him? He didn’t look doubtful, just pensive—like he might be committing my final moments to memory. How do you reason with insanity? There was nothing I could say, nothing I could do. No escape. Jin jabbed the controller. I flinched away, hiding my face for all the good it’d do me. The machine’s generator coughed to life. The next press would kill me.
I twisted and bucked, trying to dig my toes into the floor. Nothing worked. This couldn’t be it. I couldn’t die here. There had to be…more. Mouth dry, I scratched around my head for any information I could dredge up from my past that might help now. “Killing me is a waste. I have connections—”
He’d moved closer while I’d fought with my ties. Was his gnarled, liver-spotted face the last thing I’d ever see?
“If I let you go,” he calmly said, “you’ll bring fleet here and they’ll change everything.”
“No.” My voice cracked. “I’ll work for you. They won’t come.”
He smiled, but it was a thin wisp of smile, barely skimming his lips. So flat, so cold. Old Man Jin was already dead inside. “You can run from your past, kid,” he said. “But I reckon it’s like running from your shadow. Fleet will come for you.”
“Then…not like this.” Any second now sand would pressure-blast my skin. My racing thoughts imagined it would feel like fire, like being burned alive. It wouldn’t be quick. “Please, not like this.”
The old man’s face softened, and a flicker of hope skittered through my heart. C’mon, you old bastard. Feel something…anything. Don’t do this.
“You’re trouble, Shepperd. There ain’t no place for trouble on my rig.”
The guard’s ragged cry whipped Jin around. Fran came for him, blocked a wayward swing with her forearm and plunged the dagger deep into his gut, then clutched his shoulder and pulled him into an embrace. She slowly whispered something into Jin’s ear, her lips brushing his skin, and all the while she looked at me—through me—then she pried the control pad from his gnarled grip and let him go. He crumpled at her feet.
That fire in her eyes, the way she was smiling; was she about to finish what Jin had started?
“Wait—”
She jabbed the controller. I flinched, turning my head away, but the pain didn’t come. Instead, the generator died and the machine powered down. My thoughts swirled, my head light and my body numb.
Fran reached up to cut me free. “You owe me, Caleb Shepperd.”
The ties snapped. I fell to my knees, bracing myself against the floor while battling with waves of hot nausea and cold relief. The guard she’d taken out writhed and groaned, clutching at his bleeding ankles. Jin didn’t move. His wheezing breaths sawed through the quiet. He’d die here, trapped by fear on the fringes of nowhere. Nobody would come. Nobody would care. Fuck obscurity. I was getting off this rig, and now. 
“You know where my ship is?” I asked Fran, my voice rough and broken. 
“Sure do.” Fran wiped her dagger on her thigh and offered her free hand. 
I closed my hand around hers without a single doubt. “Let’s get black bound.”
* * *
We made it one level before the yellow work lights flared bright white, chasing away the shadows. Alarms beat through the corridors. Fran ran hard, swung herself around ladders, and dropped down hatches so damn fast I had a hard time keeping up with her. After so many twists and turns, I lost track of where we were until we emerged near the rig’s mouth—a jutting dock, currently sealed and sheltering my ship among a line of other vessels waiting to be stripped.
I pounded up the ramp only to find the locking panel hanging loose. Fran’s handiwork. “Couldn’t get in, huh?” I said dryly. I expected the lock to be intact, but at my trembling touch, the doors clunked and opened.
“Maybe I could, but had second thoughts about leaving your worthless ass behind?” She brushed by me, nudging my bleeding arm, and sauntered into the ship’s hold. Her perpetual smile still threatened to break out, but didn’t quite settle on her face.
“Women like you are the reason men die earlier in marriages,” I muttered.
Shouts ricocheted behind me. A phase bullet smacked into the ramp somewhere near my feet. I ducked inside and sealed the door, wincing every time a bullet skipped off the ship’s exterior. The bullets wouldn’t penetrate, but that didn’t stop them from hurting. I knew every wound on this ship like I knew my own scars. We’d gained a few more on this job.
“Get to the bridge.”
Fran appraised the cargo hold with a less-than-impressed frown. “This bucket is an antique. We should have stolen the hawk next door. It’d be faster, and in better condition.”
“Welcome to Starscream. She’ll fly us straight, but keep talking like that and I’ll leave you here. Go. Bridge. Now.” My threat was an empty one. I owed her.
“You can’t take off, you realize that?”
Man, she just knew it all, didn’t she? I ignored her and left the hold, striding along the familiar catwalks, running my shaking hands along the rails. It was good to be home, even if we weren’t yet free.
Fran fell quiet when we arrived at the bridge.
“Not so shabby now, huh?” Starscream’s unusually pristine bridge was the only outward hint she wasn’t all she appeared to be. I dropped into my flight chair and booted up her initial sequences, watching the rudimentary display blink a quick succession of system-check lights.
Fran gripped the back of the chair next to mine and peered out of the obs window. “They’re never going to release us.”
A quick glance out of the obs window and I counted half a dozen of Jin’s guys waiting to see what we did. “I don’t need them to.”
Fran’s fingers tightened on the back of the chair. “You can’t fly manually in a pressurized bay. It’s insane.”
“Insane is coming to Jotunheim. This system is more fucked up than I am. Sit down,” I said. “And strap in.”
She moved the antique romance novel from the co-pilot’s chair and to her credit didn’t say a word, but the look she shot me was enough to summon a grin. Yeah, honey. You think you know me. You don’t.
Starscream’s engine noise quivered through the ship, and a similar thrill spilled through me, kicking my husk of a heart up a beat. 
“What’s the plan?”
“Plan?” I flicked the atmosphere engines to manual and gripped the flight controls in my grease-caked hands. A sharp twinge sparked down my arm, numbing my fingers. “Brute force and ignorance?”
“You’re just going to take off? What about the umbilical? The clamps? The thrust alone will tear the ship apart.”
I threw her look of disbelief right back at her. “Tugship. She’ll pull this whole fucking rig before she breaks apart.”
“The pressure door? You just going to fly right through that and expect to live, huh?”
“The bay will depressurize and the door will open on approach.”
“And if it doesn’t? If you try and punch through it, the blast will twist—”
“Ssh.”
“But—”
This was the first time I’d seen her rattled. I liked it. “Do you trust me, Francisca?” A loaded question, designed to rile her.
“I trust you’re an idiot.”
At least she was honest. “‘I trust you’re an idiot, Captain.’”
She gripped the arms of her flight chair and muttered a string of Spanish.
“Close your eyes, if you think it’ll help.” I flexed my fingers on the grips, trying to clear the numbness. My arm continued to throb. If I didn’t get out of the rig soon so I could go find the med kit, we wouldn’t be going anywhere. I pulled back on the controls, turning the four atmosphere engines ninety degrees, ready to heave off the dock. Starscream responded in every way I knew she would. The rumble of the engines, the strum of the thrusters vibrating through her hull, even the damned flicker of the gyro light that I’d been meaning to fix for countless cycles. I knew it all, and could fly her in my sleep.
“You can’t do this.”
“You already said that. Any other last words?”
“No, Captain—you can’t do this. You’re wounded and you’re not good enough. But I am.”
She might have been right. She seemed to be right about a lot of things. It was starting to piss me off. I could fly in the open, but in a cramped bay like this one? I’d never officially tried it—definitely not with a rear-heavy tugship. Shuttles, yes. I could fly one of those through a canyon. But despite Starscream’s many upgrades, she was still a tug, and a bitch to handle at low altitude, in artificial gravity or tight spots, or in-atmosphere. Anywhere that wasn’t the wide-open black.
“This is a mark-two independent tug.” Fran’s tone had taken on a hard, no-bullshit edge. “About the same age as you. She’s all power and no finesse. Has a nasty bite at low atmo. Given her age, I reckon she’s had, what? Three recalls to rectify the blowback from her RR engines. Am I right?”
“Two recalls. I never got around to the last one, what with bein’ a smuggler an’ all.”
Her frown scolded. “What’s the first rule of the black, Shepperd? Look after your ship, and she’ll look after you. Switch control to me.”
“I thought the first rule was expect to get screwed?” I wasn’t switching control to her. I barely knew her.
“How’s the arm? Losing sensation yet?”
“Fine.”
“You were out a good while, and bleeding all that time. And when Jin’s guard cracked you over the head…” She winced. “Must hurt, huh? Those twinges, they’re bitches. If one of those hits while you’re flying in this cramped dock—” She sucked in air through her teeth. “Could kill us both.”
I cast her a side-on unappreciative glare. She smiled.
“What are you afraid of, Captain? That I’m better than you?”
She wasn’t going to shut up until I let her have control, and given how half my attention was already focused on not passing out, she was completely right to do so. “Okay.” I sighed and flicked the master-control switch over to her. “But take her easy.”
Fran immediately tapped out a few new inputs on the flight dash and wrapped her fingers around the controls.
“She pulls starboard, made worse when—”
“Shepperd. I have her.” I must have broadcast fear all over my face, because she glanced my way and her smile softened. “Trust me.”
She eased back on the controls and Starscream’s engine whine dropped toward a growl. We pulled away from the dock with a godawful sound of grinding metal.
“The clamps will give,” I said. “They always do.” I may or may not have made some quick getaways from similar docks before.
The handful of orange-jumpsuit clad guys along the dockside quickly realized we weren’t hanging around and fled the dock, sealing the pressure doors behind them. If shit went sideways, and we crashed and burned, those doors would keep the rig’s internals intact. Unlike their boss, they weren’t dying today.
Starscream jolted. Her port side dropped, and Fran wrestled with the controls. “I got her… We’re good. One more clamp to go.” More groaning rolled through the ship. The remaining clamp released. Starscream’s nose veered upward, hauling her ass away from the dock until the umbilical snagged. The ship twitched one way, then another, and all the while Fran corrected, keeping the ship from flipping stern over bow and taking a dive into the dock.
“More thrust,” I suggested, gripping the flight chair.
“Thrust isn’t everything, Captain. Sometimes you gotta go slow.”
She was clearly enjoying my discomfort. “Too slow and you’ll burn out—”
“Ssh. She’s right where I want her to be. Are you sure the doors will open?”
“The proximity sensors will pick us up.” I hoped.
The umbilical snapped, lashing across the dock, taking out much of the equipment in its path. Starscream bucked, but Fran had her. I sat in silence the whole time, while Fran piloted my tugship like she’d always been behind the controls. She turned the ship at the dock without an inch to spare, her hands working fast to correct Starscream’s many fluctuations. She’d been in the flight chair minutes and flew my ship better than I did. One of the benefits of growing up the daughter of a shipping merchant.
The pressure doors opened, and with a blast of air, we left Rig 19 behind and punched into the black.
When Jin had summoned me to his rig with a job to track and kill a nuisance smuggler, I’d expected someone like me. Fran wasn’t like me. She wasn’t like anyone I’d met in the black. Instincts told me to drop her at the next port.
“I did him a favor,” she said, once we were well enough away to relax. “He was rotting away on that rig.” She kicked back in the flight chair like it was her own. “I put him out of his misery.”
Jin might have disagreed with that assessment, but I couldn’t say I wasn’t happy Francisca had my back.
I needed to get my ass to the rec bay, so I could fix up my wound, but that meant trusting her to fly us straight. That thought had unease twisting through my gut.
“Are you afraid of anything, Fran?” I asked. Know a man’s fears, know the man. Or so my father had once told me. I didn’t listen to much of his BS, but he had a few gems worth holding on to.
Fran considered my words for a few moments. The background din of the engines cocooned the bridge in a comfortable quiet.
“Falling.” When she flicked her gaze to me, a challenge burned in her eyes.
A half smile lifted the corner of my lips. “Plot a course for Ganymede.”
* * *
You couldn’t move in Tink’s bar without nudging some asshole with a bounty on his head. Ganymede’s notorious hangout was exactly the kind of a place someone could keep their head down and hide in plain sight.
I was doing just that, while nursing a whiskey and watching Fran sweet talk a guy at the bar. Somehow she fit right in here, chatting with the dealers and outlaws like she’d always belonged.
She laughed at something her mark said, even threw in a little touch of his hand. Poor bastard didn’t stand a chance. The crowd spilled in and blocked my view, interrupting thoughts of how I wouldn’t mind her playing me. I soon scrubbed that fantasy clean. A woman like her was trouble. Maybe the kind of trouble that just might be worth it.
“You’re going to offer me a job,” she said, tugging me out of my thoughts. She dropped herself into a chair and sipped from a dirty glass. The drink had to have been paid for by her mark, given that everything she owned was back on her dismantled ship.
“I am?”
“Payback for saving you from getting sand in all those hard-to-reach places.”
I smiled into my drink. She was right. Again. I had considered offering her a job as my second-in-command. A second meant Starscream could make non-stop runs. I’d double my profits even after her share. I’d had seconds before, but they didn’t last. Most quit. The rest I’d fired before they could quit. I’d gotten used to flying solo.
“What did you whisper to Jin when you stabbed him?” I asked. The fact she’d filled Jin’s last seconds with her words seemed important, and I’d been mulling it over in my mind. Whatever she’d said, I’d seen the look in her eyes, she’d made sure of that. Those words meant something.
Her dark lashes fluttered, the only outward sign she felt anything about killing a man. “Cuando en medio de lobos, hay que aullar,” she replied, her voice softer than before. The smooth roll of her foreign words licked pleasure way down low and had me shifting in my seat. It’d be worth riling her just so she dusted off the Spanish and I got a cheap thrill. 
“Which means?” I cleared my throat. 
She rapped her fingernails on the tabletop and skipped her gaze away too quickly for me to read. “‘When among wolves, we must howl.’”
I could assume she meant that when trapped, she had to do what was necessary to escape—a parting explanation for the poor bastard she’d just stabbed in the gut. Or a reflection on her joining the ranks of predatory assholes, like me? Both, maybe. I’d sworn off curiosity, but in her case, I was having a hard time ignoring its siren call. I’d never know merchant-daughter-turned-smuggler Fran if I left her on Ganymede. My gut told me that was probably for the best. Keep it simple. Get away clean.
“My ship. My rules.” She’d have a hard time following orders, but she’d tell it to me straight. Maybe that was what I needed. Someone not afraid of the truth. Speaking of the truth… “Exactly why were you smuggling in Jotunheim?”
She smiled and looked at me as though she already knew she’d gotten the job. “Easy credits. I fly faster, harder, and better than anyone else. Jotunheim’s rep doesn’t frighten me.”
Leaning in closer, I said quietly, “What is it you’re flying faster and harder from?”
She wet her lips. “A lot of things, Captain. Some you’d understand. Some you wouldn’t.”
“Try me.”
“Mistakes, for one.”
Now that I could understand. We all had our secrets. She’d scratched at some of mine. What I couldn’t figure out was why she’d want to run with me. Ganymede’s port was riddled with folks she could hitch a ride with.
“I’m a fixer.” I relaxed back in my seat. “Pay me enough and I’ll fix anything, from running illegal weapons to making someone disappear. If you wanna fly with me, check your morals at the airlock.”
She sipped at her drink, eyeing me in a way that had me wondering who should be warning who off.
“Why me? Why not some other asshole? Ganymede is full of ’em. Your skills? You could get a sweet deal running legit cargo.”
“You need me.”
“Right.” She had an ego bigger than mine. Impressive. I tipped my drink to salute her. “There are a lot of things I need, honey. A mouthy second on my back in the black ain’t one of them.”
Her know-it-all smile was back. She twisted in her seat, draped an arm over its back and nodded at the bar. “The guy I was talking with? Someone tipped him off there’s a Captain Shepperd frequents Tink’s. Apparently, Shepperd is a wanted man in Niflheim and there’s a rich sum offered for his capture. I guess you wouldn’t know anything about that?”
I frowned and checked the bar, but her mark had gone. “Where is he?”
“Took him out back for a bit of R ’n’ R.”
Shit, had she killed him?
“Not that.” She grinned, easily deciphering the fear on my face. “He’ll come around with one hell of a hangover.” She leaned forward, bringing her close enough to whisper. “You might also like to know I heard on intra-system chatter that some hotshot ex-fleet captain should be in Asgard. Fancy that. Maybe fleet will come looking, maybe they won’t. Maybe you need me, maybe you don’t. I’m not afraid to fly with you, Shepperd. But you are afraid to fly with me.” She leaned back. “Or are you just afraid of falling?”
Well, double shit. Tink’s bar just took on a whole new sinister edge. When was Fran ever not right? If I stopped running—stopped flying, even just for a little while—I’d fall. And she knew it. She’d probably known it since the silo. I downed my drink and peered over the rim at Fran—the best damn pilot in the nine systems. “Welcome aboard Starscream.”
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Apogee
by G. S. Jennsen
“The end is in the beginning and lies far ahead.”
— Ralph Ellison
SENECA (Earth Alliance Colony)
Cavare, Capital City
October 2297
MOONLIGHT CAST THE MAN’S wife’s skin in ghostly silver as he placed a soft kiss on her forehead. He hadn’t meant to wake her, but she stirred before he could slip away, blinking to reveal bleary, unfocused irises.
“It’s okay, Frannie, don’t get up. I’ll be home in a few days.”
She nodded sleepily, mumbled, “Love you…good luck at the symposium,” and rolled over. When her breathing evened out in slumber once more, he tiptoed out of the bedroom and down the hall to crack the door to his daughter’s room. A mess of curls poked out of the bedcovers to fan out on the pillow. He smiled to himself and eased the door shut.
He didn’t attempt to sneak a peek into his son’s room. The boy had developed preternatural senses and would be wide awake in an instant. In truth he’d probably awoken the instant there was a sound in the hallway…but if so, he didn’t emerge to inquire as to the reason for his father’s early departure.
It was for the best. At fourteen, his son was not only no longer a child but also disconcertingly clever, and he would likely pose too-astute questions the man didn’t dare answer.
Once outside he tossed his bag onto the passenger seat of his skycar. The first steel-hued rays of dawn breached the mountains in the distance as he lifted off.
Twenty minutes later he stepped up to the security checkpoint entry for the Alliance outpost military base on the periphery of Cavare and waved his palm at the identity check. The officer on duty examined the readout briefly. “You’re cleared for entry, sir, but may I ask what your purpose here is today?”
He canted his head at the young man. “Check your screen again, Lieutenant.”
The lieutenant’s brow furrowed, but he instinctively obeyed the implied order. “Uh, right. Sir. You’re cleared for…whatever your reason is for being here.” Squared shoulders preceded a crisp forward hand motion.
It wasn’t unusual behavior for the man, as an Intelligence agent, to visit the Earth Alliance’s largest military base on Seneca, and he’d done so multiple times for legitimate reasons. And as an Intelligence agent he wasn’t required to disclose the purpose of his visit to anyone who challenged him.
He gestured a thanks and walked through the checkpoint, a wry smirk hovering on his lips.
My purpose is to start a war. Have a nice day.
* * *
SENECA STELLAR SYSTEM
Lunar SSR Center
He didn’t gape at any of the other passengers on the military shuttle. Tension radiated off the soldiers to vibrate in the air so thickly he now inhaled it with every breath; he didn’t have to inspect them to realize they were on edge and prepping for a fight.
Personally, he hoped the fight wouldn’t commence until he was airborne again. He wasn’t a soldier—though he could impersonate one if need be—and this day was going to be difficult enough without wading through close-quarters combat.
His visit to the military base had been a brief one. On his arrival he was quickly directed through several dark service hallways to a small landing pad and ushered onto the shuttle. He assumed this meant his traveling companions were also members of the resistance, but no one had so much as spoken a greeting during the forty-minute trip.
The Lunar Special Support and Research Center sprawled across a region of the moon that had been largely spared the brutality of relentless asteroid bombardment over the millennia, at least compared to the rest of the satellite. The test fields of the research facility stretched for hundreds of kilometers beyond the Center itself, and the crimson beacons denoting their various boundaries flickered against the otherwise ashen surface.
The shuttle dropped through the first of multiple force fields. The outer barrier protected the Center from meteoroids and other minor space objects that would burn up harmlessly if the moon had a natural atmosphere. Next came the triple-layer fields keeping the artificially generated atmosphere inside. The layers were a redundant safety measure, as a failure of the system would be catastrophic to the facility’s equipment but more so to the people working there.
Even the multiple redundancies did little to assuage his disquiet, and he allowed the soldiers to disembark before exiting the shuttle. If it weren’t for the paved surface beneath his feet and the structures visible at the opposite end of the platform, he would have sworn he was treading into open space and without so much as an environment suit to protect him. From here the discreet shimmer of the force fields provided only the slightest blur to the blackness of space and its expanse of stars.
He liked to believe he could handle virtually any situation he encountered, no matter how dire. But everyone had a weakness, and he’d never managed to get comfortable with open space…maybe because he couldn’t control it.
On taking a step away from the shuttle, he was promptly overwhelmed by the expected but still unpleasant sense he was about to float off into the void. A wave of dizziness threatened to take hold, and he searched around for a signpost, anxious to get inside something, anything.
He grabbed a passing officer by the arm. The man jerked away and leveled an intimidating glower at him.
“Excuse me, I’m sorry. I need directions to Lab EE12c.”
The officer scowled at him for a beat then jerked his head. “See the last building on the left? The building behind it.”
“Thank you.” He hurried off in the direction indicated, toward the illusory but nevertheless seductive shelter.
* * *
The notion that one of its colonies would go to war with the mighty Earth Alliance, eighty-two worlds and fourteen billion people strong, was as ludicrous as the proposition that man would discover a means to circumvent special relativity and develop starship drives capable of velocities far exceeding the speed of light.
No one had believed the latter possible until it was achieved. So, too, would it be with the former.
“This is what we’re counting on. The Alliance hasn’t faced a successful colonial rebellion in a hundred fifty years of extra-solar expansion. It no longer believes such a thing can be accomplished, but we’ll turn the Alliance’s hubris against it. The slow response of its goliath bureaucratic machinery will give us time—time to get more ships out of production and into space as well as time to subdue any lingering resistance and gain full control of the government and military on Seneca.”
Darien Terzi sounded as if he were trying to convince himself of the validity of the plan more than those present, Brigadier Eleni Gianno mused. She hoped the strength of his conviction did not fail him when the blood started flowing.
She clasped her hands at the small of her back, adopting a comfortable yet formal posture. “The military will not be as difficult to secure as one would expect. Eighty-three percent of the enlisted and seventy-one percent of the officers Commodore rank and below are Senecan-born. If presented with a persuasive argument for independence and an assertive demonstration of leadership, they will fall in line.”
Terzi nodded in acceptance. “And the higher ranking officers? The ones rotating through on a tour of duty?”
“They will not be so amenable. But we know who they are. Given the recent unrest, there’s never been a wider rift between our people and theirs. When we make our move, they will be detained and held in a secure location until we can put them on an Earth-bound vessel and send them on their way.”
A laugh bubbled up from somewhere behind her left shoulder. “Your plan may work for most of the officers, assuming you’ve got enough muscle on your side, but General Castillo is a first-class prick brandishing an ego far larger than the impressively sized gun he carries. I doubt he will agree to go quietly.”
She regarded the source of the comment with mild curiosity. Aristide Vranas was the ex-Mayor of Seneca’s capital city, Cavare. He had been deposed when the Alliance sent in its lackeys to take over key government postings three months ago in the aftermath of the worker riots. If asked to consider the question, she would conclude she liked the man. He possessed an unpretentious, easy charisma and a dry sense of humor that never got in the way of a fundamentally earnest nature.
“I doubt he will agree to go at all, which is why I will be forced to disable him and may be forced to kill him. But either way, that’s on me.”
He gave her a small smile in lieu of a reply before returning his gaze to the window.
They were gathered in a small conference room in a remote corner of the Lunar SSR Center. This close to the precipice, meeting groundside held too many risks—too many Alliance loyalists skulking the halls of power.
Terzi had taken up pacing the length of the room. As the director of the Senecan field office of the Earth Alliance Ministry of Intelligence, he had as much to lose as she did. The sole difference between her fate and his if this venture failed would be the locations of their confinement until their executions.
On his next pivot he directed his attention to Vranas. “Aristide, when we’re done here I want you to get back to Cavare then stay out of sight until it’s time to go public. Local Alliance officials will suspect your involvement, and we can’t risk them grabbing you. I assume the speech is ready?”
“The speech has been ready for years, waiting on the proper moment for its delivery to arrive. Let me worry about the public. You worry about the logistics.”
If Terzi took offense at the barb, he didn’t show it. “I have agents tailing the provisional mayor and governor. When I give the word, both will be taken into custody. We’ll keep them isolated until I can get them on Gianno’s ship to Earth. Fucking interlopers.”
He dragged a hand down his face. “Once we declare we are cutting ties with the Earth Alliance, coordination and proper timing are crucial. A number of things must happen in the first hour or we will lose control of the situation. But the pieces are in place, and we’re as ready as we’re going to be.” He looked to them for confirmation and received it.
Vranas asked the most obvious and consequential question. “When?”
Gianno responded. “The Alliance First Brigade from Arcadia will reach its closest point to Seneca in three hours. We want it to be close—that timing you mentioned. If we miss this window, we won’t see a better one for six weeks so….” She lifted her chin. “I advise we go now.”
“Agreed. Give me a minute to arrange a few matters.”
Eleni moved to the window beside Vranas. A sea of stars gave way to Seneca’s familiar profile as the moon continued onward in its perpetual rotation.
“Have you ever been to Earth, Brigadier?”
“No, I haven’t. I did my off-world training on Arcadia and Messium.”
“I attended a convention there four years ago. Lovely place. Enormous sapphire-blue oceans everywhere you look.”
“I’ll have to take your word for it, as I suspect the only way I’ll ever step foot on Earth at this point is for a military tribunal, and I don’t intend to allow that to happen.”
Terzi reappeared next to her, and she abandoned the view to focus on him. The hour was late, and the time for talk to give way to action was upon them. “Has your agent arrived? I need to brief him and go over the ship’s capabilities, but we’re now on an exceptionally tight schedule.”
“He’s waiting outside. I’ll ask him to come in.”
The man who walked in bore a closer resemblance to a banker or a corporate executive than an Intelligence agent. Neatly styled, wavy black hair complemented a distinguished jawline and iced-cobalt irises. He carried himself with quiet, resolute confidence as he approached her and extended a hand. “Ma’am.”
They continued sizing one another up with practiced eyes as they shook hands. “A pleasure to meet you, Agent…?”
“Marano. Stefan Marano.”
* * *
Director Terzi and Brigadier Gianno departed after showing Stefan to the hangar bay, and he took the opportunity of a few minutes alone to study the reconnaissance craft. The muted bronze hull appeared to draw in the light surrounding it, giving it a faint lustrous sheen. Sleekly aerodynamic, the frame’s edges cut sharply enough he made a note to give them a wide berth.
He did reach out to run his fingertips along the body, however, enjoying the smooth coolness of the material. Senecan designed and constructed, it was not merely more elegant than anything the Alliance produced, it was better than anything the Alliance produced. Faster. Stealthier—
The air shifted around him, heralding a new guest. A woman joined him beside the ship; he continued his inspection of the hull while inspecting her in his peripheral vision. Dressed in standard-issue Earth Alliance BDUs, she was nearly as tall as him and muscular in the way most young military officers were, with shoulder-length dark hair bound back in a tight tail.
He acknowledged her with a casual nod. “I admittedly don’t know ships, but this is a hell of a good-looking one.”
“First of her kind, and I get to fly her.” She stuck out a hand. “Commander Helena Lekkas. I’ll be your pilot for the operation. Also the weapons officer, navigator, and mechanic. You know, now that I think about it, why is it you’re coming along?”
Ah, so she was a smartass. It seemed to be a hazard of the piloting profession. He was fine with banter, but not until he controlled the relationship dynamic.
“Because this is a top-secret Intelligence black operation outside the purview of the military. And you’re not the weapons officer—I am. Any more answers will have to wait until we’ve departed.”
“That so? I assure you, I can hit a target perfectly well.”
“Not with this weapon.”
She glared at him silently for several seconds. “If you say so. Let me finish the preflight check, and we’ll be on our way.”
* * *
SENECAN LUNAR ORBIT
Stealth Reconnaissance Vessel
“In the wake of the declaration by ousted government officials that Seneca was formally severing ties with the Earth Alliance, martial law is now in effect across the colony.”
The news feed cut to vids of armored combat vehicles patrolling the streets and soldiers in riot gear arresting protesters outside one of the government buildings in downtown Cavare.
“We’re receiving scattered reports of weapons fire on the grounds of the Alliance military base. We’re unable to confirm these accounts, as our reporters are being denied entry to the base and a barrier is preventing aerial coverage. We do have footage coming in of a skirmish between law-enforcement officers and military personnel near the Civil Administration Building.
“It is clear the conditions on the streets tonight are very fluid, and we urge everyone to stay indoors if possible. What isn’t clear is exactly who, if anyone, is in control of Seneca.”
They drifted zero point one megameters above the lunar surface, having departed the Lunar SSR Center before violence erupted. Several hours remained until their mission began, so for now they could do nothing but watch the news feeds and, knowing something of what was in fact transpiring, wonder impotently whether the outcome would be in their favor.
The police and security departments had in reality never been under Alliance control and would not have assisted in enforcing martial law even if there were not a coup underway. Events inside the military base were certain to be far dicier.
The mission parameters forbade any contact with other resistance members, or anyone for that matter, given the small but non-zero chance someone in the Alliance could be eavesdropping. So they waited.
By the time the media figured out what was happening, it was already over, at least on the ground. The press conferences and prepared statements began to roll in fast and furious, all urging calm and all speaking the language of a new, independent, democratic government.
As expected, the Alliance ordered the Arcadia First Brigade to Seneca to establish a blockade. The news feed reporter wore a grave expression as he explained how commercial craft trying to leave Seneca would be ordered to land or risk being shot down.
Also as expected, Alliance forces on the nearby worlds of Elathan and Krysk, the only colonies in range possessing a combat-ready military presence, were put on full alert and two regiments ordered to Seneca to assist with the blockade. The meager details the media possessed scrolled in a repetitive loop on the feed overlay, and he soon tuned them out.
“Why did you decide to become a revolutionary?”
Stefan kept his gaze on the silhouettes of the planet and its satellite beneath them. “My kids. The Alliance claims to be a democracy, but it threw the principle out the window the second we caused it a tiny bit of discomfort. Overtaxing us because we thrive—then using the money to prop up its bloated bureaucracy—isn’t good policy, but marching in and removing our elected leaders by fiat due to a few worker riots? ‘Disappearing’ people who speak out against it? That’s not a democracy, that’s a dictatorship.
“Its leaders believe the Alliance is powerful enough to be both—a democracy on election days and a dictatorship on every other day—but they’re wrong. No government should be so powerful. It’s time someone demonstrates the error in their thinking.”
“Hmm.” Lekkas drummed her fingers on the dash. Having completed a thorough exploration of the new ship an hour ago, she had little to do until the action started. “What’s all that have to do with your kids?”
“I don’t want them to grow up in a dictatorship, obviously, or under any regime that can act as it chooses without repercussions. They have bright futures ahead of them, and I want better for their lives.”
She didn’t inquire further. She wasn’t exactly the talkative sort, but in this instance he chose to prod her. “What about you? Why are you here?”
“Live free or die, man. That’s my motto.”
He laughed. “Is it really?”
“Nah. Gianno was a persuasive woman, particularly after my Alliance superiors grounded me for smarting off about what were unequivocally stupid orders.”
He’d read her file and agreed they had been stupid orders. “Do you have any kids?” He also knew the answer to this question, but better for her to tell him.
“Daughter. She’s four. Wants to follow in her mom’s footsteps and fly starships. I’m not convinced I’m going to be able to stop her, stubborn brat.”
“Children do turn out to have wills and minds of their own. Husband?”
She snorted. “Hell, no. Her father—” She snapped up straight in the cockpit chair as the primary scanner lit up in red blips. “Looks like the Alliance brigade is here. Took it long enough.”
He blew out a long, weighty breath, paralyzed by the weight of the actions ahead of him but unwilling to display weakness in front of his companion.
He hadn’t wanted this mission. Terzi had thrown praise and platitudes in his direction, called him an honest man and a true believer and someone the resistance could depend on. Perhaps most of it was accurate, perhaps not. He was a patriot—to Seneca, not the Alliance—and he understood the necessity of this war. Its time had come, and he felt compelled to play his part. But he selfishly preferred someone else bear the guilt guaranteed to arrive once the adrenaline relinquished its grasp.
Suspicious it had grown wild, he ran a hand through his normally tame hair. “All right, we need to sneak in behind them. Do it now, while they’re distracted getting themselves situated. Remember, staying undetected takes top priority. If they spot us, we’re dead and this is all for naught.”
“Not to worry. This ship has a custom cloaking shield built using original tech. The Alliance has never seen its kind. They don’t know what to hunt for and wouldn’t recognize it if they did detect it.”
“I appreciate that. Still, don’t take any chances.”
She grumbled as they accelerated away from the moon. “Pretty sure I don’t take orders from you.”
The last thing he needed was a renegade pilot. He circled around her chair until he was between her and the dash. “And I’m pretty sure so long as I’m on this ship, you do. Intelligence mission, not military, remember?”
She stared at him, rich emerald eyes piercing through him. Then her chin dipped a fraction and she returned her focus to the HUD. “Whatever you say, Agent.” Her fingertips glided along the virtual controls. “Speaking of which, I didn’t get a name.”
“No, you didn’t.”
* * *
A growing crowd of vessels orbited the planet—a hodgepodge of long, bulky commercial carriers; lightweight merchant runners; and elaborate, tricked-out civilian transports.
They were blocked by a brigade-strength collection of Alliance warships. For now the warships kept their distance, maintaining a zero point five megameter stretch of space between the departing craft and the unofficial front line of the blockade.
A handful had tried to make a run for it and been intercepted by fighters. Thus far the civilian vessels had always retreated, and shots had yet to be fired.
A number of the civilian vessels were equipped with laser weapons—certainly more than the Alliance contingent had anticipated. Many of them were effectively ringers, high-powered corporate craft sporting almost as much weaponry and hull shielding as military ships.
Stefan checked the time as unease gnawed at his gut. The civilians ostensibly wanting to leave were here, the Alliance warships were here…but the expected resistance ships were late. Had Gianno encountered greater difficulties on the ground than anticipated? Had she failed altogether? He had no way to know and didn’t dare risk a comm to find out.
They floated silently and fully cloaked in the middle of the Alliance blockade, trying to imitate a hole in space. Lekkas was peering out the viewport, scrutinizing the hulls of several vessels that lurked worryingly close.
“Think they’ll hear me if I start singing the Greek national anthem?”
“What?”
She rolled her eyes. “Nothing. When’s the cavalry scheduled to show?”
“Twenty minutes ago.”
She arched a brow and settled back into her chair.
He tried for small talk to divert their attention from the ticking clock. “Have you ever seen live combat?”
“A year or so ago, when the Triene cartel made a hard run to claim Bellici for its own. It took us a week to decimate them and another week to run off what was left. Couple of smaller skirmishes before then.”
“Why did—” He cut off as the imposing contours of two military cruisers accelerated in from starboard to take up positions between the civilian vessels and the Alliance formation. “Can we listen in on the wideband communications without alerting them to our presence?”
“Yep.” She punched in a series of instructions, and a new screen joined the already crowded HUD to display the transmission details. A few seconds later the audio feed kicked in, and an unfamiliar voice reverberated in the cabin.
Admiral Himura (EAS Fuzhou):  “Captains of the EAS Inchon and EAS Verdun, you are in contravention of direct orders from Earth Alliance Strategic Command. If you do not surrender control of your vessels and retreat immediately, you will be deemed mutineers and subject to general courts-martial.”
There was no delay in the response.
Unidentified (SFS Verdun):  “That’s a negative. We have commandeered all Alliance vessels on Senecan soil in the name of the Senecan Federation.”
Admiral Himura (EAS Fuzhou):  What ‘Federation?’ You have no allies. You have nowhere to run. You are ordered to stand down now.”
Stefan’s hands tightened on the cockpit chair’s backrest as half a dozen frigates cleared the atmosphere below and joined the rebel cruisers. Maybe his involvement wouldn’t be required. He found himself hoping the Alliance would open fire and absolve him of responsibility.
The luminous halo of Seneca’s sun above the arc of the planet dimmed as two additional groupings of Alliance warships advanced. He realized his foot was tapping loudly on the skid-resistant flooring and forced it still. “This should be the regiments from Elathan and Krysk.”
Lekkas glanced over her shoulder at him. “They’re on our side, right?”
“That was the plan. Can’t say if the plan succeeded.”
Admiral Himura (EAS Fuzhou):  “Fourth and Seventh Regiments, adopt positions flanking the mutinying ships.”
Unidentified (SFS Ankara): “We must refuse to follow that order. In accordance with the directives of the Elathan and Krysk governing bodies issued as of 1021.0930 Galactic, the military commands stationed on those worlds pledge their allegiance to the newly formed Senecan Federation.”
They both sighed in relief. If the rebels on Elathan and Krysk hadn’t been able to gain control of the dispatched vessels, this would’ve become a rather lopsided battle and a damn short war.
The silence had begun to grow uncomfortably long when the reply came.
Admiral Himura (EAS Fuzhou):  “Very well. This ‘Senecan Federation’ and its members are seditionists in violation of the Second Earth Alliance Constitution of 2146. Any and all actions it undertakes are illegal, null, and void.
“Any Earth Alliance military personnel who, whether through affirmative acts or by inaction, assist these seditionists are guilty of treason and will be held accountable. To all present military personnel: you have five minutes to respond accordingly.”
Lekkas chuckled. “Bet more than one scuffle just broke out on board those ships.”
“Any second thoughts?”
Her head shook tersely. “We’re all traitors now.”
“It’s not traitorous to want to be free.”
“Oh, God, you’re an idealist.”
He opened his mouth to argue, then stopped. Idealism wasn’t an easy outlook to maintain in his profession, but it kept him sane. “I suppose I am. It’s served me well enough so far.”
She opted not to challenge him on it, instead checking all the HUD screens for the Nth time. “We wait for Gianno, correct?”
“Correct.”
She nodded slowly, and together they stared out the viewport. It felt as if the fabric of spacetime itself had frozen, the universe holding its breath together with them as the decreed deadline drew ever closer. Every object in the galaxy was surely fixated on this point, eager to witness what transpired on the other side of the event horizon.
Thirty seconds of the five minutes remained when a new arrival emerged out of the glare of the sun, rising from beneath the demarcation line to take up a position in the center of the rebel contingent.
Like the craft he currently occupied, its hull was a muted bronze, though the sun’s reflected light painted it burnished copper. Also like the reconnaissance craft, it sported sleek curves and knifed edges.
It was, of course, far larger than the recon craft—around fifteen hundred percent larger in fact, and twice as large as the Alliance cruisers. It wasn’t a dreadnought, as hiding the construction of one of those behemoths would’ve been a doomed undertaking, but it was the next closest thing. Built from the ground up using Senecan materials, technology, and weaponry, it was the flagship of what would hopefully become a significant fleet of Senecan Federation warships.
But that all depended on the outcome of this confrontation, here, today. Arguably it depended on the outcome of future confrontations as well, but those would never occur in the absence of a victory here.
Unidentified:  “This is the SFS Thermopylae. On behalf of the Senecan Federation, I request all Earth Alliance vessels desist in their blockade of civilian traffic to and from Senecan space. Further, I request such vessels depart the Senecan Stellar System forthwith, as they are trespassing on Senecan Federation territory.”
Admiral Himura (EAS Fuzhou):  “There is no such thing as Senecan Federation ‘territory.’ You are all deserters and turncoats, and you will be treated as such. You need to be very, very careful what you do next, or you will find yourself with a war on your hands.” The Admiral’s voice bled barely controlled incredulity and rage.
Unidentified (SFS Thermopylae):  “We do not desire a war. As stated in the declaration transmitted to Prime Minister Ioannou, the leadership of the Earth Alliance Assembly, and EASC Board Chairman Breveski, we intend to institute our own government, one based on legitimate self-determination and the principles of freedom the Alliance once adhered to but has now abandoned.
“We expect the Earth Alliance government to allow any colonies that wish to join the Senecan Federation to withdraw from the Alliance without incident. Our desire is to coexist peacefully alongside the Alliance, but we will not be subject to its rule any longer.”
Stefan’s hands trembled on the backrest; annoyed, he clasped one over the other in an attempt to subdue them. “Move into position.”
Her hands swept across the controls. “And by ‘position’ you mean approximately ten centimeters beneath the laser turrets of this Alliance cruiser here?”
“I do.”
“Got it. Piece of cake.” The reply was delivered through gritted teeth and a clenched jaw as they oh-so-carefully skimmed forward and rose toward the hulking shadow. Though they flew in a deliberate, cautious manner, the cruiser’s hull raced by overhead. It was a long vessel at three hundred and ten meters, and the weapons were located a third of the way down the underside.
“Careful—don’t crash into the hull!”
“I’m…not….” A distinct growl had joined the gritted teeth and clenched jaw.
The large weapon housing hung beneath the frame ahead of them. They slowed to a stop less than ten meters behind it.
“Hope they don’t decide to move before we’re done.”
Stefan’s voice came out clipped as he leaned into the HUD beside her. Would a second chair in the cockpit have been too much to ask? “Hold us steady. I’m locking onto the target.”
The HUD screen directly in front of him became a reticle. It pulsed as he painstakingly maneuvered it until the center settled on the subtly gleaming bow of the SFS Thermopylae.
“What’s so special about this weapon?”
“We stole the Alliance schem flow and amped up the power so it mimics a cruiser’s weaponry. The targeting system works a bit differently as a result.”
Admiral Himura (EAS Fuzhou):  “I will say again: stand down now, relinquish all Alliance ships and materials in your possession and present yourself for court-martial proceedings.”
Unidentified (SFS Thermopylae):  “Negative.”
Stefan exhaled. Point of no return, come and gone. “Firing.”
The laser streaked out from beneath the viewport. The shot was larger and more powerful than those generated by the weaponry typically found on a recon craft. It also utilized the ytterbium-crystal pulse laser materials wielded by Alliance military weapons, so anyone looking in their direction would swear the fire had originated from the Alliance cruiser situated directly above Stefan and Lekkas.
The Thermopylae was in motion, denying the sieging warships a convenient target for the attack it had been likely to provoke. As it streaked across the line of blockaded ships, a large commercial transport emerged from beneath it headed in the opposite direction.
The laser struck the civilian vessel full-on broadside.
Lacking sufficient shielding, it ruptured into a ball of roiling white and coral as both the active impulse engine and the thankfully dormant sLume superluminal drive exploded.
The Thermopylae returned fire. Everyone returned fire, and space lit up in an infernal clamor of interweaving lasers and detonations. The cruiser above them accelerated to port, and bedlam unfurled in its wake.
Lekkas had fallen back in her chair, leaving their ship drifting and exposed. “You…you hit a civilian ship! How did you miss a bloody battlecruiser?”
Shock replaced horror as the dominant expression animating her face when she discovered Stefan’s gun pointed at her chest.
“Your psych profile indicates you respond to extreme stress with enhanced reaction speeds and sharper focus. So get us out of here in one piece, would you?”
Her mouth snapped into a thin, hard line as her pupils contracted. “Yes, sir.”
She seized the controls once more, and he re-holstered his gun. The floor pitched beneath his feet as they too accelerated, albeit away from the cruiser, and banked hard. He stumbled away from the dash and grabbed the top of her chair to prevent being thrown to the floor.
A fighter shot past their bow as they dove away, and in the next blink they were dodging two additional fighters and skimming the hull of a frigate. His stomach lurched, and if it hadn’t been many hours since he’d eaten, he would’ve vomited its contents.
The viewport briefly cleared—then another frigate was bearing down on their location. It didn’t know they were there, but it was moving far too fast to divert in any event.
“Shit!” Lekkas yanked the ship vertical, sending him thudding to the floor and skidding into the main cabin. His head slammed into the leg of a workstation as they finally leveled off.
“Okay back there?”
He massaged the back of his head and struggled to his feet. “That wasn’t funny.”
“You should’ve strapped in to the jump seat.”
“Given your certification scores, I expected it to be a smoother ride.”
“Must have been the extreme stress affecting my skills.”
When he reached the cockpit, he was relieved to see the surrounding space beginning to thin in a more permanent fashion. They had soared above the bulk of the fighting and were now racing away. Their job here was done, and the campaign would be won or lost without their participation.
“Are you going to point a gun at me again?”
“No. I simply needed to short-circuit your tirade and refocus you on the task at hand.”
She swung her chair around and crossed her arms tightly over her chest. “Asshole. How could you miss? Do you know how many innocent civilians you killed?”
“Seventeen.”
“Are you kidding? That transport could hold four hundred people. Even if it wasn’t full to capacity—”
“There were seventeen people on the ship. A skeleton crew. And I didn’t miss. It was my target.”
She stared at him in disbelief. “Why?”
He thought about Frannie, believing her husband was off at an engineering symposium planning a spaceport expansion and new levtram routes. He’d scheduled a series of messages to her to be delivered once the coup began so she didn’t worry. What would she think of him if she knew what he had just done, what he did for a living?
He met Lekkas’s furious stare with an equally cool one. “Because that was my mission.”
“Your mission? No. Your mission was to simulate an attack by the Alliance cruiser on our new warship, instigating the Thermopylae to open fire.”
“No, that was your mission. My mission was to hit the civilian vessel. It was specifically chosen since it would be all but empty, thus minimizing casualties, and Brigadier Gianno made certain the Thermopylae crossed its path at the pivotal moment.
“See, nobody will care how many people actually died. They’ll only care that the Alliance opened fire on a defenseless merchant vessel. Public opinion will be on our side, which means more colonies will offer support or even join the Federation. Money will flow to our cause so we can pay for the ships that are essential if we expect to prevail.”
Outside the viewport an amber burst flared. The sun was now behind them, and the eruption created a stark contrast to the space beyond it. Another ship destroyed, on and by one side or the other.
She shook her head as if to tangibly deny his point. “So that’s the real reason I wasn’t trusted to handle the shooting—and rightfully so. It wasn’t required. A shot at the Thermopylae would have been enough.”
“Possibly. Not my call to make, but I can’t disagree with the logic. We need every advantage we can create in these early hours and days if we’re to stand a snowball’s chance in Hell at winning this war. The Alliance military has nearly six thousand warships, and that’s before you start counting the fighters and support craft. We need them arguing over how to proceed instead of sending their entire damn fleet to Seneca. We need them doing what they do best: debating, prevaricating, and creating a dozen committees to draw up rules of engagement. We need time.”
“Why lie to me?”
“I didn’t lie. I implied, you inferred.”
“Don’t play semantics with me. I’m not one of your marks. So….” She tossed her arms weakly in the air. “What now?”
“Now we follow the plan. We go home and go our separate ways. We keep our secret, no matter what happens—kidnapping, torture, or a billion-credit bribe be damned, we keep our secret. Lastly, you stop having a nervous breakdown. You didn’t kill those people. I did. You sleep well at night because their blood isn’t on your hands, and I sleep well at night because it was…necessary.”
“Necessary. I refuse to believe that.”
Stefan shrugged. “Believe what you want. I believe their sacrifice will save far more lives in the long run—and that is our goal. If it helps, which I doubt it does, their families will be well taken care of. Our leaders will set a precedent by demonstrating the Senecan Federation honors its fallen war heroes.”
The burden of having started a war in which tens of thousands and perhaps tens of millions would die was a heavy one, but one he’d been prepared to bear. The burden of starting the war by murdering civilians…well, it wasn’t as if he hadn’t known it would be heavier.
He wasn’t a soldier, and dammit but he didn’t want to have been here.
The justifications stumbled over one another in a ragged loop in his mind. Lives would ultimately be saved as a result. War meant the spilling of blood. It meant death, and he’d be blindingly naïve to assert otherwise. But war also brought the prospect of a new world, a better world. He had to believe it was worth it.
Lekkas patched in to the Thermopylae’s internal comms so they could monitor the opening salvos of the clash. The chatter provided a welcome distraction from the troubled ruminations of his conscience.
Brigadier Gianno (SFS Thermopylae):  “Elathan Seventh Regiment, your sole mission is to take out the Fuzhou. Cut the head off the snake, and do it now. Krysk Fourth Regiment, run interference and occupy the frigates protecting the Fuzhou.”
As they swung around on nearing the Lunar SSR Center, the full expanse of the battle spread out before them. The smaller, all-but-defenseless merchant vessels had vacated the area, leaving the military warships and armed civilian craft free to wreak havoc without fear of collateral damage. Most of the warships were outwardly identical, which made it difficult to judge the ebb and flow of the conflict. But it hardly mattered in an arena littered with debris and illuminated by incessant fire and explosions.
Once, humanity’s warriors had killed using swords and spears. Now they did so using weapons whose power approached the fury of a sun.
Brigadier Gianno (SFS Thermopylae): “Let’s show them exactly what this ship can do. Don’t hold anything back for the next battle, or there may not be a next battle. I see an Alliance cruiser and frigate lingering too close to one another W 43° −6° Z. Also, they’re harassing Auxiliary Group Three. Make them regret it.”
The Thermopylae cut through the fog of war, aggressively engaging an Alliance cruiser as it maneuvered with remarkable agility through the chaos. Attacks from multiple fighters and a damaged frigate splashed off its defense shields like rain off a pitched roof.
It was a beautiful ship, quick and powerful. A ship worthy of a new federation.
Stefan hoped the people building that federation proved themselves worthy of it.



A Word from G. S. Jennsen
Space has fascinated me since I was a small child. When I was old enough to dream such things, I wanted to be the scientist who invented faster-than-light space travel. Alas, that wasn’t likely to happen, so instead I decided to write stories in which it had already been accomplished.
We live in a time of rapidly advancing technology. Revolutions in medicine and computer intelligence lurk just around the corner. People increasingly talk about strong AI, transhumanism and the singularity as foreseeable events. Meanwhile, the question of what it will mean to be human in the face of these developments hangs unanswered in the air.
So, what if we colonize the stars? What if we create true AI, and it doesn’t go Skynet on us? What if it DOES go Skynet on us, but we reign it in? What if we cure diseases, turn ourselves into cyborgs with synthetic enhancements and live for hundreds of years?
What if we do all these things, only to find that we’re still simply human, with all the same faults, weaknesses, foibles—and strengths—that we’ve always had? Can we ever grow beyond our fundamental nature, flaws and all? Should we, or are we stronger with them?
Underlying the massive space battles, alien invasions and random supernovas, I try to write stories that ask (and perhaps suggest answers to) these questions. Stories filled with characters who fight, struggle, love and betray, fail and triumph—and through it all try to do better, to be better. And a few who don’t.
“Apogee” is, in a technical sense, a prequel to my Aurora Rising trilogy, though the events in “Apogee” precede it by a quarter century. When Aurora Rising opens, we find a galaxy divided. People live under an uneasy détente among the mammoth Earth Alliance, the defiant Senecan Federation and a handful of wealthy independent colonies. When a powerful force threatens humanity’s continued existence, their only chance to survive is to put aside their differences and unite against the threat. But despite the clear need to do so, the sins of the past…complicate matters.
“Apogee” shines a light on that past, telling the story of the fateful decisions and critical opening moves of a war whose repercussions will ripple forward across decades. The war is a story all its own, worthy of a far more fulsome telling…which is something I very well may do in the future. First, though, there are a few questions raised by Aurora Rising that need answering.
If you enjoyed “Apogee” and are interested in reading more works set in the same universe, you can find all sorts of information about my books, see concept art and subscribe to my newsletter on my website, http://www.gsjennsen.com. And of course all my books are available on Amazon at http://amazon.com/author/gsjennsen.



Keep Off the Grass
by Felix R. Savage
ZERO-POINT-SIX-ONE AUs from the sun, a boy called Giraffe drifted through space, on the trail of a comet called C/2256 D2. He was drilling a hole in the heat sink around his ship’s reactor while the ship’s hub passively advised him not to do that. Near-boiling water jetted out. Giraffe sealed the hole and then chased down the globules dancing around the maintenance deck. He caught some in his mouth. Forced himself to save the rest for later.
He’d needed that. Now he felt ready to own this comet.
Too bad a bunch of pirates had gotten there first.
Giraffe assumed they were pirates, anyway. The comet crawled with infrared signatures, and some sleb had set up a fracking operation—a steam injector attached to a ship-sized bag—to harvest volatiles from the tail-end of the comet. Giraffe gritted his teeth. This is MY freaking comet!
Actually, it belonged to a mining corporation headquartered on Ceres, but they weren’t doing anything with it.
Grab the resources and what was Big Hydrogen gonna do to you? Chase you halfway across the solar system to get them back?
You owned what you could get away with. That was the law Giraffe had learned in his four hundred sixty-three days in space so far. He had begun to scale up his ambitions correspondingly.
Should’ve known better than to go after a comet. C/2256 D2 made a juicy target, heavy with H2O, methane, and ammonia from the Oort Cloud. Brooding over his multimode imaging radar display, Giraffe saw a gnawed phallus with a high albedo, indicating that all the surface dust had been blown off. A chunk tumbled away as he watched, spreading out a solar sail that would carry this booty, in a few years, to some NEO, or all the way to the Belt.
These scavengers would have been on the comet ever since it passed through the asteroid belt, where most people lived. Eleven kilometers mean diameter, 2 x 1014 kg mass, it said in the stolen astrodata he’d bought from some hacker on the internet…but the object now rotating on his screen measured about half that. Fuckers were dismembering it. Always the same story, when you lived inside Venus’s orbit. You got the leftovers, mostly picked clean. And what remained of C/2256 D2 was outgassing at subsonic speed, now that the comet was close enough to the sun for its frozen nucleus to sublimate.
Giraffe knew he’d no time to lose, if he was going to make this journey even half pay for itself. He told his ship’s hub, “Sync with the target’s velocity and axial rotation.”
While it was doing that, he drank some more glycol-flavored water, threw up, popped an anti-emetic, and got into his EVA suit.
His ship was an old beater, and his EVA suit was even older. A man-shaped balloon with a stiff outer layer. Too small. He couldn’t straighten his back or his legs. Hunched like an ape, he clambered into the cradle of his mecha, a five-meter robonaut with integrated electrical propulsion.
Blasting charged ions from the mecha’s elbow thrusters, he soared down to the surface of C/2256 D2. The comet’s coma whipped around him, a diffuse cloud of dust and gas. He wanted to reach out with both hands and snatch the precious water molecules before they were lost. A cliff reared up at him, the tallest thing he’d ever seen. He dropped down behind it, into oozing slurry that shattered into high-bouncing gravel when the mecha’s feet impacted it. Weird chemistry. But this was the prize, right here. Gas chromatography and mass spectrometry proved it.
He set up his ice-rocket factory in the valley where he’d landed. He had specifically selected this region because it was out of the way of the other bots hacking at the comet. But he’d hardly gotten the radiator to stand upright in the cliff’s shade when his suit radio quacked.
“Hey, punk. Keep off the grass.”
“Ha, ha,” echoed someone else in the background.
The voices struck terror into Giraffe’s gut. He had thought that he was the only human being on C/2256 D2. Usually, pirates automated their operations and left them running. Like he’d been planning to do.
They still could be far away, observing him remotely. “Grass?” he said. “What’s that?”
The reply came immediately, proving that they were here, all right. “Green stuff. Grows in soil, which is something else you’ve probably never seen.”
“Oh, grass.” He just hadn’t known the English word.
“Point being: you’re on our rock. Get gone.”
“It’s not your rock.” He crouched in the mecha, watching the void. The comet was rotating so fast that he could see the cliff’s shadow moving across the lumpy slope on the other side of the valley.
“Possession is nine-tenths of the law,” said a new voice. “The other tenth is firepower. We’re targeting your ship with a railgun, which at this range will utterly destroy it. That is your ship?”
“Yes.”
“That is one ugly old space truck,” said the first voice.
Giraffe couldn’t argue that point. His ship, the St. Francis, was so old that it was getting hard to buy fuel for its deuterium-deuterium reactor. Ugly? Like a bunch of potatoes on a three-hundred-and-fifty-meter skewer. Ugly, sure, if you weren’t hungry.
The pirates got on his case again while he was setting up the 3-D printer. “Why aren’t you gone yet?”
Giraffe kept his mouth shut, hoping that his silence would freak them out. It was easy to freak yourself out in deep space. He’d spent his first hundred days on the verge of a meltdown every time he thought about where he was, the sheer distance between him and home, and that was before he even started to think about encountering enemies out here.
He set up the ice-melting-and-purification plant. By the time he got done with that, his first rocket was complete. A tank built additively on the surface of the radiator, it lay in the cliff’s shade like a segment of pipe twenty meters long. He dragged it over to the ice-melting plant and hooked up the nozzle. Clean, cold water began to spurt into the tank, where it refroze.
The slurry oozing out from the base of the cliff had a mouthwateringly high water content. He decided that he wasn’t leaving this area for anyone or anything. The pirates would have to let him alone. Surely there was enough to go around.
The pirates bounded over the cliff while he was building his second ice rocket. They fell slowly in the comet’s negligible gravity. The one with the rifle kept it trained on Giraffe all the way down. They landed on their feet, accustomed, like him, to micro-gees. Their EVA suits were better than his, fitted, allowing them a full range of movement. The rifle was a type of weapon he hadn’t seen before. Curved magazine, slender barrel, stock snuggled into the stocky one’s shoulder. Both the other pirates were tall. One was empty-handed. The other carried a shovel.
Giraffe knew that this was the one laughing at him, because he was also pointing, leaning on his shovel in hilarity. “Ho, ho, ha, ha, punk’s in a mecha. Look at that.”
Giraffe knew how he must look to them. The mecha was cutting-edge technology…from the twenty-second century. The plates that protected its servos and twisted-carbon-nanotube muscles were mottled and pitted, their one-time primary colors dulled to steel. Its head resembled a medieval knight’s helmet, with V-fins sticking up. It cast the shadow of a lordly warrior in armor. No one used mechas, or even made them anymore.
“It’s a freaking Gundam. Ho ho ho.”
The mecha had once had an energy weapon integrated into either forearm. They had been replaced with generic sockets for drilling attachments and such, which were much more useful. Right now, Giraffe wished he had the energy weapons back.
“It’s my bones,” he said.
They understood what he meant by that. The spaceborn frequently suffered from skeletal dystrophy. Their bones simply disintegrated in their bodies. Hips went first, then knees—even in micro-gees, the load-bearing joints paid the highest cost for calcium depletion. The one with the shovel stopped laughing. “Sorry to hear that.” 
“Yeah, so quit ragging him.” The tallest pirate bounded over to look at Giraffe’s ice-rocket factory. “On-site additive manufacturing. Nice. What kind of drive were you planning to attach to the tanks?”
“Solar-thermal rockets,” Giraffe said.
“Print those with this setup?”
“Sure,” Giraffe bragged.
“The water in the tanks is the payload, and also the fuel for the rockets,” the pirate explained to his compadres. He looked up—way up—at Giraffe. “But it seems to me, back of the envelope, you can’t be sending these any great distance. If you were sending ’em to the Belt, you’d use up all the water getting there.”
Giraffe’s fear returned. He didn’t want these assholes finding out where he lived. He took refuge in silence.
“Well, thanks anyway,” said the tall pirate. “We can always use another printer. You can keep the mecha.”
The other two laughed again.
Giraffe let out a wordless roar and launched the mecha at them. He swiped the tall one with a metal-plated fist, sent him spinning. The one with the shovel swung it at Giraffe. It glanced harmlessly off the mecha’s chassis. The stocky one skittered backward, leveling his weird rifle. Muzzle flash ignited in the shadow of the cliff. Kinetic impacts stitched across the mecha’s frame. Damage reports went off like fireworks in Giraffe’s heads-up display, but he had no time to review them because he was tumbling into space, knocked off the comet by the velocity of whatever had hit him. Sunlight strobed in his eyes, until his faceplate blackened and stayed black. The automatic filter-switching function could not keep up with his out-of-control spin.
He tried to fire the mecha’s thrusters.
Fragged.
Blind, powerless, he fell on a slow trajectory that would eventually curve into the sun’s gravity well.
The pirates came and got him. Flew him back to their base, pulsing the maneuvering jets of slimline mobility packs that cost more than Giraffe had made all year.
Giraffe’s EVA suit had been holed. He spent the journey urgently fixing it, twisting around inside the cradle so he could reach the leak. The suit’s self-repair functionality was iffy. He added a patch on top of it, clumsy with fear, almost getting his glove stuck to his leg.
Done with that, he found himself looking down at a modular cluster of geodesic domes anchored on the sunny end of the comet. A very high fence surrounded the domes and the bluff where they stood. The fence was a solar array.
“Those bots shipping out chunks by sail—they yours too?” he asked.
“It’s alive,” said the voice of the leader. “Yeah. We have to make a living.”
“And the fracking operation?”
“No, some schmuck set that up before we got here. He’s probably wondering right about now why he hasn’t received any deliveries yet.”
“Ha, ha, ha,” said the voice of the shoveler. “Set and forget don’t work anymore. Too much competition. Slebs need a new business model.”
“This your business model?” Giraffe said as they set him down inside the fence. Construction litter was scattered around. People came out of the central airlock that hubbed the domes. Little ones too, and then he knew the truth. This wasn’t their business model. It was their home.
“Welcome to the galactic headquarters of the Panspermian Initiative,” said the tall one. “Let’s see about cutting you out of that wreck.”
Giraffe managed to persuade them not to chop the mecha apart. Extricating him with power tools was a long, sweaty, sweary job, but at last he rolled free onto the gravel. He remembered to sprawl as if he were helpless to move without the mecha.
Solicitous—maybe even feeling bad for shooting him—they carried him indoors. The domes were inflatables ten meters in diameter, half-buried in the friable rock to protect the people who lived in the lower hemispheres from cosmic rays. The top hemispheres were greenhouses. Sunlight streamed through the translucent fabric overhead, prechewed into streaks by the geodesic exoshells that protected them from microimpacts.
“Made or bought?” Giraffe asked, diverted from his own plight by the prospect of picking up survival tips.
“The inflatables are commercial. We made the exoshells. They’re just extruded lattices, gaps filled in with splart.”
Giraffe laughed. He knew all about splart. It was the superglue of the space age, same stuff he’d used to patch his suit. He decided that the Panspermian Initiative had nothing to teach him.
The leader smiled. “What’s so funny?”
Giraffe stopped laughing, remembering that they could teach him something, if they wanted: they could teach him what it felt like to die a million klicks from home.
They dumped him on the grass in one of their greenhouses. The half-hidden edge of a soil tray dug into his back. They had tomato plants in here. A quarter-acre of carrots and yams. Astounding bounty. There was room to spare for a lawn the size of a kitchen table.
“Grass,” said the leader of the Panspermian Initiative, instructing him.
“I know.”
“Tomatoes. You ever seen those before?”
“Sure.” Only in vids was the truth. Tomatoes were not calorically dense enough to be worth their cost in water, and you could get plenty of vitamin C from sweet potatoes.
Giraffe’s will broke. His hand flashed up, thief quick, and snatched a tomato. He stuffed it into his mouth. Its sweet juice gushed down his throat, spilled over his chin. He swallowed so fast that he almost choked, and then he reached for another.
The leader laughed. “Hungry?”
“Mostly thirsty,” Giraffe said, which was the truth.
“Get him something to drink.”
The leader squatted beside Giraffe. Out of his EVA suit, he was dark-skinned, with scurf in his woolly beard. Giraffe had previously assumed he was spaceborn, but no: he was just tall. Spaceborn didn’t grow like that, straight and proud, with eyes that seemed to be seeing clear across the solar system to the stars.
“We’ve got chickens in one of the other greenhouses,” he said. ”Fish, too, although they’re not doing so well.”
No surprise. Fish needed more gravity than the zero-zero-point-something gees this low-density rock could exert. People gathered, gawking at Giraffe—all two-point-six meters of him—like they’d never seen anyone spaceborn before.
Not pirates, these. Innocents.
Guessing, Giraffe said, “You haven’t really got a railgun, have you?”
Teeth flashed in the leader’s dandruffy beard. “Nope.”
“You got me. What about that other guy’s gun? The one he shot me with.”
The shooter drifted into Giraffe’s field of view. As pale as the leader’s was dark, his lumpy face wore a smile like a badly fitting EVA suit, and his deep-set eyes were dead. “Kalashnikov. Never a better gun is invented. She fucked up your Gundam good, huh?”
“It printable, this Karashinikoff?”
“Sure. Made completely of polymer. Ammunition you may have to buy.”
Giraffe wanted the template for that gun. His people were pacifists, committed to nonviolence. It hadn’t done them any favors so far.
“I’m Cooper Firstfather,” said the leader. “We’re all equals here, as the Bible ordains, but someone has to do the paperwork.” Ha, ha, they all laughed at his little joke, and Giraffe understood that whatever he said, Cooper Firstfather ruled his people with steely authority. A shy little girl came through the watching crowd with a pouch of vitamin-enriched soymilk. Giraffe chugged it. On top of the tomatoes, it made him feel better than he had in weeks. He turned over that Bible reference in his mind. Now he knew why he’d been caught, shot, taken into captivity. Now he knew what he was here for.
“You know,” he started, earnestly, praying for the right words, “today is the feast day of St. Thomas More. He’s a really important saint for us, out here in space. He was martyred because he refused to compromise with the earthly authorities of his day. And if you think about it, that’s why we left Earth, isn’t it?” He included them in his we, hoping. “We wanted to live our lives, our faith, without having to adapt to all their stupid laws.”
Cooper Firstfather leaned toward him, those far-seeing eyes focused once again on his face. “Are you Chinese?”
Giraffe sighed. ”No. Everyone makes the same mistake.”
“Korean?”
“Japanese.”
“Japanese?” echoed several people.
Cooper said, “Wow.” He explained to his narrowly educated followers, “Japan used to be a country. Was an archipelago off the coast of China, basically a string of volcanoes. Mega-mega-eruption about fifty years ago…”
“2235,” Giraffe said. The year of his dad’s birth.
“That’s right. Nothing left now but a few rocks sticking out of the sea.”
“Praise be to God,” Giraffe said, the habitual invocation slipping out.
“Praise be to His name. Your country was gone, so you emigrated into space…”
“No. We left long before that.” He didn’t want to tell them anything. But he’d been schooled in the precepts of evangelization. Be honest. Open. Give people the benefit of the doubt. “In 2198, Japan outlawed the Catholic faith, for the second time in history. I mean, there’s no real religious freedom on Earth, even where it’s not actually illegal. So we left, as I said, so that we could worship freely.”
“The Pope is a whore of the UN,” said the shooter, and his Kalashnikov shifted in his elbow like a restlessly sleeping baby.
“Take that the fuck back,” Giraffe said, forgetting all about the precepts of evangelization.
Cooper laughed, interposing himself between them. The gawkers settled down like a flock of chickens momentarily disturbed. “And there are how many of you now, kid?”
Thirty thousand, give or take.
Packed into a hollow asteroid a few kilometers long.
Desperately in need of water.
“A few.” He’d be sealing their fate if he betrayed how vulnerable they were. He diverted Cooper by appealing to his self-absorption. “Tell me about the Panspermian Initiative.”
“Well, we’re just a few ourselves, for not many in this age have eyes to see,” Cooper said, slipping easily into an oratorical style. “Earth is doomed. That eruption and tsunami, the one that wiped out your country, that was the beginning of the end. Was a sign from the Lord. We’ve played God with our planet! In the twenty-first century, climate change raised Earth’s average surface temperature four degrees. We put solettas into orbit, to block out a percentage of the sunlight reaching Earth! We launched fleets of cloud-seeders that spray water droplets into the air, around the clock, every day of the year! We planted the Sahara, the Kalahari, the Arabian Peninsula with genetically modified succulents. Where Jesus once walked in the desert, there’s now a jungle of cacti that produce highly nutritious sap! We even engineered them not to have thorns,” he mourned. “Geoengineering. Siberia and Canada feed the world. Wild animals stalk Africa for our selfish amusement. We’ve treated our planet like a defective product to be fixed, and we’ll pay for our hubris. Any day now. Our doom will come from space, I expect.”
The other Panspermians smiled at each other, comforted by this familiar bedtime story.
“Twelve billion people will die on that day of judgment. But we’re gonna survive.”
“How?” Giraffe said.
“Here.”
Flabbergasted, Giraffe grasped for some fact they could all agree on. “This is a comet.”
“Even at perihelion, it will approach no closer than point-five-four AUs to the sun.” Cooper smiled.
“It’s not a periodic comet. That’s what the C means. Once it’s swung around the sun, it’s going to go hyperbolic. It isn’t coming back,” Giraffe said.
“Out through the asteroid belt,” Cooper said dreamily. “Past the gas giants, through the Kuiper Belt, into the Oort Cloud, and beyond! And we’ll go with it. Just as comets once brought the beginnings of life to Earth, we will be the new life that C/2256 D2 bears to the Alpha Centauri A system.
“There are no aliens. The scientists all agree: we’re alone in the universe. That makes it our God-given duty to expand—to multiply—to colonize the stars!”
Giraffe opened up a channel to his ship’s hub. He had a BCI, a brain-computer interface, implanted in his skull. Though augments were frowned on by the Church, they’d decided it was essential to his mission. The BCI was good for short-distance comms. He subvocalized, ~These people are totally freaking nuts.
~They are your brothers and sisters in Christ, replied the hub, as he had programmed it to do, so he would never forget that important point.
~No, they’re NUTS.
Nuts, but not stupid. You did not colonize a comet by being short on mental processing power. Cooper Firstfather, at least, had to know that he and his people were going to be dead before the comet even crossed the Belt. If they ever reached the Alpha Centauri A system it would be as deep-frozen corpses. But Cooper probably thought, deep in his crazy heart, that that would do the job.
~They’re a suicide cult, he subvocalized as Cooper plucked him off the grass, wrapping Giraffe’s arm around his shoulders all friendly-like. Giraffe’s feet trailed on the ground. Even in the grip of terror, he kept up his pretense of being crippled. ~And I think I’ve just been recruited.  
Trailed by gawkers, Cooper showed him around their underground living quarters. It smelled terrible down here: excrement, unwashed bodies, and mushrooms. Clothes and electronics and garbage littered the floors, constantly blown around by the normal wind of people moving and opening doors. Children zombied out in front of a big screen showing cartoons broadcast from faraway Earth. Greenish-black stains crawled out of the crevices between the rolls of the inflatable walls. Aspergillus, Giraffe thought. Cladesporium. They were going to have a serious fungal contamination problem if they didn’t start cleaning their hab better. Of all the cultural habits his people had brought into space, their fanatical cleanliness had served them especially well. The Japanese were also adept at getting along, or at least not killing each other, when packed into small spaces. These people were different. All ethnicities and races, they didn’t even share a common native language. They were not the most psychologically healthy bunch of individuals to begin with; their faith in Cooper Firstfather’s bullshit proved that. And they had guns.
They need me, he realized despairingly. Without my knowledge and experience, they aren’t even going to make it to perihelion.
At the end of the modular underground warren, two high-spec printers clattered, fabbing sheets of lithium-aluminum alloy which would be splarted together to make solar sails.
They have all this stuff, and all they’re going to do with it is die.
My people are short on everything, and all we want to do is live.
He was wrestling with his conscience when his ship’s hub got in touch. ~Someone is attempting to board me, it said with all the emotional affect of the machine intelligence it was.
~These goddamn commies. They’re gonna steal everything! Can’t you scare them off?
~I do not have that capability.
Giraffe knew that. The St. Francis was unarmed. Had started out as a colony ship, in the days before the dangers of space included other people.
~They are cutting through the external valve of my command deck airlock, the ship reported.
Giraffe tensed. Just then Cooper stopped blathering at him. Dropped him on the floor and leapt away. What’s chapping his ass? Giraffe wondered bleakly.
~Additionally, his ship continued, ~my radar has picked up an object that appears to be a small ship trailing the comet at a distance of approximately three hundred kilometers.
~Must be their… Giraffe trailed off. He had just thought of something.
Something so damn obvious he hadn’t noticed it before.
“Hey,” he said to the shooter, who’d been shadowing them like he didn’t want to let Giraffe out of his sight. “Where’s your ship?”
“Ship? This our ship.”
“No, your ship.”
“This the good ship C/2256 D2. Will carry us to Alpha Centauri, no engine necessary.”
“We came here in a RapidFerry,” a woman said. “But we don’t have it anymore. We destroyed it. That might sound extreme to you, but it’s a symbol of our commitment…” She went on about their devotion to Cooper Firstfather’s lunatic vision. But Giraffe was no longer listening.
The Panspermians didn’t have a ship.
So the ship that the St. Francis had picked up was someone else’s.
I’m gonna be rescued, flashed through his mind, but he couldn’t count on that.
~Can you see the people who’re trying to board you? he asked his ship’s hub.
~They appear to be human beings, it said unhelpfully.
Cooper came back. His face trembled, purple with rage. “You slimy, lying, gravity-dodging traitor!” He dragged Giraffe up the nearest ladder. “You didn’t come here alone! You brought your thieving friends! Tell them to get off our rock, or I’ll space you, I swear to God!”
He threw Giraffe into the top half of the inflatable and locked the hatch they’d come up through, which was a bad sign. Giraffe wondered if he was going to die right here, in the Panspermians’ fish farm. Tanks suspended from triple racks fractured the sunlight into prisms. Jesus. You didn’t keep fish in the sun. They weren’t photosynthetic. Giraffe’s people raised fish in the same tanks where they grew their rice, under timed UV illumination. Or rather, they had until last year…
He watched Cooper’s boots recede to the airlock, then turn and come back, while the man continued to rant and swear about Giraffe’s “treachery.”
Giraffe gathered himself and exploded off the floor. His right fist caught Cooper in the solar plexus. As the man staggered, Giraffe hooked his legs out from under him. Cooper didn’t have space legs, hadn’t spent long enough in micro-gees yet. He went down easily.
“Karate,” Giraffe explained.
A rack of fish tanks tipped. Water sloshed out horizontally. Giraffe caught the rack and steadied it.
“You—crippled,” Cooper gasped.
“Not really.” Giraffe pressed the action plate of the airlock. Someone was in there, so it didn’t open. While he waited, he said, “I was genetically tweaked as an embryo. I have the LRP5/G171V mutation, for higher bone density. It’s pretty common nowadays. Even the Vatican approves.”
“Genetic meddling—the worst form of sin!”
“Technology is supposed to make our lives better. That’s what it’s for. Not for equipping a suicide mission to the Oort Cloud.”
He had to kick Cooper a few more times to keep him down. At last the airlock opened. The shooter rushed out. Giraffe had been ready for this. He threw himself sideways, so the Kalashnikov’s bullets went past him, into the far wall.
Punctured, the module began to deflate, the atmosphere squeezing out of the hole with an eerie screaming noise. Giraffe’s hair blew into his eyes. He cursed, pivoted, grasped a handful of Cooper’s coverall, and dragged him into the airlock. The shooter hurled himself in over their heads. The airlock closed.
Giraffe, who had instinctively emptied his lungs when the air started to escape, inhaled a gasping breath. The other two sprawled as if stunned. But when Giraffe skinned into one of the fancy suits hanging in the airlock, the shooter reached up for another one. While the shooter was putting it on, Giraffe grabbed the Kalashnikov.
They exited the hab at a run, Giraffe first, as if the other two were chasing him. Maybe they were. He had the Kalashnikov, and he wouldn’t be surprised if they wanted it back. As he bounded over the dunes of rock, back toward the cliff, he worked out how to use his stolen suit’s mobility pack.
The St. Francis rose over the horizon of the comet, its maneuvering boosters sparking, making tiny, automated corrections. The ugly old truck had never looked more beautiful. Giraffe flew up to meet it. ~The boarders?
The ship’s hub did not answer. NOT a good sign.
Giraffe flew over the thicket of heat radiators above the drive shield. The operations module was a disk sandwiched between the ship’s immense cargo module and the empty auxiliary-craft bay. The external valve of the command deck airlock had been hacked to shit. Cutter laser scars scored the hull. The inner valve hung open. Jarked. They’d let his atmosphere out! Seeing red, he flew through rooms he never used, past stacks of Bibles and random junk he’d picked up on his travels. All in hard vacuum now. Frost coated the cedarwood paneling, which was one of the things he actually liked about this ship.
The bridge was a cavernous room, hemispherical, with an exit at each end. Now that the lights were out, the only illumination came from the workstations lining the convex long wall, and the array of screens surrounding the captain’s couch in the center of the bridge.
Where a girl with an Afro now sat, in Giraffe’s own place, her head bent over his main console as if she were listening to it.
Another girl, blond-braided, hovered at the astrogator’s workstation.
Both girls wore jeans and sweatshirts. That was the same as being naked in the vacuum.
So why aren’t they dead?
It took Giraffe a stunned instant to understand that they were not human. They were phavatars, humanoid telepresence platforms. They were the reason no one used mechas anymore.
Why go out there yourself when you could do it all remotely, and have boobs?
Giraffe howled in rage and raised the Kalashnikov. He felt no compunction about what he was about to do—after all, the girls weren’t girls, weren’t even alive. He flipped the lever to “auto,” which sounded promising, and squeezed the trigger. Bullets scythed the phavatars, throwing them across the bridge. Giraffe had never shot a kinetic weapon before. He was unprepared to find himself spinning around, spraying bullets into his screens, his consoles, his Japanese cedar paneling and boiseries.
“That’s called recoil,” said an amused voice in his helmet. “Quit firing before you shoot the ship to pieces.”
“This is MY ship!” Giraffe had already taken his finger off the trigger. Shaken, he hooked a grab handle to break his spin. The phavatars were pushing off from the walls. They had holes in their faces, and blondie had a scary-big exit wound in one breast, but they weren’t any slower than before. He’d done more damage to the bridge of his ship than he had to them.
“Your ship? Really?” this new voice said. “Then maybe you can tell us the password for the hub-command system. I’m going to crack it by brute force, but it would be quicker if you just told me.”
“No!” The phavatars approached him. Eyes were scary. Opalescent, with little fires burning inside. He kicked off and flew toward the other exit.
A man-shaped person in an EVA suit came through it. Giraffe snagged a handle on the ceiling and swung his legs up to avoid the newcomer.
“Hi. You’re trapped, you know.”
Giraffe saw his own reflection in the stranger’s faceplate. He saw the flechette cannon in the stranger’s hands.
“How’d you find out about this comet?”
The flechette cannon rose, as steady as sunrise, and the fear of it pinned Giraffe to the ceiling. Loosened his tongue. “I hit an NEO a couple of months back. Was an automated water-mining operation. Another guy was there, we traded information. He told me about another guy selling astrodata online. I bought a tranche.”
“Ah, the underground astrodata market. Hackers steal it from the resource companies, sell it to losers like you.”
“Well, this comet was in it.“
“Bet it didn’t mention Sunny Jim Cooper and his sheeple,” the stranger said. “That’s how I found out about this comet. I keep an eye on people like them. Utopians. Millennialists. Visionaries. The ones who want to escape it all. Travel to the stars! Colonize the galaxy! Biggest fools in the entire goddamn universe.”
Real anger in those last words, like the Panspermian Initiative was a personal affront to this guy
“Who are you, anyway?” Giraffe dared to ask.
“Aha,” the stranger said. He gestured to his phavatars. The one with the Afro, her beautiful face bullet-holed, moved her palms apart, and a holographic projection of a certificate unrolled in the vacuum. It had lots of writing on it. Giraffe’s gaze fastened on the bold bits.
Letter of Marque. The bearer of this letter is authorized to deploy lethal force for the purposes of enforcing UN property law. Signed, Tiffany Hsiao, President, United Nations.
“Holy crap,” Giraffe said.
“That’s who I am. Scourge of prophets and pourer of cold water on half-baked dreams. Speaking of water, did you know there was a hole in your reactor’s primary heat shield?”
“Yeah,” Giraffe said. “I made it.”
“Why?”
“I was thirsty.”
The stranger paused. When he spoke again, his voice was a trace warmer. “Well, your splart plug came out. The water was going everywhere. Pretty much flooded the maintenance deck. Lucky the reactor wasn’t running hot at the time. Anyway, we fixed that for you.”
“Thanks,” Giraffe said dubiously.
The blond-braided phavatar dove out of the door Giraffe had come in through, followed by her companion. When they came back, they were dragging Cooper Firstfather and the shooter. The men thrashed helplessly.
Giraffe fiddled with the radio of his stolen EVA suit until he heard: “—pirates! Let us go!”
Giraffe laughed; it was funny to see the shoe on the other foot. Cooper noticed him then, hanging on the ceiling. Not that there was any “up” and “down” right now, of course. But the bridge had been built to look like the bridge of a nineteenth-century Imperial Japanese battleship, and maybe Cooper was struck by its beauty—despite the lacing of bullet holes in the walls—rather than Giraffe’s presence.
Or maybe not. “Goddamn Chinks,” he said thickly.
“I already told you, I’m not Chinese,” Giraffe said.
“And I’m certainly not,” the stranger said. “I’m an Angeleno, of mostly Iranian descent, as it happens.”
The phavatar with the Afro showed Cooper the letter of marque. Giraffe wondered who was controlling them. The stranger must have friends close by, lying on telepresence couches, plugged in. Probably on that ship trailing the comet.
Cooper reached out to touch the president’s signature; the hologram vanished. “What this means for you,” the stranger explained, “is that you’ll have to leave this comet. Sorry about that. I can see you put a lot of work into it. But the law is the law, and the law says it’s not yours.”
“The law is full of shit,” Cooper spat, and Giraffe’s traitorous heart began to feel sorry for the Panspermians again.
“I didn’t make it,” the stranger said. “Where’s your ship? I’ll give you twenty-four hours to pack.”
“We don’t have ship!” shouted the shooter, changing his tune from earlier. “This maniac blow up!”
“Shut your face, Pavel!”
“Well, shit,” the stranger said. And Giraffe knew then what he would have to do.
He would have to evacuate the Panspermians on the St. Francis.
The spirit of Christian brotherhood demanded it.
He said in a low voice, “If I take them off, will I get paid?”
Surprise colored the stranger’s voice. “No. I don’t have a budget for evictions.”
So there wouldn’t even be that.
Giraffe rubbed his faceplate with his gloves, an instinctive gesture, as if to wipe out the sight of Cooper and the shooter—Pavel. He had a name too now.
“Come here a minute.” The stranger bounced, caught Giraffe’s wrist. Towed him back to the ruined airlock.
Outside, the stranger’s ship floated over the gray hills of C/2256 D2. If the St. Francis was a hippopotamus—as some people at home affectionately said—this ship was a shark. Its aerodynamic lines and backswept wings said it was capable of flying in an atmosphere. Heat-conducting vanes bristled above an isosceles cone drive shield. Giraffe felt extremely envious. “That yours?”
“Yes. She’s called the Angel.”
“He3-D drive?”
“Yes.”
“What kind of thrust you get?”
“Oh, around two hundred thousand megawatts.”
Could cross the solar system in a couple of months, sitting on that. The unfairness of it all made Giraffe so mad he was slow to notice what the Angel was doing.
Cloudy crimson rods stabbed down from a pimple on the ship’s belly. Lasers. He could see them because the gas clouds boiling off C/2256 D2 were scattering some of their light. The Angel was vaporizing the water-rich slurry at the foot of the cliff. Same place he’d set up his ice-rocket factory, just a bit farther along.
“You’re cooking off all the water!”
“Hush!” The stranger showed Giraffe his wrist display. A comms frequency, with the note, This one’s encrypted. Giraffe switched over using his BCI, not his suit’s radio. Now they were effectively talking mind to mind.
“Your ship is armed,” Giraffe said.
“Lasers aren’t really much use in combat. Kinetics and area-denial weapons are more effective.”
And illegal, Giraffe thought, but who was he to point that out? The president had probably okayed it. “I left a bunch of equipment down there.”
“Don’t worry, we recovered it. We’ve got your mecha, too. Boy!” The stranger laughed. “I want that ol’ Gundam for my collection. Where do you come from, kid?”
Giraffe wasn’t a kid. He was twenty-three. Where he came from, he should’ve been married by now.
“Come from a Venus-crossing Trojan.” He was too tired and depressed to tell anything but the truth. “We’ve been there for a while. Like, three generations. But it isn’t as safe as it used to be. I wish we’d gone out to the Belt. There isn’t all this solar energy washing around, but there’s more room to hide from the pirates.”
“That’s what you think,” the stranger said. “Sorry. Go on.”
“We got hit eighteen months ago, and they took our primary greywater distiller.”
“Jesus. They murdered you.”
“The efficiency of our water recycling dropped twenty percent. And you know, all it takes is for one part of your life support infrastructure to go down. Everything else goes in a chain reaction. We had to empty the rice paddies, kill the fish, just to keep people alive until we could buy a new distiller…”
“Bet they gouged you.”
“They sure did. And by that time, our water reserves were dangerously low. So…” Giraffe let his elbows float out, a spaceborn shrug. “Here I am.”
“They sent you out to fetch water.”
“No!” Giraffe fired his mobility pack, reorienting himself to face the St. Francis. “They sent me out to evangelize the near-Earth colonies. I’m on a mission. Share the Gospel, spread the good news, win souls for Christ. Live the virtues that our Lord preached. That’s how you evangelize. You don’t convert people by arguing with them. You show them Christian love in action.” He stared up at his old truck, the only spaceship that his people had. “But really,” he confessed, “they sent me out to fetch water.”
“But they didn’t give you explicit orders? Why not?”
“We’re Japanese.”
“Oh. Those are some complex unspoken assumptions you’ve got there, kid,” the stranger said, with what sounded like new interest.
“Anyway, it’s both, really. It’s both.”
“Sorry. It’s just that I‘m fascinated by that kind of thing. Y’know. Culture. So you’re Japanese, and you’re Christians?”
“Roman Catholics,” Giraffe clarified, offended by the implicit lumping together of his people and the Panspermians.
“Sorry, sorry. Roman Catholics. Wow.”
The Angel’s lasers stabbed down at the comet, marching along the foot of the cliff as the nucleus rotated.
“You’re cutting it in half,” Giraffe cried.
He noticed movement at the top of the bluff where the Panspermians lived. Two small figures were pulling down the colonists’ solar array. Their long hair rippled with their movements.
“Not in half,” the stranger said. “This portion back here is much bigger. My scans put its mass at six times 1013, and most of that is ice.”
Giraffe’s mouth watered. He focused on the faraway figures tearing down the Panspermians’ fence. “Phavatars?”
“Yeah.”
“Who’s operating them?”
“Me.”
“How can you operate four phavatars by yourself? Anyway, you have to be plugged in, on a couch, don’t you?”
“Well, when I say ‘operating,’ I mean ‘scolding from time to time.’ Each of them has an advanced machine intelligence. They can handle themselves, pretty much.”
Giraffe had a feeling that was illegal. You weren’t supposed to let advanced MIs run without active human supervision. But he was guilty of the same thing. “That’s how I fly my ship.”
Suddenly, dust and gas seethed up from the comet, hiding both ships. Pebbles struck Giraffe’s body. The alloy material of his stolen suit dulled the impacts, but they still stung. The thick clouds streamed off: dust that way, ions this way.
Comet C/2256 D2 was now two comets. If it had been the phallus it resembled, it would have just had its head cut off.
“That cliff was a natural fracture point!” the stranger shouted, rubbing at the dust that coated his faceplate. “You have just witnessed a shear event! It happens.” Giraffe could hear the grin in his voice. “It might even have happened without my help.”
The smaller piece of the comet, with the Panspermian Initiative marooned on it, spun away from the larger piece that the St. Francis and the Angel were synced with. The induced shear event had nudged it onto a new trajectory. Using the zoom function of his stolen helmet, Giraffe saw the Panspermians spilling out of their domes, rushing to the new end of their little world.
The two phavatars flew back across the rapidly widening void to their master. Each of them had a chicken under either arm. They were also dragging five hundred meters of solar array.
“We’ll give this piece a tow to turn it around,” the stranger said in a satisfied tone. “Then we’ll attach that photovoltaic array. It’ll make a fine solar sail.”
A dozen cold-gas-puffing drones deployed from the Angel, carrying a net of such fine mesh that it was visible only when it blurred out the stars. They scattered to the ends of the half-comet. The net was big enough to wrap the whole thing up.
“What are you going to do with it?” Giraffe said.
“Huh? Give it to you, of course.”
“What?”
“Your people need water, right?”
“Th-th-thank you, thank—”
“No problemo. Let’s go back to your ship and deal with those two slebs,” the stranger said.
No sooner had they boarded the St. Francis than they met Cooper and Pavel. The two phavatars followed them uncertainly, as if the men’s behavior confused their machine intelligences.
“Out of my way,” Cooper Firstfather said. “I’m going back to my people.”
There was something magnificent about the man in that moment. Lunatic or not, he had courage.
Pavel had something else to say. “You die for this,” he stated, staring Giraffe in the eye.
They were in the room with the Bibles, which Giraffe’s people had printed on thin sheets of plastic, because physical books couldn’t be hacked or infected with malware. The St. Francis’s interior lighting had come on, although there was no air. For the first time, Giraffe could see what the stranger looked like behind his faceplate. He smiled in surprise. The stranger bore a coincidental resemblance to Cooper Firstfather. Both men had brown-hued skin and black beards, and dark eyes that could compel even through artificial-diamond fishbowls. The stranger was younger, leaner, his beard sleek rather than woolly. Still the resemblance was so noticeable that the two men must have noticed it themselves. They scowled at each other with mutual loathing.
“Sure, you’re free to go,” the stranger said with a negligent gesture that denied any personal animus. “Better go quick. That rock is diverging from our trajectory at twenty meters per second.”
Cooper started toward the ruined airlock. Pavel stayed where he was. “This ship big enough for all of us.”
“Well?” the stranger said to Giraffe, on the public channel. “Your ship. Your decision. But if you load her up with sheeple, I won’t be able to give you that item we discussed.”
That was pure spite.
Giraffe remembered the bishop who had given him his mission. Show them Christ’s mercy. The bishop’s sunken eyes, his trembling hands. The clank-clank of the underpowered air circulation. Malnourished novices pedaling the row of bicycles attached to the cheapshit greywater distiller they had bought on the black market. They’d put it in the bishop’s residence because that was the only safe place for it. One of the novices had been Giraffe’s little brother. He’d stared furiously at Giraffe as he pedaled, obviously wishing it was him who was going to spread the Gospel. But Giraffe had been chosen, and even in that minute, even as he knelt and kissed the bishop’s ring, accepting the job, he knew why he’d been chosen.
The bishop trusted him to do this:
“Let them go.” He hardly recognized his voice. He drawled in a fake accent, like the stranger. “They wanted to ride a comet. Let them ride it.”
“It might crash into the sun,” the stranger said, twisting the knife. “That new trajectory’s looking kind of dicey.”
Giraffe clenched his fists so tightly that the alloy mesh of his gloves cut his palms. “Not my problem.”
“You will die,” Pavel said, like a prophecy, as he followed Cooper out of the airlock.
Well, that was one prophecy that would come true for everyone, in the end.
Feeling numb, Giraffe went back to the bridge and logged into the hub, which had locked itself down when the phavatars tried to hack it. It said, ~What happened?
I sold my soul, Giraffe thought, but he told the hub: ~See that rock down there? Before we go home, let’s hack off a chunk and stick it in the purifier. I don’t want to be thirsty anymore.
“Come and visit with me until you’ve got your atmosphere back up,” the stranger said. “It’s no fun living in a suit. Anyway, I’d feel dumb roasting a whole chicken for myself.”
The Angel was configured like a luxury space yacht. Toroidal decks stacked around a keel transit tube, housing an eclectic collection of museum-piece tech displayed like art. The two men dined in splendor at a table that was magnetized so their plates and silverware didn’t float away. The two undamaged phavatars served them, clad in topless-waitress outfits. Giraffe smiled. He knew now that these weren’t some kind of fancy semiautonomous government agents. They were just sexbots.
“That letter of marque,” he said. “It isn’t real, is it?”
“Of course not,” the stranger said. “I don’t think it’s even a good fake. I’ve never seen a real one.”
“But it works.”
“Oh yeah, it works.” The stranger leaned over and mushed his bulb of wine against Giraffe’s.
A big screen framed in gold leaf displayed the Angel’s external optical feed. The St. Francis was laboriously matching thrust with the Angel, while the larger part of C/2256 D2 hurtled behind the ships. The solar sail had already been set up, although it wouldn’t be necessary. Giraffe planned to tow his prize home himself.
“By the way,” the stranger said, “I never asked your name. Ha, ha!” He was a bit drunk, his eyes glazed.
“Kiyoshi,” said the boy known to his family and friends as Giraffe. “Kiyoshi Yonezawa.”
“Nice to meet you, Kiyoshi. You can call me Captain.”
“I’d better go home now.”
“You’re not going home.”
“What?”
“That rock is going home. Your people are thirsty. They’ll soon have all the water they need. You’re coming with me.” The pirate smiled. “Didn’t you get that part? You work for me now.”



A Word from Felix R. Savage
The idea for this story isn’t mine.
Back in 1994, a guy named Nick Szabo published a paper on comet mining. He proposed a scheme for extracting water from comets using automated in-situ technology. Giraffe’s ice rocket factory draws on his ideas.
In those days it was thought that comets were “dirty snowballs.” Nowadays, many scientists think they’re more like “snowy dirtballs.” But observations keep confirming that they’re rich repositories of water and other volatiles. Comets, as well as asteroids, will play a key role in the supply chain of our space-based manufacturing economy, when it gets off the ground.
Yes, I said when.
Growing up on a diet of science fiction and fantasy in the 1980s, I accepted as a matter of course that people would soon be colonizing other planets and doing wheelies in the stars. Nowadays the mordant thought may come to mind that that was fantasy. But in reality, the technological picture is stunningly bright. Those comet observations I linked to above came in the day before I wrote this! And do you know about this? Yow! It takes your breath away! The broadly positive cultural feedback loop, which links scientists and science fiction readers and writers in the project of imagining the future, has never been more powerful. I wake up every day freshly elated to be a part of it.
“Keep Off the Grass” is a prequel to my main series, The Solarian War Saga. The series is set in our solar system in the 23rd century, when we’ve colonized our Moon, Mercury, the Galilean moons, Titan, and Triton (but not Mars; there were … difficulties with that). The series is packed full of suspense, action, and running jokes about kitchen appliances, but more than a few readers have compared it to Heinlein, and while that’s too much flattery for me to accept, I think I know why: I’m a raving optimist! And you joined the cause, too, by picking up this book. We’re all in this together, creating our future, first in our imaginations, and then on the ground … of distant planets where, soon, human feet will tread for the first time.
See you there,
Felix
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Ser Pan Comido
by Matthew Alan Thyer
ONE
 
SEVERAL GENERATIONS OF WRECKAGE, garbage, and shanties had accumulated around the abandoned spacecraft. Mostly the shanties were vacant, rotting wrecks collapsing under their own weight. It was difficult to see the ship as separate from the chaos of La Merced. A grave of sorts, but one not occupied by the dead.
Calaca had discovered the scuttled ship, a late-model Galeón de Manila clad bow to stern in pitted and dingy atmos-armor. The nameplate, its etched letters faded and scratched but still legible, read Industrial Star. His brother Juan Esteban waited half a day for public terminal access to research the ship’s history. He discovered that after centuries of service, the Star’s ownership had come into question when she reached the orbital port hanging high above Nueva Madrid. The business collective that owned her prior to her last voyage had been dissolved while she was underway. Her precious cargo had been discharged against the company’s debt, and then she was abandoned on the outskirts of the embryonic colonial settlement.
“But you can’t remove the pilot,” said Juan Esteban. “Once they’re installed in the stasis bay, they’re part of the ship, they don’t leave.”
“So why doesn’t he just fly away? I mean, there’s no reason for that thing to be buried there if it can just fly away,” Martina said in disbelief. “Why would anyone stay in La Merced if they had an easy way out?”
“All that debt. Maybe he couldn’t afford fuel. He probably couldn’t even afford the fuel to maintain orbit. Who knows? He had no choice. Better to scuttle the boat here than crash it into the planet,” Juan Esteban speculated.
The two brothers and their friend huddled around a street fire in a byway of La Merced, discussing what, if anything, the spaceship might represent for them. Rain pooled in the loose depressions of the tattered old tarp stretched across the impromptu footpath. The boys had not seen the spaceship as an opportunity, only looking at the vessel as an oddity. It was something to break the monotony of grubbing a living from the bones of La Merced.
“If the pilot is still alive, then he at least has some value, right? If we can get in, we can see if there’s anything left to scavenge.” The boys agreed, nodding their heads in unison like a pair of cavorting llamas.
“If we can figure out a way in, maybe we can talk to him. Work something out. Che, if we can get inside it’s at least got to be a better place to live than around these damn trash fires,” she said, shivering from the cold.
The three barrio rats departed the shelter of the tarp and the comfort of the blaze without further discussion. They crept furtively through dingy La Merced shadows, steering clear of established shanties lit by heirloom photovoltaics and arrays of cheap LEDs. Anyone who could light up the night probably had the means and inclination to defend their hovel and everything within it. In addition to his caution, Calaca clutched his makeshift machete like a ward as they slid in between the wreckage and the raggedy olefin paper of which the shanties were largely constructed.
 
* * *
The vessel was long and narrow, maybe twenty meters at its widest, but hundreds of meters long and tall. In cross section, the ship approximated an isosceles triangle with a bulbous sphere appended to its prow. The thing lay on its short side, acting as a dingy white wall in the midst of the barrio, obscured behind shanties and great piles of trash. Nearer the dirt the skin of the spacecraft was reddish brown with accretions of the planet’s dust.
The sphere of the pilot’s nest was unassailable, built to withstand repeated atmospheric braking maneuvers and protect the rest of the vessel from the solar-hot plasma that would trail behind. The cargo bays and engine nacelles rose from the ball like a fat man’s belly.
Juan Esteban was whining about needing to get into a breadline as the sun backlit the skyscrapers of Nueva Madrid and illuminated the spacecraft in a lavender predawn. His complaining refrain had become a daily ritual for the three youngsters. Martina ignored him, but this time Calaca could not let it go. Seething, he stopped abruptly in the narrow space between the skin of an engine nacelle and packing crates piled against a wall. His machete made an audible thunk as he drove the blade into the rain-dampened ground. When Juan Esteban noticed neither the abrupt halt nor the tension emanating from his skinny brother, Calaca turned and shoved him against the shanty wall.
“¡Cállate! ¡Estáte quieto!” Calaca yelled, pushing the younger boy’s head and chest against the wall.
Juan Esteban, no stranger to abuse, quickly recovered from the shock of his brother’s aggression and slipped away just as Calaca’s next shove came. Callaca’s momentum carried him into the shanty wall, collapsing it and splashing great puddles of collected rainwater on all three of them.
“Leave me alone, Calaca! ¡Caramba! You fool, you’re going to wake everyone up! You’re just inviting Santa Muerta to visit,” Juan Esteban hissed.
“Stop your whining!” Calaca yelled. “Stop it! I mean it. I don’t want to hear it anymore.”
The boys, breathing heavy as the rain pounded their skulls, glared at each other for a long moment.
“Alright.” Juan Esteban relented, slumping his shoulders with a huff. Calaca still brooded, but he didn’t immediately fetch his machete, so it was likely that he was mastering his anger. “Next time Che, just say something. You don’t need to knock down the whole barrio to get me to shut up.”
“Wait a second,” said Martina. She was rubbing at the engine nacelle with a bit of her ratty hat. The dust and grime crumbled as she scrubbed, revealing a pair of levers set into the skin of the vessel, one each fore and aft of a circular seam that could have been a lock. A larger flake of debris peeled away, revealing an inert control panel near the forward lock lever.
As Juan Esteban approached, Martina stepped aside for him. “Pick me up, I can’t reach,” he asked her.
Martina lifted the small boy onto her shoulders. She was taller and older than either of the brothers. Juan Esteban scraped away at the dirt some more.
“Did you find anything?” asked Calaca.
“It’s hard to make out, but I think there’s Chinese writing here,” said Juan Esteban.
“Can you read it?” asked Martina.
“No, it’s too dark,” he said, while picking some more at the dirt.
“So what good is it?” Calaca snapped. The noise of their scuffle would probably draw attention, and he wanted to get moving. Maybe only other barrio denizens had noticed, but you never knew when the Alabarderos might show up.
“Well that’s the thing,” said Juan Esteban. “It looks like instructions, but the light is too dim. I can’t read it.” He fumbled around with the control pad as he spoke, trying to make it work, reaching higher than Martina could lift him without unbalancing them both.
She stumbled, but Juan Esteban clutched at the ship, grabbing a shallow recess before he fell away. They heard the click of a latch disengaging even as Martina and Juan Esteban picked themselves up off the ground. A portal irised open above the pair, spilling warm yellow light into the alley.
Martina boosted both of the boys over the lip of the hatch, and then they helped her up in turn. As soon as she entered the air lock, Juan Esteban slipped behind her and started punching buttons on a shiny console mounted inside the wall.
“They’re instructions on how to open the door,” explained Juan Esteban. “I think that was some sort of emergency sequence, but I don’t know for sure. My Chinese isn’t that good.”
“Why is anything written in Chinese?” asked Martina. “Isn’t this an Imperial ship?”
“Maybe it was built somewhere they speak Chinese?”
Juan Esteban changed sides of the room while the external hatch closed. The light became unbearably intense for a moment, and then the sound of a pump was heard.
“Wait, what are you doing?” asked Calaca.
“I’m going to open the air lock so we can get into the ship,” replied Juan Esteban.
There was concern on Calaca’s face. “Do we really want to do that?” he asked.
Martina sighed. “Why are we in here? Seriously, Calaca, you planning on hiding out in the air lock?”
“Well, what if the ship wakes up and, I don’t know, tries to get rid of us or something?”
“I’ve already let the ship know we’re inside,” said Juan Esteban. “Feel the heat? It’s adjusting for occupancy. If you could read the Chinese you’d know that it’s not going to do anything. Come on.”
The inner hatch door opened, revealing a narrow hallway that was lined on four sides with hatch covers. Presumably these led to cargo holds. Despite Juan Esteban’s assurances, they took care to move quietly along the well-lit passage toward the front of the vessel. Calaca brought up the rear with his machete clutched tight against his chest. Periodically, Juan Esteban would punch at keypads littered with Chinese near a hatch, and the hatch would then open, revealing a dimly illuminated volume of empty space. “Nothing to salvage I guess,” he said while looking in an empty hold.
Finally they approached a hatch that stood open, emanating gray-blue light. They stepped inside a small antechamber. Inside they could make out the figure of a man lying recumbent in what appeared to be a nest of stained-glass filaments. Within a pulsing bubble, the pilot lay in motionless suspension. A narrow gantry ran around the equator of the bubble, interrupted on one side by a machine which pierced the side of the glowing surface.
Juan Esteban was the first to break the silence. “So that’s what Pinch Space looks like!”
TWO
“The Industrial Star cannot depart without the correct passcode sequence. We are held here merely by an unpaid debt and a few missing words,” the disembodied voice explained. All of the ship’s speakers repeated the pilot’s account as he lay still at the heart of the stasis field. But it seemed to be the pilot, one Edison ud-Din Walad, who was explaining to the trio why the Industrial Star had not left Nueva Madrid. “The key is owned by the Compañía Guipuzcoana de Múltiples Planetaria and held by a shell company here on Bourbon-2. We have been unable to procure the passcode. Functionaries within the trading company move its location every so often to prevent us from regaining our freedom.”
“So what,” Calaca whispered to Juan Esteban, “he can’t leave because he needs a key? Esa chaveta está a dos pasos de aquí.” The key was only a hop, skip and jump away.
Walad’s chuckle over the ship microphones startled Calaca. “You’re correct, it’s held near to us. Tantalizingly close in fact. We have been stranded here for some time; in your relativity, a quarter of a millennium. We believe that we’re not the only vessel marooned in this manner. Emmanuel Okerra, another transgalactic pilot, is making a play for monopoly. I suspect that he is acting as a cat’s paw for the Emperador.”
Juan Esteban took a step toward the stasis field. This made Martina intensely uncomfortable. Walad had cautioned that passing over the event horizon would kill them. “So you don’t need fuel or food or anything else? Just this key, and it’s held here in Nueva Madrid by some guy who wants to control galactic commerce?” Juan Esteban studied his dirty hands while he puzzled through the pilot’s message. Saying a thing aloud often helped him to understand it. Calaca was still confused, but Martina seemed to be catching on as they spoke.
“Fuel? We do not require fuel. Do you fail to comprehend our function?”
“I guess so,” said Juan Esteban.
“The Industrial Star travels space using a Shadow Drive. With the assistance of the integrated harness you see projecting into Pinch Space, I can remote-view the multiverse. When I find a random instance of myself, a shadow possibility, in the location I desire, I assume that reality. It is understood that an instance of myself takes my place in my old universe. The vessel and its contents are dragged through the fold between the possibilities.” The steely glow of the stasis field wavered with Walad’s singular self-reference. “The key is an alphanumeric sequence possessed by the owner of the vessel that will couple the ship to my spine. Without this coupling, I cannot survive recombination, so the ship remains inert. The harness is an invasive kind of bioaugmentation—shadow jumping into a possibility where I lack the augmentation results in death for at least one version of myself, and consequently all versions. Thus we, the vessel and I, are unanimous, an unbreakable symbiosis. The integrated possibility of a pilot is its lowest common denominator for the pilot.”
“If we bring you the key, will you take us with you?” Martina’s voice, barely more than a whisper, shocked the boys into a contemplative silence, which was filled with the whirr of fans moving stale air around the interior of the spacecraft. Juan Esteban became conscious of his pulse throbbing in his ears as they awaited an answer. Walad remained motionless just as before, but Martina imagined that something had changed. The pilot mulled over her proposal.
THREE
After the previous night’s downpour, the moisture-rich air was suffocating. Bourbon-2’s sun had not yet cleared the tops of the tallest buildings in Nueva Madrid, but beams of sunlight cut long shadows from the crowd of people. It would not be long before the paved walks were too hot to stand on.
Juan Esteban palmed a little device close to his chest, narrating the scene for Walad in a low murmur while Martina and Calaca tried to obscure him from pairs of Alabaraderos that clanked up and down the lines of supplicants waiting for the opening of the Mission San Rafael de Velasco’s bread kitchens.
Walad had discovered that Pandería Alfajora, a bread and pastry company, was currently in possession of the key. It had a contract outside the city walls to supply the mission with bread. The mission’s bread lines were the obvious way into the city and to the key. They had planned to reconnoiter the mission, to determine whether it might serve as a springboard into the shell company holding the Industrial Star’s key.
Now with the Alabarderos patrolling up and down the line, their plan seemed less and less likely to succeed. Juan Esteban still spoke into the machine and directed its eye one way and then another, but the line extended for several blocks and was not moving. As the city guards picked people out of the line, Martina feared they were being sent to work camps.
“They’re not even letting anyone into the kitchens,” Calaca despaired. “We should just go. Maybe we can make it to one of the outliers in La Merced or beg some food from Mama’s. She just lets us have it.”
Martina scowled at Calaca. “No, go if you want. Be happy with tortillas and rice that Mama gives you now because she doesn’t help old men, only cute boys. If Juan Esteban and I get the key, you’re not coming,” she said.
Martina’s pronouncement infuriated Calaca, who vented his frustration by shoving his little brother before stomping around their place in line cursing. He knew Martina would push back, but Juan Esteban bore his brother’s bullying without comment.
“I’m just hungry,” said Calaca, as if this excused anything. “The bread lines at the wall take forever.”
“That’s because the church gives out the best food. Now shut up and be patient, you’re going to draw the wrong kind of attention,” she admonished. “Besides, remember? We’re not standing in line for the free food.”
Juan Esteban reached up and tapped Martina lightly on the shoulder. “Too late,” he breathed. A pair of Alabarderos had turned their way, their power armor thumping the concrete as they approached.
“Play it cool,” said Martina, unwilling to give up.
The pair of guards flanked the children, the subordinate sergeant leveling his polearm in a ready position. The captain commanded, “Present your identification chips.” The single red eye atop his hulking suit scanned them menacingly.
The three barrio rats lifted their left arms and let the sergeant scan the electronic device embedded there. A light on the shaft of his halberd glowed green for Martina and then Calaca, but Juan Esteban’s embedded device would not register.
“What’s wrong with it?” murmured Calaca, as if this might help.
The captain turned, likely speaking with a superior in his garrison via the radio inside his suit. Juan Esteban’s wide eyes began to fill with tears.
“Why isn’t it working?” he whispered desperately to Martina.
Calaca turned his body away and cast his gaze at his feet. His body language indicated that he was not with these people despite the fact that he had already been stopped.
An idea occurred to Martina. She put her arm around Juan Esteban and pulled him in close. The sergeant dropped the humming blade of his polearm between the pair and the captain. Calaca continued his distancing act, pretending as if he was simply standing in line.
“Sir,” she said, ignoring the weapon hovering in front of her face. “This one isn’t right. Maybe he scratched it out or something. Can you help me with him?”
The captain looked down at her. “What do you mean ‘not right’?”
“Um, he was hit in the head. That sort of not right,” said Martina.
Tears had already started to flow down Juan Esteban’s cheeks, and rivulets of dirt traced paths down his neck. A play for pity was a long shot, but Juan Esteban’s tears could only help.
The captain’s long pause gave Martina hope that he was considering her words, even as the cyclopean glare of his robotic eye belied a capacity for human consideration. “Sergeant,” said the captain, his voice like gears grinding together, “let’s bring these two back to the garrison. We’ll let the commander sort out this mess.”
Then he turned to Martina. “How about that one?” the captain asked. “Are you together?”
Martina’s momentary glance at Calaca seemed to answer the question for the halberdiers. “Sir, does it matter?” the sergeant asked the captain.
As the captain turned to go, he noticed that Calaca’s furtive, sidelong gaze was met by a look of fear and anger from Martina. Gesturing toward Calaca he remarked, “Bring that one, too.”
Calaca’s shoulders slumped in defeat, and the three of them fell in behind the captain’s crimson-and-pearl power suit, the sergeant following behind. The guards marched through the crowd toward the city wall near the mission. The sergeant passed his hand over a scanner which emitted a brief chime. A short, reinforced door opened and the three were herded through the portal.
“Wait here. Someone will see to you shortly,” the sergeant said before power-stomping to an interior door of the small court and repeating the scanning procedure.
The bailey was empty save for the children. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted in over the parapet, filling the court with a mouthwatering aroma.
“I am so hungry,” Calaca despaired. “It was stupid of us to come here. We should have got the food first.”
“We’re so close to the bread kitchens,” said Juan Esteban in commiseration. “That smell.”
“Even if we get this key, how we gonna eat, Martina?” asked Calaca. “We leave La Merced and we know nobody. This world is already too big for us and we don’t know nothing in space.”
Martina squatted in a cool corner of the bailey and pressed her palms into her eyes. The smell of the bread was maddening. Calaca was probably right this time. Despair threatened to consume her.
That’s not the way to push through this, girl, said the voice behind her eyes. You got to think about what is working. She lifted her chin in determination, expelling a gout of air through her nostrils to clear her mind of the distracting aroma.
“What can we do?” Martina said to herself more than to the brothers.
“Nothing, we just gotta wait here until they do something to Juan Esteban,” said Calaca. “It’s his chip that’s gone bad.”
“It’s not bad,” said the little brother. “It’s like it’s just not there. But I can feel it,” he continued, rubbing at his wrist. “It just didn’t scan.”
Calaca looked at his little brother in surprise. “Did you take it out? They gonna kill you, little brother. You know what they do if you take it out?” Calaca mocked his brother. “They gonna track you down and kill your dumb, little butt.”
Martina stood and put a hand on Calaca’s shoulder, then whispered in his ear. “Got to keep it down, Bruno.” His real name seemed to always reach him when no other words might. “Got to keep it down and play this one right.”
Martina turned to Juan Esteban. “Why isn’t your chip working?” she asked.
He held out his wrist for her to inspect. “I don’t know,” he said, his small face solemn. “It worked the last time I was scanned.” In his grubby little hand he still held the coin-sized device that Walad had given them.
“Let me see that,” said Martina, taking the recording device from Juan Esteban. She went to the door where the captain and his sergeant had exited the bailey and passed her wrist over the reader. Nothing happened. She did it again—still no response. Then she handed the device back to Juan Esteban and repeated the swipe. The door issued a dee-derp sound indicating that it had seen her chip but that it could not grant her access.
“What’s that supposed to prove?” Calaca asked, trying to sound glib.
Martina simply sighed, but Juan Esteban explained. “It means that the device is somehow masking our ID chips, dummy.”
“It means that we’re invisible if we want to be,” said Martina. “Hold that thing in your chipped hand and your chip can’t be used to trace you.”
“Oh!” exclaimed Calaca, who finally realized the new possibilities this presented.
Stepping out of the shade, Martina lifted her gaze to the walls around them. “We’re really close to the bread kitchens. I wonder…” she trailed off in thought.
“If we can get over the wall?” asked Calaca. “Yeah, right. Besides, only one of us can use that to hide.”
“Maybe not all of us,” said Juan Esteban, picking up on the thread of Martina’s thinking. “But I bet we could push one of us over the edge. If we stand on each other’s shoulders.”
Calaca’s impulsive nature began to work for the three of them. “If you can get me over the wall, I’ll sneak in the kitchen. No pasa nada.”
“But Walad told me how to work the device,” complained Juan Esteban.
Knowing how quickly this might fall apart if they bickered, Martina stepped between the brothers. “Juan Esteban, you’ve got to stay here to show the Alabarderos that your chip is working. They already have Calaca’s scan. If he disappears, they won’t go after him right away, since they can always pick him up later,” she answered matter-of-factly, keeping her voice low.
Juan Esteban reluctantly handed the little device to his brother. “The surface with the green dot has the camera on it. You can stick it just about anywhere as long as you keep the eye open and show Walad what you’re doing.”
Calaca triumphantly took the device and placed it in his pocket. “Up and over.” He smirked. His little brother grimaced, dropping his gaze. Martina lifted Juan Esteban and he climbed onto her shoulders. The pair leaned against the solid stone wall of the bailey, and then Calaca scrambled up the human ladder. Everyone groaned when Calaca had to jump the last distance to hook a hand on the roof of the wall, but he caught it on the second try and quickly disappeared over the edge.
As Martina helped Juan Esteban down, Calaca peeked over the edge of the roof. “If I can, I’ll get you some bread too,” he said. Then he was gone.
“Now what?” asked Juan Esteban.
“Now we wait. Better get a story ready for the Alabarderos. They’re going to wonder where Calaca went,” she said.
FOUR
Martina and Juan Esteban moved twice to follow the shifting shade as the sun traversed the sky. Waiting for the Alabarderos to return seemed to take forever. But the cool shade of the bailey wall was a welcome respite from their routine, and both were accustomed to enduring hunger.
They had used this time to construct a tale of Calaca’s escape. Juan Esteban kept trying to introduce embellishments to the story that Martina resisted. She focused instead on testing the plausibility of their fabrication.
“Can you climb up that part of the wall?” she asked the boy. They needed an explanation for Calaca’s disappearance that did not involve their collaboration. She knew the guards would assume they had aided the escape. She did not want to leave any reason for them to keep Juan Esteban and her any longer than necessary.
Juan Esteban had scrambled about halfway up, wedging his tiny fingers and toes in between the stones, when a door in the wall opened. Two men walked through unaided by power armor.
“Come down, Bai,” the shorter man said gently, using the Chinese for cypress, pet name for a boy. It was a simple order, delivered calmly, with the expectation that it would be obeyed immediately. Juan Esteban released his grasp, sliding down the wall to land in a heap on the paved square. Knowing that an aristócrata would expect a show of deference, Martina stood up from her resting place in the shade and bowed her head.
Gesturing at her, the man continued, “Our young friend has chosen the most advantageous position available. Sergeant, please put the table down in the shade there, next to her.” The speaker was a slight man wearing an immaculate commander’s uniform with an insignia neither Martina nor Juan Esteban recognized. As he stepped into the shade with Martina, the sergeant set down a small table. He then fetched a pair of chairs.
“Señorita Martina Rey,” the small man addressed Martina, gesturing to the seat situated on the far side of the table. “Please have a seat. Enjoy something to eat. The mango is particularly fine.”
He took the seat facing her. The sergeant lifted silver lids off the various plates before them, then seemed to fade into the background, a remarkable trick for such a large man. “Please, help yourself. There is also melon and a fine selection of berries. You may enjoy them greatly. But first, perhaps, a cold towel?”
He picked up a neatly rolled, damp white cloth from a basket and began scrubbing his fingers with it. “This is a custom of my people. I’ve always found it quite a pleasant way to begin a meal. I think you’ll enjoy it too.”
For a moment, Martina sat in stunned silence. But then the habit of obeying an aristócrata’s expectations overcame her fear of presumption, and she hesitantly reached for the nearest fruit, a slice of melon. She was not entirely sure what she had expected when the Alabarderos had returned, but it had never occurred to her that she might be invited to sit down at a silver-laden table as if she were a lady.
The commander poured iced tea into a pair of crystal glasses. As he lifted his glass and drank, he nodded to her, and Martina obediently sipped hers as well. The tea was aromatic and sweet, and she could feel the pleasant coolness spilling over the sides of the cup. Juan Esteban crept to the table and stood next to her.
“May I have some?” he said in a small voice.
“Of course,” said the man with a generosity that felt out of place in the stark confines of the bailey. “Please help yourself. There is plenty, more than the three of us might eat, I estimate.”
Once Juan Esteban had been granted permission to eat, his hunger overcame his fear of the aristócrata, and he began to quickly stack fruits and cheese onto a small white china plate. The man poured another glass full of cool tea, and Juan Esteban guzzled the liquid, leaving dirty fingerprints on the crystal.
“What do you want? Who are you?” Martina demanded, curiosity finally overcoming years of learned caution and deference when dealing with aristócrata.
“Second question first,” said the man, covering his mouth with his hand. “By far the easier of the two.” He paused in his explanation to pop another slice of red pear into his mouth. He chewed, savoring the delicate flavor of the ripe fruit. “Mmm, that is so tasty. My name is Ma Wang Kai, I am adjunct inquisitor to His Holy Emperador Philip. You may call me Señor Ma, if you please.”
Señor Ma selected a wedge of cheese with a white rind and placed it gingerly on his plate with a small silver fork. “As for what I want, well, I want much. Right now, I want some of this goat cheese. It is one of the few uniquely Spanish delicacies I have found a taste for during my residency in the service of your Emperador.” He paused to nibble the slice on his plate. “Cheese, in the Winter City, this is something we do not make. My people lack this tradition. Won’t you try a slice?”
Martina felt compelled by his graciousness to reach across the table and cut a slice of the offered cheese for herself. She was hungry, but the power of his suggestion was what she marveled at. She placed a wedge of cheese on her plate, much as he had, and cut off a small bit of it before placing it in her mouth. It tasted of nuts and smoke, and the aroma alone woke hunger pains in her gut and made her mouth water for more.
“How do you find it?” Señor Ma asked.
“Very good. Gracia, señor,” she replied, trying to conceal her longing for more. He wasn’t there because of a busted ID chip or a street scuffle in front of the bread kitchens, she thought. This man wanted something from them, of that she was certain, and as she recovered from her shock at the unusual situation, her natural caution was returning. She was unwilling to give anything away before she learned more.
Señor Ma continued his explanation. “Now as to your first question, ‘What do I want?’ Well. Truth be told, I want the device that the pilot of the Industrial Star gave to you. You see, my function here is to help your Emperador secure all trade routes in this sector. Monarchical monopoly has been in effect for Bourbon-2, for all the planets and outposts in this system in fact, for nearly two hundred years. The Emperador cannot allow a Shadow Drive outside his control to depart the planet.”
“Then why not just set your Alabarderos on the spacecraft and take it apart?” piped Juan Esteban, who was filling his plate with a second helping.
“He is the smart one, isn’t he?” said Señor Ma indulgently. “Because, young Bai, the Emperador cannot offend the Spacer Union. He only commands the pilots who agree to work on his terms, those who have been hand selected and trained from within the Empire. The guild has a way of quickly becoming intractable should, for instance, one of their pilots die in avoidable circumstances.”
“And Walad won’t work for the Emperador?” Martina asked, disbelieving. The idea that the Emperador was not all-powerful was new to her.
“In fact, no. He has time dilation on his side, and it is a powerful negotiating tool,” said Señor Ma. “That he can wait out the death of the galaxy isn’t helpful. In addition to that—” Señor Ma paused in a moment of consideration, “—his last cargo, well, it complicates things for us greatly.”
Señor Ma poured another glass full of the chilled tea, then sat back in his chair considering the liquid. His slender, fine features lent him a feline aspect as he lounged. Martina began to understand that the man was giving her time to consider her position, and this roused a quiet anger in her. A smug smile spread over his lips as her face hardened.
“Let’s suppose we have this thing, what are you willing to give us for it?” she asked coldly, her tone shifting from deferential to negotiating.
Señor Ma sat up in his chair. “Why trade when I could simply take? That, my dear, is the question you should be asking yourself.” Once again he gestured to the food set before them. “Your young friend seems to have a firmer grasp on your situation. He knows that this table, and all this fine food, could be his last. And so he’s piled his plate high and consumed these delicacies quickly, not to appreciate them, but simply for the energy this food represents. I find that reassuring, if somewhat predictable, don’t you?”
“I’m hungry,” Juan Esteban mumbled through a mouthful of melon.
“Indeed, and had you come into this court on your own I would have obtained what I require for the smallest of investments—the castoffs of a meal I was planning on eating anyway,” Señor Ma said to Juan Esteban. “But, my young Bai, you came here with your friend and protector Martina Rey. Martina Rey who hopes for more than La Merced could ever offer up. I find that intriguing.”
A narrow, concentrated beam of sunlight was slowly migrating across the table as the sun passed overhead. The glare made Señor Ma squint at Martina as he spoke. “I know what it is to live amongst those with no imagination. In my culture, under the throne of the Winter City, everything is divided equally. This breeds a sort of self-perpetuating complacency. We don’t make cheese not because we dislike fermented milk curds, but because we lack the imagination necessary to try.”
His white uniform, now bathed in the light, reflected the intense sunshine back on Martina. She felt herself shrinking incrementally, as if she knew a great predator was hunting her.
“I want that device,” he stated plainly, leaning back in his seat once more. “I could simply take it from you, but I’m not so cruel. Let’s play a game, Señorita Rey, shall we? I will send my minions out into the city looking for your friend, Bruno Mata. If they find him, they’ll take the device and you and your boys will be no better or worse than you were yesterday. I can’t vouch for the safety of Bruno, but as long as you stay out of the way, no harm will come to you or little Juan Esteban.”
“And what happens if I get the device?” asked Martina.
“Well, that’s what is going to drive this game, isn’t it? It’s the leverage we both seek. How about this? If you get the device and return it to me before the halberdiers do, I will gift you and yours a residence within the city walls. You will receive education, good food, a place to sleep at night, all the privileges that the Emperador’s aristócrata have come to know and love. An easy life. ‘Ser pan comido,’ I think your people say. Bring me the device and I will make a place for you in Nueva Madrid.”
FIVE
Once Calaca had cleared the bailey, he had discovered that the top of the wall was monitored. Guards were spread out in pairs, but spaced along the wall so that Calaca could hide from them easily. It was the little automated drones that he had to worry about. Mounted on the inside of the parapet every couple of paces were stationary electronic eyes, and they terrified him.
So he had crouched in a narrow hiding spot between a cool metal box and the exterior wall, puzzling over his next move.
The coolness of the big metal box had made it easy for Calaca to stay put. This, in turn, made it easier for him to ignore the incessant grumbling of his belly. Worried that they might throw him to the guards, Calaca had eavesdropped as his brother and Martina concocted a story about his escape. Juan Esteban had let his imagination enhance Calaca’s exploits. The implied praise gratified Calaca’s pride, and he grinned as he listened to his brother’s elevated opinion of his capabilities in the cool, concealed shade of his hiding place.
Patience, in his experience, almost always paid off. When he had the time to think things through, he’d been able to make what little he had go much further. The problem, he thought, is that the world is always pushing.
Idly, Calaca was turning the little device in his fingers like a coin, letting it roll over his knuckles, when he realized that a faint green light was blinking. When a motor inside the metal box turned on and its rattle obscured the conversation down in the bailey, he risked pushing the light like a button.
He heard a voice as clearly as if someone was speaking next to his ear, despite the rattle of the cooler next to him. “Turn the coin over so I can see you,” it said. He realized he had heard the voice in his mind, not with his ears.
He looked down at the eye, holding it close to his face. “Who is this?” Calaca whispered.
“Edison, of course. Bruno, where are Juan Esteban and Martina?” said the voice. “I could hear them, but now there is too much interference.”
“Don’t call me Bruno,” scoffed Calaca indignantly. “My name is Calaca, I’m the skeleton of La Merced. I’m hiding on the wall,” he added with a fair amount of frustration. The world always pushed.
“Oh, forgive me. Your chip says your name is Bruno. Can you get me closer to them?” asked Walad. “I need to hear what the guards say to them, and I can also finish mapping your perimeter. Go ahead—no one can see you up here.”
Calaca peeked out from behind the air-cooling unit. Seeing no visible danger, he dashed to the edge of the court. He slapped the device on the edge of the low wall and lay down flat on the stone floor, inching his way back toward the cooling unit.
“Don’t go too far,” said Walad’s voice in his ear. “I can only project my voice a couple of paces. I’ll need you to move the token around periodically to make sure it stays charged.”
“But won’t the patrols see me?”
“Stay low and you’ll be fine. I can let you know if anyone gets close,” the disembodied voice said. “Besides, this guard station is proving to be more interesting than the bread kitchens.”
“It’s really hot up here and I’m hungry,” whispered Calaca, trying to project his voice back toward the device.
“Then go back to where you were. I think I can reach that far,” said Walad.
The projected sound attenuated as it covered the short distance between the wall and his hiding place, but Calaca found that if he held very still and concentrated, he could hear the voices of his brother, Martina, and the man down in the small courtyard even when the air unit began to rumble.
Periodically, Walad would interject commentary into the feed projected to Calaca, providing some context to the voices speaking below.
“Wow, that spread looks so good,” he said when the table was set out. “Makes me wish I could function outside Pinch Space.”
“Stop it! You know I’m hungry,” whispered Calaca.
Then later: “Interesting, it seems this Ma knows about my cargo. That indicates that the Caracas Company and the Crown are pretty close.”
“What do you mean ‘your cargo’? Juan Esteban said that the ship had been offloaded before the Star got stuck here,” said Calaca.
“The goods? Well, yes, those were all offloaded when the Industrial Star was stranded here. In fact you saw our empty cargo holds when you visited me last night. There’s nothing aboard save twenty-two unintegrated star pilots we were transporting to Republic shipyards on the next leg of our journey,” said Walad.
“What’s so important about those guys—” Calaca began to say.
“Hush, you’re going to want to listen to this next part, I think,” Walad interrupted.
Señor Ma began to detail his deal. Give the device to him and the three of them would be set up for life. Let him take it and they got nothing.
“All he wants is that little device?” Calaca asked himself aloud. “I’ll give it to him and we’ll be done with this.”
Sometime before, he had stopped sweating. The midday sunlight was relentless. He needed water soon, a whole lot of it. I need to get off this wall, he thought to himself.
“No,” whispered the voice in his ear, “Ma will not protect you or reward you if you give him the token.”
“But he said—” began Calaca, almost raising his voice in frustration, so that it might be heard.
“What he said is immaterial. Think, Calaca. You’ve got the time. Just think about it. Why would Ma do anything for you?” Walad said.
Calaca took a deep breath and sat back into the crevice between wall and air cooler.
“If anything, Ma is baiting you like a fish. He may suspect that you’re near,” Walad tried to explain.
“Shut up, I know. Just shut up,” said Calaca. He was on the edge of tears despite how parched he had become in the sun and heat. “I know you’re right. I don’t need you to tell me that man is dangerous. But what can you really do for us, Walad?”
There was what seemed like a lengthy quiet from the little device. Calaca began to wonder if it was still working. He stared at it for a long moment before reaching out and grabbing it. He shook it, hoping that it had not stopped working.
“Don’t worry, I’m still here. But thanks all the same for the shake,” said the gentle voice. “The battery was starting to get pretty low. Listen, I can get Juan Esteban, Martina and you off this planet. Given some time, I can break the monopoly that ultimately has trapped you in La Merced. Nowhere else in the galaxy is there this kind of poverty. Hidden inside the Industrial Star I have twenty-two pilots who will break blockades and run past control points. Ma wants to remove us all from the ship, and he can use that token to make it happen.”
SIX
Juan Esteban’s belly was full for the first time in his very detailed memory. The sensation of all sorts of strange, tasty foods and beverages sloshing around the inside of his gut filled him with a unique contentment rare in his experience. He patted his bloated stomach and smiled. As they walked down a busy footpath toward the heart of La Merced’s markets, the evidence of his gluttonous hour inside the wall felt like a badge.
He eagerly anticipated rejoining Calaca. Juan Esteban supposed his brother had only had simple bread, beans if he got lucky, and well water. The younger boy planned on gloating over the details of his feast for as long as he could. His older brother always divided things in his own favor, taking just a bit more of anything they were lucky enough to beg, borrow, or steal. Juan Esteban wasn’t a fool — he knew his brother committed a sort of theft by taking from him and justifying it by saying he was bigger and older, but it was almost never worth fighting about. So Juan Esteban just let it happen, pretending that he did not notice.
But now, with his belly bulging over the waistband of his shorts, he knew he had a sharp stick with which he could goad his brother mercilessly. So he smiled and waddled along beside Martina, who had eaten almost nothing.
“So, how you planning on giving Señor Ma the device? Just going to hand it over to him after we meet up with Calaca?” he said to his friend. She seemed preoccupied and a little jumpy if he thought about it, but not knowing why, he preferred to focus on the good sensations coming from below. “Why we headed to the markets?”
“Shush!” she said, raising a slender finger to her lips. The glare she gave him was withering. “They’re following us! They can probably hear us too.”
“They who?” asked Juan Esteban, looking over his shoulder. The crowds were thick, and all he could see was people moving from stand to stand.
“Señor Ma’s men, for sure. Keep it down, I want to lose them in the market,” she said in a low voice that Juan Esteban had trouble hearing above the raucous clamor of merchants hawking their wares.
“Yeah, but how will Calaca know how to find us? You said we’d meet him back at the spaceship,” said Juan Esteban.
“He won’t, I’m counting on it,” Martina replied.
Juan Esteban set about puzzling over this new information. All they had to do was get the device to Señor Ma and the deal was done. Even after all that food, Juan Esteban wanted more. In his mind’s eye, he fondly pictured great piles of melon and sweetbreads. He could almost smell it, and he smiled. It was going to be so good, their new life in Nueva Madrid. Walking around the markets seemed like a postponement of the joy he anticipated. Then he reflected on what Martina had said.
“Wait, we’re not giving him the device?” The conclusion hit him like a punch to his gut, but there could be no other reason for Martina’s delay. “Martina, you’ve got to be kidding! Didn’t you taste all that food?”
“No. No, we’re not giving him the device,” she said. “I don’t trust him. Ma is baiting us, trying to make it easier to get what he wants. Think about it, even if we give it to him, what reason does he have to help us?”
“To keep his word?” Once he said it aloud, it sounded weak and dumb even to Juan Esteban.
Martina just glared over her shoulder at him, and Juan Esteban felt a little smaller. But then she looked past him at something new. The look of disdain on her face suddenly changed into an expression of surprise.
As Juan Esteban turned to see what had caught her attention, the crowd behind him parted, revealing Calaca stumbling toward the pair. Juan Esteban felt Martina’s hand come to rest on his shoulder but broke away before she could get a grip.
“No!” she cried, but it was too late. Juan Esteban was already pushing toward his brother, who crumpled to the ground. He knelt beside Calaca and rolled him onto his back.
His brother’s eyes were fixed on his own, but it was clear he did not see Juan Esteban. “Mama,” he whispered. His skin was hot to the touch, and it bubbled and peeled in places.
Juan Esteban tried to conceal the fear he felt and smiled down at his older brother. The sunlight cut in between the tents of the market, and he held a hand over Calaca’s face. Then he heard the sound of heavy, powered footfalls plowing through the crowd.
SEVEN
He slipped through her grasp like fine dust. The crimson eyes of the power suits above the heads of the crowd had warned her away. She had seen Calaca lying there in the dust and she had let him go. The moment it took for Juan Esteban to cross the distance to his brother had felt like an eternity, and she had let him go as well. She had not even stayed to watch the brothers get carted away. There was nothing she could do but fade into the crowd.
Now, in the near complete darkness of the barrio night, Martina stood outside the engine nacelle of the Industrial Star and pounded on a landing strut of the spacecraft. She knew this action was in vain; the door would not open. Even after she had propped up splintered wood against the hull and turned the latches, they would not open. Walad was preserving his own safety. He could see and hear everything through that device, and it was likely already in Señor Ma’s clutches.
The splintered wood had left a gouge in her hand. Now each fist blow to the spacecraft left a bloody splotch where she struck it. Her anger spent, Martina rested her head against the craft. Her breathing slowed and she swallowed her tears. Now was not the time to cry. She needed to think, to figure out what her next move was going to be. That was when she heard his voice from somewhere behind.
“Señorita Rey,” said Señor Ma, “can you come down without falling? We’ve brought a ladder.”
She turned and saw the man standing in between the brothers. A host of city guards, none wearing armored suits, flanked them. She felt defeated and bereft of motivation. I should have run, she thought to herself, the tears now escaping her control.
Her descent was tedious, slow, and only aided by a guard as she neared the ground. The man held onto her wrist, his grasp firm, but not painful.
When she stood in front of Señor Ma, he lifted her head, placing his delicate fingers under her chin. He turned her head this way and then the other, examining her face. “Oh, Señorita Rey, is this really a time for tears? You may have lost, but you have the heart of a lion. I can tell. You will recover. Why don’t you come along with me? I’m going to secure a trade monopoly for your Emperador.”
He left her standing next to the brothers and strode to the ladder now erected before the spacecraft.
“Did he do anything to you? Hurt you?” she asked the boys.
“No,” said Juan Esteban. “In fact, he helped us. Calaca was super dehydrated. Señor Ma had a nurse give him fluids until he woke up and could come along with us.”
Calaca still looked sullen. “I tried to fight them,” he grumbled, “but I was too weak. It was so hot up there on the rooftops.”
“I think he’s probably still a little woozy,” continued Juan Esteban.
“Shut up, little brother,” Calaca rasped, taking a sip of water from a flask that had replaced the machete.
“Señorita Rey, gentlemen,” interrupted Señor Ma from his perch near the door. In his left hand he held a large device, and the three of them instantly recognized Walad’s token attached to the side of the black cube. “Please join me within. Guards, please conduct your search.”
Maybe now is the time for surrender, thought Martina as she climbed the ladder. Juan Esteban has certainly made peace with the defeat. He even seemed happy, which didn’t make sense.
While the guards climbed into the spacecraft, Señor Ma stood with the three in an alcove of the air lock. He manipulated the box, apparently opening doors and ensuring life-support systems continued running. Martina could not read the Chinese characters that hung in space over the device, but the visual representation of the spacecraft was plain enough.
Periodically Señor Ma would ask Juan Esteban what he thought of something on the screen. “Young Bai, should we prioritize these bulkheads or save them for later?” he asked quizzically.
Juan Esteban, who hadn’t once lost that grin, would examine the characters—taking his time to understand them fully—and then pronounce his judgement. “No, those bays aren’t wide enough. The Pinch Space volumes wouldn’t fit.”
Martina realized that he was helping Señor Ma find something inside the ship. She wondered what it could possibly be. The cargo holds they had seen were all empty.
“Let’s take a walk to the pilot’s globe, shall we?” Señor Ma said after the last pair of guards had entered the spacecraft. “I have a mind to meet Pilot Edison ud-Din Walad face-to-face.” All four of them walked down the central corridor leading from the engine nacelles in the rear of the vessel to the bow of the ship, Señor Ma and Juan Esteban leading the small company.
Before walking into the anteroom of the pilot’s installation, Señor Ma glanced down at Juan Esteban. “Bai,” he said, handing him the glowing cube that held Walad’s token, “would you mind holding this for me? Let me know if the guardsmen need my intervention.” Juan Esteban took the cube and beamed his delight back at Señor Ma.
“Ma Wang Kai, you and your goons have violated the protected sanctum of this vessel. I have alerted authorities within the Spacer Union. Should you persist with your trespass, there will be consequences for you and the Emperador,” said the disembodied voice of Walad.
Señor Ma just chuckled. “Those are some interesting threats, Pilot Walad, but they make little difference. You know as well as I that the Emperador has already co-opted the votes within the Union necessary for bringing such actions.”
Undeterred, Ma stepped farther into the little room. He spread his arms in challenge, filling up the free space. “You must feel incredibly impotent, trapped there inside your relativity bubble while the rest of us race by. First we took away your link to the ship’s yoke, now we’ve taken away the remaining integration control. You’re a mind outside of time. The worst prison I can imagine.” Ma’s tone was sardonic.
“The Emperador’s guards will be here shortly to remove you from this vessel. Soon your link to the space outside your relativity bubble will be severed. Were your previous difficulties insufficiently severe? Could you not imagine that your actions might result in this outcome?” Ma continued.
Ma’s relentless baiting made Martina uncomfortable. She began to suspect that he might be goading Walad to commit suicide. But Martina could only observe helplessly as he gloated over his victory. Ma rounded the side of the pilot chamber, examining the apparatus that connected Walad to the vessel. When he encountered the yoke, the linchpin retracted from the coupling, he paused and rubbed his chin. He laid a hand on a machined metal rod, thicker than an Alabardero’s leg, which hung suspended from a hydraulic actuator. It was poised over a trio of coupling hooks, one extending from the back of Walad’s neck into a pair protruding from the side of the ship. All of this remained impotently unconnected.
“Hum, here it is. Such a simple component of a very complex machine. Seems a shame… Only a few missing words kept you scuttled here for so long. My people would say, ‘It’s as simple as turning your hand over.’ It just means something is easy. I did not know this until I came here, but the subjects of the Emperador have a similar saying, ‘ser pan comido.’ It means ‘to be bread eaten.’ Easy. Do you see? I learned the idiom when I learned the passcode.”
Señor Ma stepped back into the atrium once more, turning to gloat at Walad. “Ironic, isn’t it? Now that you have the passcode sequence, you possess no way to close the pin in the yoke.”
The quiet hum of air being pushed throughout the vessel was interrupted by a sharp, metallic thunk. Señor Ma spun toward the sound and saw the immense pin seated in the collar, connecting the Industrial Star to its pilot once more. He rounded on the three barrio rats. “Give me that cube,” he commanded Juan Esteban.
Juan Esteban took a step back into the hall, holding the cube behind his back, fear and triumph battling for supremacy on his features. Then he shrieked, “Run!” and took off down the corridor.
Calaca did not hesitate to chase after his brother. The cacophony of different ship systems coming online for the first time in two centuries filled the space with mind-shattering noise, and the boys ran together.
Seeing the anger on Señor Ma’s face, Martina knew this was her opportunity. She did not join the brothers in flight, instead realizing in that fraction of a second that their escape was doomed. If she ran with them, they would all be caught.
Martina grabbed the open bulkhead hatch and pushed off the rattling floor grates with all her might, launching herself at Ma. Her shoulder plowed into his pelvis and abdomen, the impact forcing the air from his chest. Martina pushed him into the event horizon. In that moment, she felt him grasping at her face and hair, but then there was a crackling sound as of lightning, and his grasp fell away. It was over and she sprawled on the floor, the top of her head a finger’s width from the glowing Pinch Space bubble surrounding Walad.
The ship rattled and groaned briefly. Bulkhead doors slammed shut, and then all was silence.
“Don’t cross the event horizon,” said Walad. “If you pass beyond, you’ll die too.”
Martina stood gingerly, taking care to avoid brushing the bubble. She looked around, but with the hatch closed there was not much to see. The sight of Señor Ma midflight and suspended in the blue glow of Pinch Space startled her. I did that, she thought with a pang. “Was it painful, do you think?” she asked Walad.
“No. His body just can’t work outside of time. Without the pilot integration, no one’s can,” said Walad.
“What about the brothers? The guards?” she asked.
“The brothers are fine. They nearly made it off the vessel. I’m glad I was able to close the external hatches before they left. It was a close thing! They are fast,” he replied. “I’ve notified the guards that I will let them off after our next shadow pass. Until then they must remain in the cargo hold.”
“Will you drop us off there too?” she asked.
“That’s up to you, but you have time to consider your decision. I’ll take on crew to care for things in your relativity. We’re in orbit around an exoplanet in the Bourbon-2 system waiting for my star charts to update. I can’t remote-view destination locations that are two hundred years old. Without the new information, we’d be pinching space on a reverse time trajectory. It will take a little while to bring the sector information up-to-date. In the meantime, would you mind pushing Señor Ma completely into my Pinch Space?”
Martina pulled a manipulation rod from a tool rack on the wall and gave the foot that extended beyond the horizon a gentle push.



A Word from Matthew Alan Thyer
“Well there’s still got to be some fluid in the power steering, right? Maybe I can pump it into the brake cylinder,” Mac says just before crawling out onto the open hood of a bullet riddled Volvo careening down an East German mountain side. “The Enemy Within” is still one of my favorite episodes of the television serial MacGyver. As a kid this character was my hero.
The Galaxy Chronicles is the third anthology I’m contributing to in 2015. This probably doesn’t seem like big news to you, you’re a reader, but as a writer getting tapped on the shoulder to add my words to Samuel Peralta’s gig was cause for much celebration. Much happy dancing resulted, despite a nearly impossible deadline. Unexpected breaks are the best and, one thing I learned from watching MacGyver, when they happen, take full advantage of them.
I wrote this story in a red hot rush of words beginning on June 18th. I sent a draft off to Jeff Seymour on July 11th. That’s about three weeks and change and it doesn’t take into account the fact that I started with zero idea of what I was going to write about.
I spent the first couple of days feeling dazed and confused, I imagine I looked much like MacGyver does when Craig Bannister tells him that they’ve lost the brakes to the Volvo. What am I going to do, what am I going to do? Pucker factor eleven!
Then it occurs to me that I’ve been world building my butt off for most of the spring. Winter City Above the Clouds is a science fiction epic I’ve been putting together; a future-history dominated by an undying Chinese dynast and one of the questions I had not yet answered was “How does he live so long?”
Right there is one super power of short story writing. Ask a simple question, get a nearly ten-thousand word answer. “Ser Pan Comido” became a sandbox in which I worked out some of the details of a much bigger story.
I hope you enjoy the escapade as much as I did writing it. It turns out that pumping steering fluid into a brake cylinder while clinging to an out of control Volvo is actually a huge rush. 
http://www.feetforbrains.com



The Kasant Objective
by Chris Reher
“ARE YOU SURE this is it?”
The question hung in the room like one of the three-dimensional displays projected helpfully from its curved walls. It might have been Zio’s attempt at decorating the otherwise-empty space, or perhaps their ship’s invisible and ever-patient Ambient Intelligence felt that the crew was in need of visual stimulation. Half of the room displayed a glorious one-hundred-and-eighty-degree floor-to-ceiling view of their galaxy’s broad swath of light, but apparently a little clutter was just what was needed here.
Jase walked through a representation of a nearby solar system and then past a schematic of their little ship. It was upside down, as was the holo of what seemed to be a dancer. Zio liked to make sure the crew remained entertained during long voyages. Perhaps the information it had to combat psychological issues during deep-space travel didn’t include concepts like “up” or “down.” A long line of number symbols scrolled through the air, undoubtedly reporting on something.
He stopped before the manual control interface near the door. After a moment, Ocia shifted away from it to allow him access. Her expression suggested that his question was—at this point—pretty much rhetorical, although she refrained from rolling her jewel eyes.
Jase loaded another holo tracing their journey from the Kiza System to here, each leap marked and the connecting routes clearly charted, and frowned as if trying to remember the exact route home before they jumped off the edge of the map.
“Not scared, are you?” Ocia said with a slow smile that told him that confiding his misgivings to her would just end in derisive gossip around the dinner table.
He sent an overlay to the forward screen to reveal the exact coordinates of the rupture, outlined in white and red symbols. They glowed reassuringly, beckoning the approaching fleet of explorers.
Treasure hunters, Jase thought, letting his eyes shift to Ocia. She stood with her arms crossed and her head cocked before the panoramic viewscreen, a buccaneer in search of fame and riches, surveying the shores of some distant land.
Except, of course, that they still had to cross the distance to get there. “Zio?”
“Yes, Jase.”
Jase looked up, although the toneless voice, male today, emanated from the wall behind him. The dancer, an Outlander tetrapod, cavorted up there in triplicate now, twirling to some music that perhaps only the ship heard. “Let’s get ready for the leap,” he said, watching the control interface begin the thousands of tasks that would ensure that this little expedition remained alive during the voyage. “And clean this up,” he added, waving at the solar system now orbiting Ocia.
Zio dutifully removed the holograms. The round, unfurnished space seemed larger now, although Jase was rarely bothered by small ships. Small ships made for smaller crews and a lot less trouble, he thought, although this crew made up for it with their own peculiarities.
He returned to the bulging wall to gaze out into space. Black sky pricked by distant stars, denser toward the center of their galaxy, stretched out into forever. The four ships accompanying them cruised in a wide sprawl and now, at Zio’s signal, began to converge on this location. The silence up here, and out there, was bothersome today. Looking out at the approaching ships, he could almost see the silence.
“Music, Zio,” he said, barely audible. A soft rhythm from his favorite collection filled the room, and he breathed deeply.
“You’re tense, pilot,” Ocia said. When he looked up, the smirk was still on her lovely face. “It’ll check out, you’ll see. We’ll be back in the sector before breakfast.”
“You hope.”
Both of them turned when the door slid aside, allowing light from the hall to seep into this dim space. Jase smiled when he saw Ranael enter the bridge followed by their guest. The overbearingly large Chidean bustled past her and rushed to look outside, perhaps unaware that the curved panorama was simply a collage of display screens in the windowless chamber. He looked a little paler today, and Jase wondered if the conditions aboard this vessel suited the creature. Ranael had done her best to learn about his people and make him comfortable but, to Jase, the man looked ill.
Their lone, delightfully wealthy passenger placed his blunt fingers on the screen and drawled something in that odd cadence that none of them had been able to master. When Ranael shrugged, Zio translated.
“Mister Tenzo would like to go right now.”
Jase tipped his chin toward the approaching escort ships. “When we’re together. We’re doing this just once.”
“Mister Tenzo asks if your ships are perhaps inadequate.”
Jase threw an accusing look at Ocia. Her idea, all of this. He had wanted nothing to do with the project from the moment she presented it to the boss. No real research opportunity, only a questionable return on their investment, and a fair chance of ending up smashed into bits when trying to jump through what was pretty much an unknown breach. He relished the rare thrill of dipping into another layer of this onion they called a universe. But not when the landing site was little more than rumor, legend, and the word of this foreigner nearly bouncing up and down with excitement.
But Ocia’s daddy owned the company, owned the ships, and pretty much owned any future mission Jase could hope to command. He reflected mournfully upon the loss of his own vessel, the Calume, before putting that memory aside again. This was now, and he was a hired hand who no longer had the luxury of picking and choosing his assignments. So when she dug up Mister Tenzo and his treasure map, he was at the mercy of her ability to manipulate the boss.
“Ask Mister Tenzo to return to his cabin below so that we can get ready.”
“Mister Tenzo wishes to stay up here.”
“Of course he does,” Jase muttered. He caught a gentle smile playing at the corners of Ranael’s lips. Her eyes gleamed with good humor, as always, and he reminded himself that some parts of this dreary trip had, so far, been downright pleasurable. He returned her smile, noting how beautifully the elegant swoop of her cheekbones was taken up by the design of the pretty exocortex shell cradling her skull.
He shook himself out of this mood and gestured to Zio’s ever-present eyes to open the ship’s com system, even though the AI would by now have alerted their small fleet of their imminent jump into what, for many, was another universe. “Jase here,” he said to the crew, a talented assortment of pilots, ex-military members, adventurers, and mercenaries. “Let’s do this. We’ll take an inverse formation–who knows what’s on the other side.”
“You’re not probing?” came Naka’s voice from one of the other ships, sounding a little incredulous.
“I’m not sure we maintain the field long enough to get any meaningful return. Not with five ships. And we’ll probably run into considerable dilation.” The last comment was meant for Ocia, whose eyes narrowed.
They had argued this for weeks now. Time dilation rarely affected brief jumps. On the remote chance that anything of significance was encountered, who really cared what time it was for anyone? This, though, was a different matter entirely.
Aga Tenzo had brought to them the coordinates of what was thought to be the last known location of the Kasant expedition, lost nearly sixty stat years ago. It had taken that long for their distress beacon to reach anyone able to interpret it and then to find its way into Ocia’s eager hands. No one knew how much time had passed for them, or if any of them were still alive.
But Jaze and his team had embarked on this three-month journey mostly for Tenzo’s promised fee, traversing the distance in a fraction of the time it would have taken Tenzo’s people to arrive at this unknown breach at the edge of what could only vaguely be called explored space. When the Kasant expedition had lost its fuel, its only choice had been to drift here in wait of rescue that might not come for centuries or go into the breach in hope of finding some safe haven. Given what little they knew of the commander, the choice would have been clear.
“Let’s do this,” Jase said. “They’re either there or they’re not. Alive or not. We’ll soon find out. They can’t have drifted too far, right, Zio?”
“Are you looking for an exact projection, Jase?”
“No, Zio.” Jase had to smile. Like many mission commanders, he had an aversion to sentient AIs and preferred them to resemble the computers they were meant to be and communicate with words rather than thoughts. No mechanical bodies, no sense of humor, no second-guessing their living masters. It made it far easier to wrap his mind around the incredible power harbored by the intelligence stored in these circuits. His civilian crew, so very different from the military ranks he had come to value, strained his people-management skills enough. “I think we’re pretty sure they’re nearby, if anything is left of them.”
He placed his hand on one of the interface panels and began to guide the ship toward the coordinates still illuminated on the screen before them. The other ships, more streamlined and most definitely more heavily armed than this one, came into formation, tight enough to slip through the gap and into whatever lay on the other side.
Jase felt the apprehension now permeating the room like a whiff of ozone. Even Ocia was not immune to the instinctive terror of the unknown. What they were doing was frowned upon in politer circles and officially forbidden by most governments. It also made companies like theirs ridiculously wealthy and formed the very foundation of deep-space exploration. While they had never come across any living matter in any of their dips into another ’verse, they had twice sold maps and sensor readings to mining companies at spectacular profit margins.
“Zio, let’s have us a nice, tight bubble.” Jase smiled reassuringly at Ranael. She, part of their crew as their ambassador and cultural expert, had made only a few of these leaps so far. But she just took a deep breath now and kept her eyes on the displays.
Now encased and ready to be gripped, the small fleet made contact with the breach to be sucked into its conduit like some tasty morsel into an unfathomable creature floating in these reaches. For all of his reluctance to indulge Ocia’s treasure hunt out here, he exulted in the utter thrill of entering a universe none of their peers had ever seen. They could end up in endlessly empty space, or perhaps buried in some piece of debris, or even just disintegrate into components when hitting some unknown anomaly on the other side. Until someone, an expedition just like theirs, returned with charts and maps and sensor readings, any leap into these breaches was considered a suicide mission. It made being alive all the more enjoyable.
The crash couches and safety restraints used for entering an atmosphere remained below the smooth floor panels—a transit like this had no physical impact on their well-shielded ships. The screens flickered as the sensors tried to make sense of what was happening outside and then just gave up and showed a swirling pattern of nonsense until Zio brought them into alignment again. Ranael sighed quietly and Aga Tenzo shook his shaggy head when they all felt the odd shift of their physical senses accepting a new reality. Their little bubble of null energy was all that protected them now from the massive burst of radiation emitting from the rift, sure to puzzle some distant world millennia from now.
“Zio? Report!”
One by one, the screens before them came back online, showing mostly space. But here, in front of the backdrop of stars, looming large and rather healthy-looking, a colorful planet took up a considerable part of the display.
Ocia, behind him, clapped her hands and whooped gleefully. They were alive, and a planet was already much better than a whole lot of nothing.
“All ships have made a successful transit,” Zio reported.
“Let’s get busy,” Jase said. “Full scan of that planet and see if there’s any sign of Mister Tenzo’s people.”
They, like the crewmembers aboard the other ships, took up their stations to sift Zio’s reports—already accumulating at a terrific speed—for anything interesting or unusual. The planet’s mineral composition and other resources, living organisms, the nearby star, and any hint of technology had to be examined for clues to the value of this breach. And, of course, the region would be scanned for signs of the missing Kasant expedition.
Zio interrupted before they had even settled into their task. Jase looked up when the main screen’s output zoomed more tightly onto the planet. “We are being scanned,” Zio said.
“What?” Ocia snapped.
“From the ground. Extensive populations on all major continents. Marginally industrialized communities, primitive. They are using electromagnetic frequencies to scan the skies in this direction.”
“Gods, go dark!” Jase shifted the com system to include the other ships. “Going dark. Stealth protocol. Zio, get us out of here.”
“We can’t jump back yet,” Ocia protested. “Still calibrating.”
“Mister Tenzo indicates that there is a moon,” Zio said. “I have located it.”
“He’s right,” Ranael said, pointing to her screen where one of the probes now showed the satellite. “Synchronous orbit, eccentric.” How did she always manage to seem so utterly tranquil?
“Head for that,” Jase said, frowning at Tenzo, who was now hovering over Ranael to study her displays. He addressed the fleet. “Stay farside until Zio finds a place to land.”
It took only moments for the ships to return to a tight formation and swoop toward the moon on the other side of the planet. Zio displayed an overlay of the broad sweeps of the planetary detection system. Jase exhaled sharply when the indicators showed their own defensive system scattering the beams around their shielded hulls and out into space.
“Nice work,” he breathed. “Echo? Feedback? Did anything make it back?”
“Unknown,” Zio replied. “I am still probing their communications systems. Deciphering them will take time.”
Jase nodded to Ranael to work directly with Zio. There was nothing she could do more quickly than the AI, but she would add the sentient intuition Zio lacked to catch nuances and patterns in speech and symbolism.
“Look,” Ocia said, at almost the same time as ex-soldier and now-pilot Naka aboard one of the other ships. She switched the main screen to focus on the moon’s surface. “Structures.”
“Scan that,” Jase said.
“No life there of any size,” Zio said, not distracted by the question while working with Ranael. “Microbial, at best, but air quality is marginal for such growth now.”
Tenzo turned to Jase and began to speak, perhaps forgetting that none of them understood his language.
“Translate, Zio,” Jase said, wishing he had insisted that their passenger stay below until they had secured their arrival in this space.
“Mister Tenzo says that those structures belong to his people. He recognizes the Chidean markings on the exteriors.”
“Do you?”
“Yes. And that ribbed hull design is unique to Chidea.”
“Guess we’ve found the Kasant mission.” Ocia grinned. “I say we check it out.”
Jase signaled the others to circle the shallow crater, where the tangle of structures revealed itself to be the remnants of several black sky exploration ships parked close together and joined in several places. “Touch down over by that escarpment.” He directed the ship to cozy up next to Naka’s cruiser. “What’s the weather like, Zio?”
“You want to go out there?” Ranael said, looking up from her data.
“Of course he does,” Ocia said. “Finally something to do on this jaunt.”
“Atmospheric conditions are acceptable,” Zio said. “Point five gravity. I recommend the haz shield suits until we’ve scanned the interior more thoroughly.”
“Hear that, Naka?” Jase said. “Suit up and let’s go take a look. Meet us by that round portal. Looks like it might be the way in.”
Aga Tenzo gestured wildly while Zio translated his demand to accompany them to the station.
“We can probably use him to make sense of the place,” Ocia said. “I’m not that up on their tech.”
“Sixty-year-old tech. I doubt he is, either.” Jase motioned their passenger to follow them into the narrow hallway outside the bridge and then down into the lower level of the ship. “Zio, anything off-planet?”
“Nothing outside the atmosphere,” Zio replied. “And nothing on the long-range scanners. No other ships or satellites.”
“Send a few drones to the surface, speed up your findings. Stay dark. I want to know why the Kasant group decided to land up here.”
“Probably hostiles on the planet,” Ocia decided.
“I’m guessing pathogens,” Jase said. “Or some other environmentals.” He nodded to Tenzo. “They seem a little chunky with all that blubber they’re carrying. Could be air pressure or gravity, too.” He winced when he heard Zio chatter in Tenzo’s rapid language. “You don’t have to translate everything I say, Zio.”
“Understood, Jase.”
The trio stepped into the airlock to slip into loose-fitting suits—simple layers of protection relying on an envelope of shielding generated by a series of patches front and back. “Is that necessary?” Jase said when Ocia added a projector to her exocortex assembly, giving her mental control of the weapons embedded in it and at various points of her suit.
“Zio’s been confused before, if you recall.”
“Not by a simple life-sign scan,” he countered, but said nothing more. After all, their welfare was her job and she did it best fully armed. He had to admit she looked rather heroic with the two slim barrels at her temples.
The ship’s lock opened, and they stepped outside and onto the arid surface of the moon. Not sure if Aga Tenzo was quite familiar with gravity variations, Ocia kept her hand on a strap dangling from his belt.
Naka, his face obscured by the visor of his suit, awaited them near the metal door of the Kasant structure. “Not locked.” He turned to operate a switch by the gate. “Solar generation still working, except for a wing over at the far side. I’ve got Senda’s crew checking out the debris field. Probably just garbage.”
The door slid halfway aside and then stopped with a shudder. They slipped into the airlock beyond and waited for Tenzo to squeeze his bulk through the narrow opening.
Jase tapped a com panel where a corridor branched off from this space. It came to life, but he recognized little of what was displayed there. “Zio?” he said, making sure the camera at his collarbone recorded the interface. He touched a sensor to it and waited while Zio browsed through the system.
“The Kasant AI is not available,” Zio reported. This was expected. Without an authorized, living sentient mind to give meaning to its operation, their AI would have shut down, a mechanism designed into these systems after the first of them went rogue. “The database is heavily fragmented. You were correct—they built this installation by converting their transports into a habitat. There should be six ships here, but I can only account for five. I’ve indicated labs and control stations on your device.”
Jase glanced at the map now hovering in front of him. “This way,” he said to the others.
Ocia walked beside him, peering suspiciously into every dimly lit corner as they passed. Behind them came Tenzo, nearly filling the corridor, which must have been uncomfortably tight for the Chidean crew. How long had they lived up here, Jase wondered. Why had they left? Naka followed a few steps behind, his eyes on the scanner feeding information to Zio for analysis.
“So where is everybody?” Ocia said. “I was half-expecting to see dead bodies everywhere.”
“Me, too. They had no way back home. But if they’re on the surface, why leave the ships up here?” Jase stepped through what had once been a pressure door into another vessel. The seal no longer held, but the transition from one to the next was little more than a step up. The passage opened into what looked to be some sort of lab space. “See if you can fix that database, Zio. Maybe we can access their logs.”
“What’s all this?” Naka looked around the high-ceilinged space. “Looks medical.” He pressed a tab on a foam-metal box, but the lid didn’t budge. He jumped aside when Tenzo reached over his head to tug a panel from the wall above. All watched in silent amazement when Tenzo activated an input window and then breathed on a sensor, perhaps to identify himself to the system.
“He’s downloading something,” Jase said. “Zio, can you tell what is?”
“No, Jase. This is new to me.”
“Try to get at it anyway,” Ocia said. “Whatever it is, our guest seems to know exactly what to do with it.”
Naka had wandered around the central counter that dominated the room to inspect a row of cylinders along the wall. “Want to bet there are body parts in here?” he joked. “Or dinner, maybe.”
“Can you identify those, Zio?” Jase directed his camera toward the bins.
“Embryos in stasis. Zygotes.”
Naka cursed. “What were they doing with those?”
“Dinner, maybe,” Ocia said, ignoring his grimace. She peered at the equipment suspended above a long work table, no doubt already adding up salvage profits. Their share of whatever Tenzo hoped to find here was generous. “What do you think that is?”
“A gene gun,” Zio said after conferring with Mister Tenzo, who answered the question somewhat absentmindedly, still busy with his file transfer.
Jase tried to see into the eyepiece, but his visor got in the way. The device was inactive, anyway. He studied the cabinets lining the room and the equipment neatly tucked into shelves. “This mission was—mostly—scientific. They’d have engineers, physicists, biologists. Zio, identify the embryos in those tubs. Are they Chidean?”
Some lights blinked briefly on a strip of indicators above them. “Yes.”
“Are you still scanning the planet?”
“Yes, do you want a report? It is not complete.”
Jase grinned. A complete report of any planet with as rich a biosphere as this one could take a lifetime to scan, even with the help of their implants. “No, Zio. Scan for Chidean life signs down there.”
“You think they’ve gone to the surface, then?” Ranael cut in, transmitting to their earpieces. “The environment is not suitable. I’ve already accounted for a half dozen airborne particles that would harm them.”
“What about us?”
“We’re going down there?” she exclaimed.
“Not all of us.”
There was a brief pause during which, he imagined, she might have been silently voicing her worry for him. “Radiation,” she said finally. “Ultraviolet is far too high, for one. Also some radiation produced by them. Communication, I guess. Will interfere with our exocortices.”
“So nothing deadly.”
“Not immediately,” she said, somewhat primly. “What are you hoping to find down there? You know better than to try to walk into a place that hasn’t had a first-contact experience.”
“I think they have,” Jase said. “With slightly customized Chideans. Zio, what was the complement of the Kasant mission?”
“Two hundred and twenty-six.”
“Do you have a visual of the locals on the planet?”
A hologram appeared before them, stuck halfway in the lab counter until Jase stepped away from it. Naka, beside him, muttered an oath. “They sure look at lot like Chidis,” he said.
Jase let the image spin slowly before them. Bipedal, like all of them, upright, multijointed. Much of the male’s body was covered in hair, like Tenzo’s visible bits. And like Tenzo, it either had no exocortex or its species had not yet invented them. It seemed heftier than and not as smooth-featured as the Chideans, and there were remnants of claws on its short fingers. Creating a disguise by tweaking a few genes would not have been a difficult achievement for the Chideans. “Furry thing, isn’t it?” he said, watching the excitement on Tenzo’s face as he prattled with Zio. “What’s he saying, Zio?”
Zio abridged what was surely a longer conversation: “He wants to meet them.”
“No doubt! Not so sure the rest of us will fit right in, though.”
“Jase,” Ranael said. “I’ve found nothing to indicate that there has ever been any first contact. We haven’t got through the languages yet but, so far, this species seems to consider itself to be unique and superior on this planet. As is usually the case in places like these. If there are Chideans down there, they’ve not announced their presence.”
Jase nodded, mostly to himself. First contact was not in their contract. Dangerous, messy, and entirely too far out of their realm of expertise. “Zio, have you found Chidean DNA?”
“Yes, Jase.”
“Where? How many survived?”
“Unknown. I’ve located nearly eight thousand individuals so far, but we have scanned only one-fifth of the planet.”
“Eight thousand!” Naka snickered. “Looks like your people have been doing a bit of breeding, Mister Tenzo.”
“Would you like me to translate that?”
“No.”
“These are not just Chidean,” Zio continued. “They are technically hybrids.”
“What are you saying?” Naka looked at the stasis chambers as if with new eyes. “They bred with the locals?”
Jase tapped the gene gun. The suspicion that had wormed its way into the back of his mind didn’t seem so far-fetched now. “Nothing so mechanical, I think.” He turned to Aga Tenzo. “Translate directly, Zio,” he said before addressing their sponsor. “The Kasant expedition wasn’t just exploring the rifts, were they? This is no coincidence. They knew this planet had evolved a compatible species.”
Tenzo glanced from him to Ocia and back again. “Yes.”
“They didn’t run out of fuel. There was no distress call. They meant to come here.” Jase gazed at the mute containers of frozen life, perhaps no longer entirely Chidean, waiting for someone to wake it. “This was some attempt at colonization.”
“A successful one,” Naka murmured.
“And you’re here to find that out, Tenzo,” Jase added when Tenzo said nothing. “To see if they were able to survive down there. Even if it meant altering themselves to blend in. Isn’t that right?”
“Why would they do that?” Ocia said.
Tenzo finally raised his hands in a sweeping gesture. “Chidea U Bann is a dying world. We will bring our people here. Kasant was to prepare the way for us and to develop the gene therapies we need to undertake before landing. They served as a vanguard to seed the planet with our people, to learn how to live here.” He looked away from Ocia’s furious expression to appeal to Naka, who just looked curious. “We feel that we belong here. This planet has produced our mirror selves. Look at them! We’re not here to create hybrids. We will make them better. Think of this as of a…a metamorphosis.”
“And what of the people down there?” Ranael said. “The ones who belonged there first? Kasant’s presence will have changed everything. Changed their evolution.”
Tenzo shrugged again, angrily this time. “Out of necessity. The Kasant group did not share our technology with them. They built the lab up here to keep it safe. But those who went to the surface would have had knowledge far beyond that of the locals. It was to help them develop more quickly. We will need landing sites and power sources that don’t exist now. And leaders among them who will ease our arrival. That, too, is evolution.”
Jase crossed his arms. “Then we’ll let them evolve without us,” he said, angry at having the entire company dragged into this. “We are not going down there. We’ve done some questionable things for fun and profit, but I’m not making this crew part of some planetary takeover. That belongs to ancient history.” He signaled Ocia to keep a careful eye on the Chidean. “Zio, delete whatever Mister Tenzo just downloaded from the system.”
“That research belongs to us!” Tenzo exclaimed. “I have to report back to my people.”
“Then hire someone else. This isn’t what I signed up for. We’ll return your fee.” Jase saw an objection on Ocia’s face. “Minus the transport expenses.”
“My people will not stand for this!”
Jase didn’t need Ranael’s intuition to recognize the desperation on the man’s face. He smiled grimly. “Your people don’t know, do they? Why hire a private prospecting outfit? Explorers do, even scientists do. But not governments trying to keep their species alive. You have a fine fleet.” He raised his arms to encompass the lab. “This experiment is still a secret. You think the end result will justify the means of achieving it.”
“How we operate—”
“I have located the last of the ships, Jase,” Zio interrupted, startling all of them.
“What?”
“On the surface. Not operational. The Kasant AI is there as well.”
“Active?” Ocia gasped. “On the planet?”
“Only the transponder is active. I’ve compared its output to the signature provided by Mister Tenzo.”
“Good God,” Ranael whispered.
“Back to the ships,” Jase said, heading for the exit. “Zio, pinpoint the exact location of the ship and the AI.”
The others hurried after him, past the startled Chidean who was only now receiving the news from Zio.
Jase didn’t bother to listen to any reply he might have to the revelation that the brain of the entire Kasant mission was possibly in the hands of an alien species. “Naka, you and Senda ready your ships for takeoff—we’ll join you once we’re geared up. The nav-ship will stay up here. I don’t want another AI getting lost. “Ranael, are you there?”
“Where would I be, if not here?”
They slipped through the half-open exterior door and hurried to their ships. “We need you with us on this. Zio, see if you can find out who the AI is tied to, if anyone.”
“That model is fairly autonomous,” Zio replied. “As long as it detects Chidean brain waves, it’ll operate.”
“Can it detect any of these eight thousand you’ve found so far?”
“No. They would have to be in close proximity.”
“I’m guessing it is where the ship is. Maybe when they were done up here they took the last ship down, and the AI with it.” Jase nodded to Ranael when they entered the bridge and then looked up at the ceiling. “When you said that the AI wasn’t available, you could have said it was gone. That’s not the same thing, you know.”
“Noted, Jase,” Zio said.
Jase studied the display wall, which showed the dizzying viewpoints of several probes searching the planet. They seemed to be honing in on a flat, arid region devoid of populations. At least, wherever the Kasant crew had decided to land their ship, they had done so away from the locals. He reflected briefly that landing in a deep body of water would have been a wiser choice, given this planet’s primitive technology.
“If they abandoned the moon base, their studies must be complete,” Aga Tenzo said behind him through Zio, reminding them of his presence. “They will have joined the indigenous species to await our arrival. They were to leave the AI up here and destroy the ship.”
Jase did not turn to look at him. “Obviously, they did not.”
“There is no intention to harm the locals. Only to prepare them.”
“That AI has a self-contained power supply to last thousands of years. If someone down there manages to open it, it will poison the entire population. Pray to your gods that there are some of your people down there who still understand who you are.”
“What do you mean?”
When Jase did not reply, Ranael spoke. “They may have left a…a gatekeeper of sorts. Guides. People who know how to keep the AI safe. Perhaps to be used later, when they are ready for such a tool.”
“For such a weapon,” Jase amended. “They have barely left their own surface. Imagine what they’d do with the AI’s computing power, even without a database to give it meaning.”
“This was not our intention!”
“So it would seem,” Ranael said. “So far, I’ve not found any indication that the natives are aware of the Chidean presence, or at least it’s not common knowledge. But there are rumors of others.”
“What sort of rumors?”
“I’m not sure. There is so much information. This planet holds many species and some are distrustful of others. Fearful. Like on many worlds, they compete for space and other resources. So there is much disagreement. But they have started to look to the skies in fear.”
Ocia shrugged. “Ancient gods, probably.”
“Perhaps.” Ranael smiled. “Very likely, actually. There are references that make more sense now. I’ll have Zio pull them together, but my guess is that the Chideans have been here more than once. Perhaps over hundreds of years.”
“Scouting,” Jase said. “Checking up on their creation.” He kept his eyes on a screen showing little more than desert, afraid he might get the urge to strangle Tenzo. Or Ocia, for that matter. None of this had seemed right from the start. “We will inform others of what you have done here, Tenzo. They won’t let you bring your people here. They will send guards to that gate stop you.”
“Why do you care!” the Chidean raged. “This has nothing to do with you. People migrate, people colonize. Such is life.”
Jase looked over to Ranael, who regarded him calmly, her gentle smile telling of her approval and agreement. He doubted Ocia was currently smiling. She’d be the one to explain the lack of full payment to the boss. “That planet already has a colony. We have learned from our past.”
“What about our future? How dare you interfere?” When Jase didn’t bother to answer, Tenzo turned to Ranael, but she simply returned to her work on the incoming data. At last, the Chidean stormed from the bridge.
“We are interfering,” Ranael said to the silence that followed. “If we stop the Chideans, those who are left down there could suffer. Someday, the people will discover DNA. Or find the moon base. And they’ll track down the hybrids among them. That may not go well for anyone.”
Ocia made a scoffing sound. “They’d better start breeding like mad, then.”
“Zio,” Jase said, unwilling to ponder Ranael’s suggestion. “Please monitor Mister Tenzo from here on. Let me know if he goes anywhere but his cabin. He’s not to communicate with anyone once we get back into home space. We’ll take him to the Powers.”
“Understood, Jase.”
“There’s an easier way,” Ocia said.
Jase furrowed his brow. She had a thoughtful look that he didn’t like. “What way?”
“Leave him here. Get rid of him. Let them think his mission failed. That the Kasant mission failed.”
He heard Ranael’s small gasp. “They’ll just send someone else.”
“It’ll buy time. There will be war over this,” Ocia said. “If his people are desperate, they won’t be stopped from coming here. This planet has no defenses. We’ll end up having to guard these people until they can defend themselves or someone gets tired of it.”
She was right. Probably. Their history was filled with bitter wars, and sometimes entire planets were lost to the conquerors. Some prospered. Many didn’t. He glanced at Ranael. She stood in wide-eyed silence, shocked by Ocia’s suggestion, but as always unwilling to insert herself into the endless push and pull of their contentious relationship.
A long, silent moment ticked by before he shook his head. “We’re explorers for hire. Prospectors. Maybe we’re also smugglers at times, but we are not murderers. I left the military for a reason and so did you, Ocia. We’re going to try to grab the AI and then we’re getting back home before breakfast, like you promised, to make our report. Let the Powers figure this out among themselves.”
Ocia’s icy glare was well practiced but had long ago ceased to have any effect on him. She backed down. “So are we keeping the AI, at least? If we can get it wiped and sold on Duoro, it’ll pay for this trip.”
“Damn right we’re keeping it.”
* * *
“That’s it down there.”
Jase checked their coordinates once again and then looked up at the screen. Naka, sitting at the helm beside him, eased the ship down toward the sprawl of buildings surrounded by scrublands. They had come in silently, two ships in the dark, their shielding too slippery for any of the planet-bound scanning and tracking systems. He supposed that someone out here, looking up into the sky, might have noticed their vague shadows hovering in the night. Or watched them seemingly disappear again, their movement too fast to track with the eye.
“Why am I not surprised to find the AI so heavily guarded?” Ocia said, scanning the perimeter of what looked like the sort of bunkers they had seen in other places. “There is a warren of tunnels beneath all that. Fortified.”
“We can get through that?” Jase said.
She waved a long-fingered hand as if nothing they saw here was of any consequence.
“Can you do this without shooting anybody?” Ranael, still strapped into her seat behind them, asked.
Ocia glanced at the woman with a hint of a sneer. “As long as no one gets in my way, sure.”
Jase turned as well. “We have little choice, Ran. I don’t think they’ll have any way to stop us. There is nothing down there that can harm us without causing a whole lot of damage to their own people. There’s no reason to hurt anyone.” Ocia pretended not to notice that his words were directed at her as well.
Ranael glanced at Ocia. “Let’s hope so,” she mumbled.
The drones had done their job. The Kasant AI was located here, below ground, transmitting little more than a thread of a signal. Zio—their own, more advanced system—stayed safely on the moon, its signal amplified by a nearby drone and picked up by their exocortices. The interference that was currently frustrating the ground-based scanners affected them too, but they had covered their heads with protective hoods that matched their tight grey body suits.
Minute filters inserted into their nasal passages sufficed down here, and none of them carried visible weapons. It made all of them feel absurdly naked, but Ranael hoped to present them as unthreateningly as possible. The locals would likely not comprehend the firepower of their ships, and it would take only a thought to enable their individual shields if the need arose.
“Here we go, friends,” Naka said.
Before they had even touched down, a surge of people emerged from the buildings, some of them clearly armed. Judging by the raised voices and arm-waving, Jase guessed that no one here had been prepared for the visitors dropping from the sky into their yard.
“Look at them all,” Ocia said, amused. “They really do look an awful lot like Chideans.”
As they had planned, Jase, Ranael, Ocia, and two of Senda’s crew emerged from their ships without fanfare, closing the gates before anyone thought to even take a look inside the airlock.
Jase had no intention of indulging in proper first-contact ceremonies with these people. He led the others toward the building Zio had recommended, not surprised when some of the tall natives stalked toward them, as lumbering and stiff as Aga Tenzo, who was still sulking in his cabin on the moon.
“Are you detecting any of those Chidean hybrids here, Zio?” Jase transmitted to the AI as he raised his hand in what they believed to be a greeting. A small patch on his palm sampled the air.
“Yes, Jase. Three at least. There may be more below ground but I cannot probe that deeply. The stout male without hair on his head to your left. Also the one beside him in the blue clothing.”
By now they were surrounded by people dressed alike in colors as drab as the desert, guns aimed at the visitors. Ranael stepped forward. “Please let us pass,” she said after signaling Zio to translate via a speaker embedded in her exocortex.
There was an astonished silence, and then one of the people before them spoke, saying something in a harsh voice that made clear his objection to her request. Zio had to fill in a few patches and omit some phrases, but the language it had learned was sufficient.
Ranael looked up at the tall native. She hid her fear well, Jase thought, but then it wasn’t likely that this person would interpret her expression anyway. She turned to the broad-shouldered male Zio had pointed out. “We know who you are. You have something that doesn’t belong here. We have come for it.”
The hybrid glanced at the other, looking nervous and perhaps a little angry, if their experience with Tenzo’s people allowed them the comparison. After a moment, Zio translated his words. “We can’t let you.”
“You have no choice,” Ocia said, already impatient with this palaver.
“Who are you?” the hybrid said, his voice thin. “Why are you doing this?”
“That doesn’t matter. But we are watching you. You—”
“Zio, cease translation,” Ranael snapped.
“Understood.”
“Tell them nothing!” Ranael said to Ocia. “They don’t need to know. Let’s be gone and let others handle this.”
“Agreed,” Jase said. He activated his shield and took a step forward. “Stay together, just keep walking.”
One of the men aimed at his chest when he moved to walk between them. Someone else shouted something. A man reached out to grasp Ranael’s arm, which slipped out of his grasp as if oiled. More shouting.
It did not take long before someone fired a projectile weapon. The bullet glanced off Ocia’s shield and struck the ground beside someone’s foot. Jase’s small group moved steadily forward, untouched by the attempts to stop them. Uncaring of the live fire. Unstoppable by hands and fists. When another bullet deflected from Jase into a man’s leg, someone apparently gave the order to cease fire.
Now three hulking males blocked their way into the broad entrance door of the building.
“Ocia,” Jase said. “Just demonstrate. Nothing more.”
She bit back a grin and touched the emitter at the tip of her finger, briefly unshielded, to a man’s leg. He screeched, surprised by the sudden pain, and collapsed on the ground, twitching. More shouting erupted when the others jumped aside. When Ocia turned toward the small crowd behind them, the Chidean hybrid among them made himself heard above the din.
“Translate, Zio,” Jase said.
They listened to a somewhat-garbled interpretation, but the meaning was clear. The man, perhaps some sort of leader, urged the others to stand down. Grudgingly, the men backed off, but guns remained fixed on the newcomers. Jase almost expected Ocia to buzz another one of them just to make her point, but she kept her fingers to herself.
“Tell them to stay out of our way,” he said to the man. “You know they can’t stop us. It is not our intent to hurt anyone.”
The Chidean regarded him warily, then looked back at the two ships crouching in the gloom behind them like some mythical menace come to life. “You’ve come for the ship?” he said, his voice barely audible.
“Just a part of it,” Jase replied. Aided by Zio, he managed the door’s locking mechanism, and they stepped into the building. The hybrid and two others followed after motioning their people to back away. The ship’s parts would be useless without the AI. Before any of these people learned enough from the design to replicate a useful power source, the Chideans would be standing at their gate, ready to take their world from them.
“Zio, monitor their movements and make sure they don’t find a way to barricade us in here,” Jase said after they had traversed harshly lit corridors and several stairways. Zio’s signal suffered from the layers of rock and metal that made up the underground installation, and each step down seemed like a descent into a tomb. They met no one along the way; perhaps the people who staffed this place had been ordered away.
Ocia snickered. “With what? There is no security here to speak of. No cohesive network, not even electronics. Brawn, bricks, guns is all they have.”
“It’s in here,” Jase said finally, pointing at a door.
The hybrid, silent during their descent, moved to open it for them. Jase wondered if his earlier manipulation of the locks had broken something.
They entered a storage room, or perhaps a workshop. Jase peered into the dim, cavernous space. No one waited here for them. Equipment and pieces that seemed to belong to planes and other airships cluttered massive shelves and had been collected in piles everywhere, leaving space between them for people to get around. Zio’s interpretation of their hidden scanners led them to a heap of twisted metal.
Ranael gasped. “They crashed?”
The hybrid nodded. “On their last trip here from…from up there. We believe it was done on purpose. The fire consumed much of it.”
“Did they survive?”
“We found no…no bodies. If they lived, they did not stay with the wreck.”
Jase prodded a shred of a tail section with his foot. This, then, confirmed it. These hybrids were experiments, never meant to leave this place again, serving only to support Chidean theories. For how many generations had the mission experts visited to inspect their progeny, perhaps to cut one or two of them up to see how their bodies fared in this environment? And did this person know? How much did any of them know? He ached to ask them; this man seemed to be one of the gatekeepers Ranael had assumed would be here. But this was beyond his skills and experience. He said nothing.
“What did you come for?” the hybrid said to Ocia, who was inspecting a jumble of parts on a long counter.
After a little rummaging, she held up a diamond-shaped object, rounded on one end and somewhat spongy to the touch. “This.”
“What…what is it?” he said. “We’ve not been able to identify it.”
“Piece of art,” Ocia said and marched past him back to the door.
* * *
Brigadier General Malcolm Groves barely waited until the jeep delivering him from the airfield came to a halt before the administrative bunker of the base. Leaping from the vehicle, he ignored the salutes of the personnel who got in his way and strode past the startled secretary sitting outside Colonel Farrow’s office.
“Farrow!” he barked when he entered without knocking.
The sight that met him was not what he had expected. With a quick look over his shoulder, he slammed the door to the hall.
Glenn Farrow sat behind his desk, uniform jacket carelessly unbuttoned, a cigarette smoldering in the brimming ashtray before him. His slack-jawed stare was on a calendar across the room. The corner of the June page moved listlessly in the current of a desktop fan, revealing and hiding Marilyn’s glorious legs as it oscillated.
“Glenn?” Groves said. He noticed a half-empty bottle of booze on the cabinet behind the officer. “Dammit, what’s gotten into you? Report.”
Farrow turned his head. “Damage control’s under way. We’ve moved personnel. Sanitized the landing area. Destroyed all recordings. This didn’t happen.”
The general frowned. “What about the men?”
“Do you want to know?”
Groves started to say something and then just exhaled sharply. He shook his head. “Do you think they found the Luna site?”
Farrow’s pale eyes traveled to his. “We didn’t even see them coming. Of course they saw it. For all we know they’re living up there right now.” His listless fingers spun a piece of paper on his desk. “They are watching. So they said.”
“Did they say how many there were? What they wanted, other than that rubber thing?”
“They said nothing. But they know who we are. And don’t seem happy about it.”
Groves sighed. “We need to regroup. We can deal with this. I’m flying on to Langley to report. Did you get any photos of them?”
The colonel looked down and then pushed the piece of paper toward the general, turning it as he did so. “This is their leader. At least we can pick them out of a lineup if they come back.” He thought about this. “When they come back.”
Groves whistled under his breath as he studied the drawing of the aliens that had come to visit. Thin and grey, with arms reaching nearly to their knees, their slight bodies looked as if they would have a hard time supporting their massive, hairless heads. It was the eyes, even in this crude sketch, which caught his attention. Dark and flat, they seemed to mock him, taunt him, with a promise.



A Word from Chris Reher
Little grey aliens have been portrayed for far too long as malevolent, anal-probing little troublemakers. So when I wanted to write a story about an alien invasion on Earth, I decided to make them the good guys (not perfect, just good – I can’t say my protagonists are ever perfect), thwarting the efforts of those who are the true inspiration of the alien conspiracies us humans have invented.
When coming up for a reason for this invasion I felt truly stumped. Why, really, would any alien species want to come here and remain undetected? We now know this planet, wobbling in its Goldilocks zone, isn’t unique in this galaxy. Chances are that there is life, intelligent life, out there but why would they bother with us? Indeed, I had run head-first into Fermi’s Paradox.  Where is everybody? Or are they, like some think, already living among us?
The only reason that any advanced alien civilization would bother with the lot of us that truly made sense to me is the same reason that we, simple Earthlings, will someday want and need to move to a new world. Invaders in a new land, too desperate to worry about the locals’ opinion of it all. We’ve been there, done that. Maybe someone will stop us this time.
I love to hear from my readers, to know what you think of my tales. Please visit my website at www.chrisreher.com to find out more about my adventures on the other side of this galaxy where few humans ever go.



Symbiont Seeking Symbiont
by Jennifer Foehner Wells
Population Count External to Target #987,346,230,221,783,981
ALLUS JENSON DIDN’T KNOW a damn thing about engineering, or plumbing, or kinetic fusion…or whatever. It didn’t really matter. Something was wrong with the ship, and she sure as shit wasn’t going to be the one to fix it. She was the medic/accountant/sometime janitor/pretty face that closed deals/communication officer/cook. Everyone multitasked. She did enough.
The inside of the ship was tight. When Penks bitched at her for being in the way, she said, “Fuck that!” and decided to wander around outside.
Cledus, the mech, was stimming through all his sleep cycles to fix the ship so they could get off this rock. Vivie Penks knew what all the tools and bits and pieces were, so she was playing gopher for him. She was probably hoping to impress the captain or get into the mech’s pants so she could take a better percentage on the next job. Rewah, the captain and owner, was sick as a dog and hooked up to life support to sleep it off. He’d gotten a bad piece of shizrath or something.
Allus Jenson was bored out of her freaking mind.
They’d put down in an unpopulated part of a backward planet in hopes that the local authorities wouldn’t notice them while they hurried through repairs. It was a wasteland. Mostly sand with a few large rocks scattered across the landscape. Orange and blah as far as the eye could see. Kinda pretty in its way. If you happened to like dry heat and barren desolation.
She chucked off her boots, so she could feel the sand between her toes, and took off. The gravity felt wonderful pulling on her muscles after weeks of zero-g travel in a busted-up ship. After a while, though, her calves ached from walking in the sand.
She didn’t want to get lost and give Penks any more reason to complain about her. It was hot, and she was starting to sweat, so she decided to sit down beside a boulder and enjoy the simple pleasure of sun on her skin. She pushed her long dark hair up into a makeshift bun and stripped off her sweaty synthhide jacket to let the sunshine kiss her ghoulishly white shoulders. She rolled up her suedesilk pants until her knobby knees were exposed to the sky.
It wasn’t every day she got to sunbathe. Sunlight was good for the body. Everybody knew that. It made vitamins in a person’s skin and stuff. Well, at least for humans. Sure, it was hot and dry, but she was used to hardship and she’d brought some water and a power bar.
She popped a nubbin in each ear and turned on some music with her pocket tab. Cledus would signal when he was done, so she might as well kick back. Lulled by the music and the warmth of the sun, she soon slid into the sand and relaxed into a doze.
Population Count External to Target #694,239,109,873,228,063
Allus started awake when her leg kicked out. Something had tickled her left foot. There hadn’t been a single animal in sight when she’d fallen asleep. She pulled up her leg, brushing away the sand on her foot to examine it more closely. She couldn’t see anything. It kind of itched and burned. She rubbed it a little and looked around groggily.
A chill ran down her spine. She shuddered, but she wasn’t sure why.
She checked her pocket tab. Nope. Nothing.
Then she noticed her skin was pink. It felt warm and tight. She might have overdone the sun.
Mirx.
She shrugged. She’d walk back. This place was giving her the creeps anyway.
She was slowly getting her feet under her when the sand next to her began to shift.
Allus scrambled on top of the rock she’d been leaning against, pulse pounding in her throat. The sand built higher, filling out and shifting through various animal shapes that she only knew from nursery books: a rabbit, a strange looking bird, a super-sized caterpillar…? Then it took on the shape of a small mammal. A cat, maybe? She’d never seen one of those legendary Earth beasts in person. They were reputed to be cuddly. They were also fricking expensive and had to be fed.
She was torn between wanting to run and wanting to see what would happen next. On one hand, bad things tended to happen to unsuspecting people on weird planets. On the other, telling a really good story could get a pretty girl free drinks or stims in bars at certain ports of call.
Allus chewed her lip and decided to stay put and see what would happen next. If things got too weird, she’d bolt.
When it started talking, she nearly fell off the rock.
“Greetings!” It didn’t just say the word—it effused it. Its face broke into a grin wider than any grin had any right to be, stretching its catlike face sideways in a cartoonish way.
Damn. That’s weird. It seemed to be made of a glimmering mound of shifting sand with a translucent, fluid look about it—and it never stopped moving, even when it was still.
Allus looked back the way she’d come. Her meandering footprints in the sand left a trail to follow. She could bust her ass and get back to the ship in just a few minutes.
That’s what I should do.
Her heart whumped in her chest. She turned back to the…sand…thingy. “Hey,” she said, affecting nonchalance as best she could from her perch on top of the boulder. For fuck’s sake, she wasn’t a xenophobe. She’d done it with a Blue Barklax, after all. For all she knew she was making first contact with an unknown species. That didn’t happen so often anymore. She could get a lot of mileage out of a story like that.
It glided closer to her rock and peered up at her. She scooted out of its reach. She wasn’t stupid.
It said, “You are a fine specimen. You will do nicely. We want to be with you.”
Her brow scrunched up.
The swarmy-sand-thingy wasn’t really talking. Its “mouth” was moving, but there wasn’t anything working inside there. That was just for show. It was projecting thoughts into her head. That wasn’t terribly unusual. She’d met people who communicated that way before. But she’d never heard of a creature like this.
Allus brushed her hair back from her face so she could see the creature better. “Okaaaaaaay…what are you, exactly?”
“We are a symbiont seeking symbiont. We are so happy you have come to apply!”
Allus squinted at it. This was getting weirder by the minute. “Apply? No. Just passing through. What’s a symbiont?” She knew damn well what a symbiont was but she wanted to hear what it would say.
It said, “You would classify us as prokaryotic microorganisms.”
“Bacteria?”
“Oh! You’ve heard of us! That’s wonderful! Let’s join! We will be so happy!”
It slid closer to the rock and morphed, elongating its body and neck until it was reaching out to one of her feet in a long arc—as though it would give her foot a kiss, or maybe take a bite out of her. Its face looked blissful, though smaller, still with that extra-wide, close-lipped smile.
Allus swung her leg up and put it under her, just out of the creature’s reach. She pulled herself into a crouch on top of the rock, poised to run if she needed to. She shook her head slowly. “No, I don’t think so.”
The swirling, sandy face fell back into a puddle, then reformed into the original cat. It drooped a bit. “Are you sure? We are so much more than your everyday pedestrian bacteria. Aren’t you curious about what we bring to the party?”
Allus shook her head, perplexed. A giant talking wad of shape-shifting sentient bacteria? This was going to make one weird-ass story. She was going to get allllllllll the drinks at the next tavern they hit. “How are you different? Aside from, well—” she gestured at the glimmering cat, “—the moving and talking business.”
“Great question! We were originally engineered to target and treat malignancies, but though we exceeded the scientists’ every expectation, that wasn’t really our thing. Then we became something new. Isn’t that wonderful?”
“Sure. So, hey—quick question. How come I haven’t heard about a bacterial-based cure for cancer over the galactnet, then?”
The cat rippled with a shrug. “Oh, we don’t really enjoy hanging out inside sick people. That’s no fun. They never do anything. You appear to be quite healthy. You probably have an exciting life. Do you travel? We like that.”
Allus frowned.
The cat kept talking. “Did you know that your cellular composition is only ten percent genetically you? The remaining ninety percent is bacterial.”
Allus’s frown deepened. She cocked a brow at the creature. “Yeah. Everyone knows that. That’s not news.”
The cat went on, ignoring Allus’s comment, its tone becoming more and more persuasive. “The relationship between macro and micro is as old as time itself. We colonize your skin and digestive tract—you give us a home. In return, we boost your immune system, protect you from dangerous microorganisms, and assist with food digestion. Without us, you would need to consume thirty percent more nutritive substances. We give so much and take so little.”
She huffed. “Yeah, but those germs don’t talk.”
The sandy mass puffed up a bit and seemed marginally bigger. “You’re a very pretty girl, but we could make you prettier. We could make you irresistible.”
Allus raised a brow. That definitely got her attention, though she was almost certain it was some kind of ploy. She hadn’t been born yesterday.
Her left leg was starting to cramp. That same leg still tingled and itched. She warily eased it out from under her, flexing it and scratching at it absently. The back of her leg was wet with sweat where it had been folded back under her. The rock was radiating heat. Her water bottle had been empty for a while. She’d really like a drink. “And how exactly would you go about doing that?” she asked. Might as well hear the pitch.
It swung back around, swelling in size even more, the Cheshire grin plastered back on its swirling face. “Oh, we know the secrets of genes—of telomeres. We can make adjustments at the cellular level to optimize your health and well-being, extend your life, keep you a young and dewy beauty almost indefinitely. We’ve told you. We’re not just any bacteria.”
Allus blinked and stared at the pseudo-cat. “Yeah. I can see that,” she said dryly.
“You may call us Feles.”
“Howdy, Feles. Where are you from, exactly?”
“You do not wish to remain young and beautiful while your rivals wither and die?”
Allus wasn’t buying it. She shrugged. “Meh.”
“We can make you exceptionally strong.”
Allus canted her head to one side, doubtful.
“You will have ten times the strength you have now. We have only to optimize the ATP cycle within your large muscles’ mitochondria. It’s a simple matter of supply and demand. You need never feel fatigue again.”
Allus’s right foot contracted into a painful spasm. She longed to hop down and walk around a bit, but she didn’t trust her microbial sand buddy. Instead she dug her thumbs deep into the tight muscle of her instep to try to relax it.
“We could relieve that discomfort,” Feles said, peering at her sweetly, batting shimmering eyelashes at her. “We know how to release endogenous muscle relaxants, pain relievers, and the like.”
She began to wonder if Feles wasn’t onto something, then berated herself for being gullible. Her eyes narrowed. Wait a minute. That foot was the only part of her body Feles might have actually touched. Her skin still prickled just as it had when she had awoken from her nap.
Jeebus. She was as bad as a mark. Had it done something to her while she was asleep? She eyed the cat suspiciously.
“We can do many things for you: assess your nutrient status and suggest optimal supplementation, stabilize your mood, boost your pheromone levels to assist in attracting the opposite gender…”
Allus snorted. A cool gust blew her hair across her face, and she realized with surprise that the sun was low on the horizon. Night was falling. Though talking to the organism was entertaining, she knew staying out alone after dark on a strange planet was just plain stupid. “Sounds sweet and all, but I’m late for a date.” She swung her legs to the opposite side of the boulder.
Feles melted away into the sand without another word. Allus waited a moment, but it didn’t reappear. Some part of her was disappointed that the interaction was over, even though she knew she should leave. She sighed. “See ya.”
The desert was cooling off in a hurry. A breeze chilled her sun-pinked skin. She’d better get back. The synthhide jacket was thin. It wouldn’t offer much warmth, but she slipped it on and checked her pockets for her tab, nubbins, and so forth so that she wouldn’t leave anything behind. Still no note from Cledus.
She scooted to the edge of the boulder, smiling mischievously as she imagined herself telling this story to a bar full of eager listeners. She mused about how she could embellish it for best effect to optimize the number of free drinks she might garner and maybe, just maybe, if she played it just right, there would be a pretty girl to kiss on and play with at the end of the night. A nice firm body and soft lips. Mmmmm. Dreamy prospect.
Population Count External to Target #81,625,850,073,941,551
While she was daydreaming, her hand began to tingle as though it had fallen asleep. She shook it and looked down in time to see a glittery sheen disappear into her skin.
Her heart stopped.
She looked up to see Feles grinning at her just where her hand had been lying on the stone moments before. Its face hovered there at the end of a shimmering stalk originating in the sand below.
“We don’t think you’ve thought this through, Allus. Think of the advantages that enhanced muscular strength would give you in a bar fight. You can beat the shit out of anyone who looks at you cross-eyed. And no more hangovers. You can do as you please, without consequence. And the women. Think of the beautiful, smooth-skinned women with ripe, pert bodies that will be eager to bed you.”
Allus swallowed hard. Her mouth was dry. Her voice cracked when she spoke. “How do you know my name? How do you know…? What’s your setup here? I know what you’re doing and it’s not cool.”
The glittery feline face rose to hover eye to eye with her, close as a lover withholding a kiss. Its neck had elongated even more, forming a thin stem that curved up around the rock.
Allus held her breath and kept her lips clamped tightly shut.
Feles whispered, “We know you, Allus—inside and out. We are with you. We are you, now. Do you think we will just let you go, kitten? Before we’re done?”
Allus shook her head vigorously. “Oh, no you aren’t. No. Nope.” She fished her tab out of her pocket. Her hands shook as she tapped Cledus’s avatar and typed: SOS.
The feline face contorted in rage. “Stop this silly pretense and give us what we want. We’re not going to be entombed on this rock forever.”
Allus nearly dropped the tab. Why didn’t I bring a weapon? I’m a fool.
She leapt from the stone shelf into the sand and took off at a dead run back to the ship.
She didn’t get more than three steps before she pitched forward into the sand.
“Mirx!” she bellowed, slamming her fists down. She pushed herself up slowly and looked around for what had tripped her. Her foot had hit something solid, but there wasn’t anything but sand for meters in every direction. “What the…?”
Population Count External to Target #2,348,239,108,364,872
She felt suddenly very afraid and very alone. Her limbs were tense. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears. She swallowed hard and got to her feet. “Come on, Cledus. I need you now…”
Population Count External to Target #752,921,430,239,004
She heard the cat’s voice in her head. “Don’t go. We have so many opportunities to discuss. It’s a shame you’re making this so hard.”
Gooseflesh raised on Allus’ arms. She looked around for the cat. It could be anywhere. “Feles?”
She lifted her foot to take a step forward. Feles rose up out of the sand just where she was about to place that foot. She lost her balance in the shifting sand and fell back on her rump, jarring her right elbow hard.
Population Count External to Target #334,678,302,109,578
Feles came very close and reached out to her, its limbs dissolving as they made contact with her skin. The form of Feles diminished in size as shimmering sheets enveloped Allus’s bare legs.
Until only the face of Feles remained, just above her calves.
And then, only its smile.
Population Count External to Target #18,890,349,175,279
Allus scrambled back, kicking and flailing in the sand, trying to shake it off, kick it off, scrape it off. It itched and tickled and burned enough to drive her mad. As she did so, Feles continued to speak. “We can be anything together, become anything you can imagine. If you want to be green, you can be green. If you want to be taller, it will take some time, but we can do that too.”
“No! I don’t want any of it. Leave me be!”
Population Count External to Target #568,230,917,341
She raked at her legs with her nails. Feles was jacked into her head, the voice becoming stronger and stronger despite her struggles. “If you want to change your hair color, your scent, your basal metabolism, we will do it together. If you want to secrete a poison to eliminate an enemy, it is just a simple biochemical process away…”
Population Count External to Target #9,873,471,028
She shrieked when she realized that her attempts to scrape the microbes off her legs had only transferred the horrid germs to her hands and arms. She fell back, gasping. She held her right arm in front of her face and watched as the volume of translucent creatures diminished quickly, seeping into her pores.
Population Count External to Target #64,012,763
Allus coughed. She was finding it hard to breathe through the panic. She was virtually paralyzed now. She’d lost control. This thing had ahold of her.
Population Count External to Target #399,102
“And the pleasure we will share. Think of it! All I need do is flood your synapses with dopamine reuptake inhibitors and your brain will be bathed in dopamine—the best high you have ever experienced in your life, carefully crafted from your own neurochemistry. Oh, Allus. This will be delicious.”
Population Count External to Target #0
Allus opened her eyes. It was just becoming light. She must have slept out here in the open. She didn’t know how much time had passed but that didn’t disturb her. She was pleasantly warm, and she luxuriated in the delightful contrast between the cool sand under her body and the warm breezes ruffling her hair over her face.
She felt fine—so good that she wondered if she’d had some kind of kronk-induced flashback and hallucinated that insane pseudo-cat. She smacked her lips. The horrible case of morning breath was no hallucination, that was for sure.
Allus heard someone calling her name.
She sat up, stretched, and hopped to her feet. As she came fully upright, she saw Vivie Penks stomping over a dune nearby with a sour look on her face. Allus waved at her and headed her way.
“Allus Jenson, you bitch!”
Allus came to a stop and blinked at Penks. “What’s the problem now, Penks?”
Penks tromped over. “Are you freaking kidding me? You’ve been AWOL for nearly twenty-four hours! What the fuck are you doing out here? Did you sleep out here?”
“I—” she started to answer but it just wouldn’t come out. Her brain was suddenly disconnected from her mouth. She stood there with her mouth hanging open, stammering as she tried to form words to describe what had happened to her.
A shiver ran down her spine.
Penks sneered at her. “We got your SOS and we’ve been walking all over the desert since sundown looking for you. For cripe’s sake, Jenson. Did you take the red pills or the blue pills?”
Allus tried again to form words and ended up dry-heaving, bent over, hands on knees, eyes watering. Panic rose inside her. Her whole body trembled with the need to tell Penks what had happened to her.
Penks rolled her eyes and slapped Allus on the back. “My money’s on blue. You should have stayed closer if you were planning to get high. Fucking idiot.”
Peripheral Target Exogenous Transfer #3,492
Allus’s back tingled where Penks had touched her. Had Penks hit her that hard? She rolled her shoulder and sniffed back snot and tears.
A murmuring voice purred inside her head, soft and warm and soothing, All will be well, kitten. Lean on your friend. She will help you back to the ship.
Allus froze.
She cringed. She didn’t want to do what it told her to do, but slipping her arm around Penks was easy compared to trying to speak. The bare skin on her forearm prickled where it met the uncovered skin of Penks’s neck and shoulder. She recognized that tingling feeling.
Peripheral Target Exogenous Transfer #17,907
Oh, fuck. She knew what was happening. She looked at Penks with undisguised horror, but then words came out of her mouth—words that she didn’t form in her own mind. “You’re such a good friend.”
Penks looked at her suspiciously but didn’t comment.
They began to walk back to the ship. Allus concentrated on touching Penks as much as possible.
She tried not to think.
Peripheral Target Exogenous Transfer #60,580
Penks shivered in Allus’s embrace. Her tone still sounded pissed, but softer. “I’m glad I finally found you. Cledus finished the repair and Rewah is out of sick bay and ready to go. We need to get the hell out of here. There’s a goddamn quarantine on this planet.”
“Oh?” Allus felt oddly like smiling. She managed not to, but just barely.
Just keep walking. Keep touching Penks. Don’t think.
“They’ve got some kind of predatory bacterial colony rampaging around the planet. Sounds completely fucked up. We don’t need to get mixed up in that.”
Peripheral Target Exogenous Transfer #79,531
Allus tried to answer, but instead doubled over, in a convulsive state somewhere between laughing and coughing.
Calmly now, kitten. Once we get past this early phase we will be so happy.
Penks’s brows drew together. “You okay, Jenson?”
Allus took a deep breath and shook her head. Feles spoke with her mouth. “Fine, I’m fine. Just a tickle in my throat. Thanks for asking. So kind of you.”
Cledus was standing outside the ship. He strode up to them.
“She was high,” Penks said wryly. “I think she still is.”
Feles made her smile like a loon. “Hey, Cledus.” She staggered forward and cupped her hand around his neck, making as much contact as possible. Her hand burned like the sun was inside it.
Secondary Peripheral Target Exogenous Transfer #35,098
He looked perplexed and pulled her hand away. He rubbed his neck like it felt weird. “Jenson.”
“I—I—I—” She was stuttering but maybe she could do it. She put every ounce of effort into controlling her mouth. She had to get it out.
She convulsed and fell to her knees, coughing.
Feles was trying to stop her. She couldn’t let it win.
“I nn-nn-nn-nn—eed.”
She strained her head up at an unnatural angle and forced her lips to say, “Gimme broad-spectrum antibi—” She wheezed. She was wracked with stabbing pain. She twisted her body, fighting for control, and fell into the sand. She whispered, “—otics. Antibioticssssssss.”
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The Immortals: Kronis Valley
by David Adams
If you expect the world to be fair to you because you are fair, you are fooling yourself.
That’s like expecting the lion not to eat you because you didn’t eat him.
— Ancient Eris Proverb
Kronis Valley
40 miles from New Panama
World of Polema
December 11th
2227 AD
WHEN I THINK BACK to ancient Earth, I think about every terrible thing that happened before humanity travelled to the stars. All the wars we ever fought. All the violence. The hate. The petty squabbles over meaningless ideological differences, for resources, or for power. Or for even stupider reasons.
“INCOMING!”
We hadn’t changed a bit.
An Earthborn missile hit our bunker with the howl of an angry ghost. Private Latika Sandhya grabbed my shoulder and pulled me down as concrete dust rained around us. I grabbed my tac-helm, pulling it tight over my head. Small chunks of fallen ceiling plinked off. All around me, worried faces stared upward, praying the ceiling would not collapse.
The Immortals was just a name. We were flesh and blood. Humans.
“You okay, Caddy?” Sandhya snapped her bronze fingers in front of my face. “Hey!”
Maybe I’d been staring too long. I looked across, right into those dark brown eyes of hers. I smiled. She smiled back.
“I’m fine,” I said, letting go of my tac-helm and checking I wasn’t hurt. No blood. I sent a mental urge to my implants, asking for a health check. Apart from an elevated heart rate—I had nearly been missiled to death, so that was hardly unexpected—everything seemed fine. “There wasn’t supposed to be this much resistance. Looks like Fleet Command screwed up again. What a goddamn surprise.”
In the distance I heard another explosion, followed by the hiss of dirt raining down onto Polema’s rich, verdant surface. The other bunkers were under attack as well. Ours had held. I could only hope the others had held too.
“Whatever gave you that impression?” she asked.
I checked my rifle for the ten billionth time. I hadn’t fired in hours; our enemies were phantoms, ethereal, moving in and out of cover. Sniping at us from range. So unlike the Earthborn, who seemed to favor charging into battle. There must have been non-clones fighting amongst them. “They said this was going to be a cakewalk.”
Sandhya peeked out of the thin slit, taking in the outside world. “Kind of good it isn’t, really. I forgot my walking shoes.” A barrage of machine-gun fire forced her head back in; the rounds screamed as they ricocheted off the exterior.
“You have special shoes for walking?” I paused. “Just for walking?”
“Yep, on Osmeon we do.” She always seemed to relax when we talked about home. “They’re gas. We have shoes for dancing, shoes for holovids…shoes for fucking.”
“Shoes for fucking?” I reached out and gave her backside a firm pinch. “I haven’t seen you wear those. What a beating.”
She punched me in the shoulder, an affectionate bump that bounced off my shoulder plate. “I didn’t bring those either,” she said, a playful smile dancing across her face. “You’re lucky there’s no officers around.”
We kind of had a…thing going. I didn’t know where it was leading, but the sex was nice. Osmeon women were particularly liberated. I’d been told this before but, before meeting Sandhya, I had not experienced it firsthand. It was not something I was used to.
I knew this thing was going to be a problem for me, going forward, but right now I cared only about the war and surviving until the end.
I risked a look through the slit in the bunker. Shadowy forms moved at the edge of my vision, where the trees began, using the thick trunks as cover. They were illuminated by the faint glow of something burning. I singled out a shape as it moved behind a large bush—I saw the bone-white uniform and the skull mask the Earthborn wore—and I lined up my rifle where they would appear if they stood up.
First shots of the day. I put three rounds downrange with a squeeze, then ducked back behind the barrier. I didn’t hear any screaming. No cries for a medic, either, from the others nearby. Most likely a miss.
“The Earthborn aren’t going to retreat anytime soon. We have to push.”
“Wait,” said Sandhya. “Let the bombers flush ’em out. If we win air superiority, they’re fucked.”
“If they win air superiority, we’re fucked.”
As usual, the modern war would be determined in the skies. It was always the way. The poor bloody infantry would fight and die in the shadow of almighty air power.
“We’re immortal,” said Sandhya, grinning a crazy grin that showed off all her teeth. “They’ll go running at the sound of our lion’s roar.”
A man wearing an officer’s uniform pushed open the door to the bunker. Lieutenant Samuel Golovanov.
“Immortals,” he said, gesturing to the two of us. “Ho.”
Sandhya and I stepped away from the bunker’s firing port and saluted. “Ho,” I said. “We’re holding tight, sir. I hope you’re here to tell us to advance.”
“Well,” said Golovanov, “I hope you bought your dancing shoes.”
“Actually, sir,” said Sandhya, “I was just saying I left mine back on Osmeon.”
Golovanov raised an eyebrow. “Dancing on Osmeon. That’s the kind where inbred nobles line up in squares, right?”
Sandhya’s smile soured. She glared at him, saying nothing.
“So what’s the word, Lieutenant?” I asked Golovanov, praying that Sandhya would keep her temper in check. If she spazzed out and struck an officer again, she would be a private until the day she died. If she was lucky.
Golovanov took off his hat and dusted it. It was baked in the same grime that stuck to everything. “No advancing orders yet, Corporal Caddy. Fleet’s heavily engaged. The Earthborn are fighting back harder than we anticipated.”
I knew why. Everyone did. “They want to hold the wood, sir. But if we can flush them out of those trees, there’s nothing but open road until New Panama. They’ll be fresh meat for the bombers.”
Golovanov nodded in agreement. “If they lose New Panama, they’re finished. They’ll have nowhere to run.” A light flashed on Golovanov’s visor, signaling an incoming communication. All eyes fell upon it. “Moment of truth, soldiers.”
I waited. The LT half-closed his eyes, listening to an unheard sound. Private communication; long range, surface-to-ship. I flicked my vision over to thermal; his skin was warmer than it should have been. He must have been talking to a woman. Erisians were like that; we liked our genders separate, our values traditional.
Who was this woman of the fleet? An angel come to deliver us from evil, or a she-devil come to drag us down to hell?
“Ladies and gentlemen…” Golovanov broke into a wide smile. “The skies are ours. Fleet’s beginning their attack run on the woods. It looks like the Independents aren’t going to pull back to New Panama, either. They’re going to try and hold their ground.”
There was a moment of shocked silence. The wood provided a lot of cover from small arms—and made targeting artillery hard—but once fleet got involved they’d bomb it from orbit using thermal-guided warheads. Nowhere would be safe.
This was more than a defeat. The Earthborn had pulled everything from New Panama to hold us here; this would be a massacre. Their invasion was finished.
“Then what are our orders?”
“Stand by,” said Golovanov, “and wait for retrieval. The Solitude’s Echo will be deploying landing craft once the operation’s complete, and I expect after that, the unit will be rotated back to your worlds of origin.”
“We’re going home,” I said, barely believing I was saying it. “We’re going home!”
Everyone erupted into wild cheering. Right on cue, in the distance, the rumble of falling ordnance beat like war drums in the night. Thumping, pounding, rhythmic.
We cheered. We cheered because the war was over. We cheered because we’d see our families again. Our homeworlds.
“We’re going home!”
Another flash on Golovanov’s visor. I was too giddy to care.
“Caddy,” he said, “take Sandhya and head out west, half a click. We got a couple of Earthborn surrenders. Put down any clones you find, bring back the officers for questioning. Collect weapons, take names, and prepare them for transport. They’ll be coming back with us.” He beamed like a kid given way, way too much sugar. “I’ll send you coordinates.”
Earthborn surrendering? It happened, rarely, but their defeat was total. We had expected so much more resistance. I was so relieved that we wouldn’t die I didn’t question our good fortune. I’d never been so enthusiastic to step out of an armored bunker in my life.
I should have been more cautious.
* * *
The farther we got away from the bunker, the more real the world became. We walked across bombed-out craters, wove our way around bunkers—some intact, some on fire, some completely burned out—and past occasional patrols. Interdictor gunships roared overhead, and in the distance, falling missiles splashed to ground in fiery blossoms, each explosion lighting up the night sky with lurid yellows and flashes of white. My ocular implant filtered most of the noise but it was still, in its own way, quite beautiful.
“Looking forward to going home?” Sandhya asked me, during a lull in the bombardment. She walked to my left, standard formation for a pair.
Of course, I wanted to say. I want to go home. To Eris. To Valérie and the kids. It’s all I’ve wanted this whole time; to fight so my two girls don’t have to grow up in a galaxy at war. So my wife can be safe.
It used to be so simple. Sandhya had…complicated things.
“Yeah,” I said, the most unconvincing lie I’d ever spoken. To whatever mess you’re going to make of all of that.
She knew. She looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “So that’s it, then? You just go back to Eris, and I go back to Osmeon, and what happens on Polema stays on Polema?”
“I don’t want us to lose contact,” I said. A flash lit up the ground and we paused for a moment, reflexively checking the origin before continuing on. “You and I…we’ve been through a lot.”
“So what? Is that what you want, us to just reminisce about the war? You go back to your wife, and I’ll write to you occasionally? Send encrypted holosnaps of my cunt? Oh, I know, we can meet up and shag once a year on Veteran’s Day! Just like old times.”
I wished I knew what to say to her. “I don’t know,” I said. “Look, can we talk about it later?”
“Later.” Sandhya looked away from me, her lip curling in disgust. “It’s always later. I’ll never understand monogamists. It’s a simple question: Do you like fucking me? Yes. Do I like fucking you? Yes. We like spending time together, and we express that desire physically. What’s the problem?”
“Marriage on Osmeon isn’t what it is on Eris,” I said. “You have, what, six husbands?”
“Seven,” she said. “Paperwork came through yesterday. And, for the record, two wives. They have several marriages themselves; Shamila took another wife six weeks ago.”
“Well, good for Shamila. On my world, we’re very traditional. It’s just one woman for one man. They don’t even allow two women, or two men, to get married there.” I held up a hand to cut off her question. “And of course, no, I don’t have a problem with, uh…all that.”
“Good,” she said, the very beginnings of that temper of hers slipping out. “Because I intend to marry more women after this is all done. And more men, too.”
I laughed. “Including me?”
For some reason, the very suggestion seemed to confuse her. “Actually,” she said, the distant rumble of falling bombs almost stealing her words. “I had…imagined you would come back with me to Osmeon. So yeah. Why not you?”
“I can’t leave Valérie,” I said. Another gunship thundered overhead, stealing our conversation for a time. We trudged on. “It wouldn’t be right.”
“What a beating.” Sandhya stepped over a rock. “Why not?” It was a simple question firmly stated. “You married Valérie. Fine. You swore to be hers and hers alone, but she’s a whole solar system away. Since we dropped on this world we’ve fucked so many times I’ve lost count. Whatever vow you made with her, it’s long broken. Time to move on.”
This was true enough that it hurt. “Maybe,” I said. “I…I don’t know. I had imagined everything would be okay when I got back.”
“Like you’d never met me,” she said, bitterness creeping in. “Like I didn’t exist.”
“Not quite like that.”
“Then you’d tell her about me?” Sandhya inclined her head, the corners of her mouth turned down. “Isn’t that a very bad thing?”
“I’d tell Valérie what she needed to know,” I said, climbing up over the lip of a bomb crater. “That you and I fought bravely, that the war took a lot of things from me. I’d say there was a lot I didn’t want to discuss, and then—”
“Contact,” said Sandhya, her rifle raised. She dropped to one knee, resting her rifle on the rim of the crater, her combat armor creaking as it settled. The change of topic was almost a mercy. I raised my rifle as well. I’d been too distracted; I put all other thoughts out of my mind.
Ahead were the three stone pillars that were, apart from the thick blanket of trees, the only landmark for kilometers. Four men—clone model 2 by their uniform—and a woman, an officer, all of them with their hands on their heads, all wearing the bone-white uniforms of the Earthborn. Their faceplates were painted like skulls.
Earthborn. Vermin who had spread to this world from another, trying to seize back what had been taken from them. We’d spent the last year fighting them. I should have noticed them sooner.
There were five of them. We were two. This was too many for us. I almost shot them all—Earthborn had done as much to our men and nobody would bat an eye—but I didn’t.
Why were the clones still alive? If their officers were laying down arms, they should have killed themselves long before we arrived.
The Earthborn didn’t like being taken captive.
“We surrender,” the woman called. She wore officer’s cufflinks. “The battle is lost. No more blood has to be shed this day.”
So formal. “On behalf of the United Confederate Colonies, I accept your surrender.” I lowered my rifle, offering Sandhya my hand.
Sandhya climbed up out of the crater, lowering her rifle as well. “Who is your commanding officer?”
“I am the highest-ranking survivor,” said the woman. She stepped forward, papers in her hands. “You’ll find everything here is in order.”
Paperwork? Battlefield surrenders were rarely so organized, Earthborn surrenders less so. I looked them over. None of them appeared wounded. Nor could I see their weapons. They were a fair distance from the wood; they might have seen the bombs falling, but from this distance it would be difficult to determine whether the ordnance was UAC or Earthborn.
“Where are your guns?” I called.
“To your left,” the woman said, pointing. I instinctively followed her finger to a pile of guns stacked neatly against a rocky outcropping.
And then someone shot Sandhya in the throat.
Trailing the round came the crack of its firing. Another whizzed past my ear. The Earthborn broke, running for their weapons. The officer pulled out a pistol.
Everything slowed down. Sandhya fell backward, clutched her neck. Her tac-helm fell off. She kicked and thrashed. Blood sprayed onto the black soil. A round struck my shoulder pad, wailing as it ricocheted off and flew into the night sky.
I grabbed her sleeve with one hand and began dragging her back into the crater. She tumbled down the side. I jammed my hand on top of hers.
“Keep pressure on that wound,” I said, hissing the words through my teeth.
She looked at me, nodded fiercely, and gurgled something I didn’t hear.
I put my rifle on the rim of the crater. Through my thermal scope I could see the Earthborn had scattered. As I watched, the red-white flower of a gunshot bloomed in my camera and a heavy round, like one from a sniper weapon, struck the ground in front of me, throwing up a cloud of dirt. I ducked back down below the lip. My implants sped up my heart and flooded my body with adrenaline, although to be perfectly honest my body was doing that just fine on its own.
“Corporal Caddy to Fleet Orbital, priority alert. Surrenders in section romeo-six-five mark kilo-niner-four are perfidious. We’re taking sniper fire from the pillars. Man down, I say again, man down. Request immediate medivac for a critical and orbital support. How copy?”
“Solid copy,” said the voice in my ear. “The marine Interdictor Wail of Widows is on station and will be moving to your location. Mark your location with green smoke, and paint hostiles with infrared markers.”
I raised my rifle up past the ridge and piped the video from the scope into my visor. A fusillade of gunfire splashed into the ground around me, nearly taking off my fingers, and a round smashed out the lens.
“Fleet, I’m not in a position to do that.” I kept pressure on Sandhya’s hands. She was stiller now, her breathing a wet rasp. The round had missed her jugular. What had it hit, though? All I could see was blood, in optics and thermals. “Just fucking kill everything that’s not me.”
“We can’t identify you,” said the Fleet officer. “Mark your location with green smoke.”
Green? Which one was green? What a beating. I snatched up my belt of smoke grenades, pulled out all the pins, and threw them all into the centre. A kaleidoscope of color poured out and began to rise. That would have to do.
“You’re going to be okay,” I said down to Sandhya. “You’re going to be okay.”
She nodded, her normally dark skin ashen. She tried to speak but I kept pressure on her wound.
“Okay,” I said, making a stab at what she was trying to ask me. “I’ll come back with you to Osmeon. We can have a big marriage, whatever you like. You and your other wives and husbands and whatever can be there, your pet dog, maybe your dog’s husband too, or whatever, I don’t care.”
She nodded again.
“You’re going to be fine. You’re going to be okay. Just hold tight.”
I put my rifle over the crater’s edge and held down the trigger, spraying a wide burst of automatic fire that had no chance of hitting anything. When the magazine ran dry I brought it back down, changed it with bloody hands, and repeated the process. When that ran dry I touched my tac-helm.
“Fleet, ETA on Wail of Widows?”
“They will be over you momentarily,” said the voice in my ear. In the distance, I could hear the whine of an engine, closing down on me. “They have your location. Prepare for medivac.”
“We’re going home,” I said to Sandhya. “We’re going home.”
A grenade fell into the crater.
It was a sphere, jet black and covered in nodules, the type the Earthborn used. A red stripe ran across the top indicating it was HE-frag. It was a simple weapon: a bundle of metal strips, crimped so that they would shatter into thousands of tiny shards, propelled to supersonic speeds by a core of explosives. Ten-meter kill zone. We called them Disco Balls. They made everyone get down.
The wicked thing rolled away from us, stopping less than a meter away from Sandhya’s boot.
I stared at it. Normally, grenades were avoided by moving away from them, or by closing your eyes and kissing your ass goodbye, but my training and my instincts had to be suppressed. I scrambled in the dirt, dropping my weapon and grabbing the device with my left hand. I rolled onto my knees and arched back my arm to throw it.
Right as it left my fingers, it exploded.
My ears rang. My face hurt. Somehow I ended up on my back, staring at the night sky, a world of ink full of stars, Polema’s moon shining bright down on all of us.
Pain.
A spotlight swept over the crater, followed by the underbelly of an Interdictor, missile bays open. It fired, twin streaks leaping away, impacting against the ground with near simultaneous blasts. Its plascannons and heavy MGs opened up, bathing the area in fire and light, and a rain of brass shells tinkled all around us.
Two marines rappelled down, ghostly outlines against the spotlight’s glow.
“We got you,” one said. “You’re going for a ride, buddy. Your own trip into space. Everyone’s gonna be jealous of you.”
I laughed. Just a little bit. The medic had the same tone that I’d used with Sandhya—he knew it was bad.
I looked across, to her, and I saw her lips were white. Her whole body was a sea of red flowers growing up in the gaps between her armor, and her face looked like shredded meat.
“We’re going to be okay, Latika,” I said to her, as the medics slid a needle into my arm and the world went away.
* * *
Deet. Deet. Deet.
Breathe in, breathe out. A respirator kept my breathing going. My ears were filled with an electronic representation of my heartbeat, and my eyes squinted through the white glare of shipboard lighting. Screens displayed information from my implants. I had always imagined waking up from a serious injury to be like it is in the holovids: the patient’s eyes flutter open, they take in a huge breath, suck in air, and awake with a jolt.
In truth, bringing me out of the coma was a process that took over a day, almost all of which I don’t remember. Just scattered pieces. It was more correct to say that I drifted in and out of waking, stuck in the barrier between dreams and reality.
Eventually, though, reality won, as it always did. My first memories of waking up were lost, a fleeting gossamer. I barely remember anything except the beeping. My whole body was covered in bio-gel bandages, chunks of goo plastered to my body and held in place with cloth. I was a sopping wet mummy in intensive care.
Deet. Deet. Deet…
A visitor broke the spell. Reminded me that this was real, not some dream or drug-fueled hallucination. A nurse, a short man with fuzzy dark hair whose features seemed a blur to me, came to fiddle with the equipment. With the visitor came a flash of memories.
We were under attack. The Earthborn had fired on us. Sandhya was hit.
I began to squirm in my bed, reaching out. I had to get back to the fight. I had to save her. I searched for a rifle that was not there.
“Contact,” I gasped, so faint even I could barely hear it. “Contact…”
“Easy,” said the nurse. He moved over to me, his voice soft, reassuring. He didn’t seem surprised to see me awake. “Corporal Caddy, you’re safe. You’re not on Polema anymore.”
Like a boat’s anchor dragging on sand, I struggled to orientate myself. My mind spun this way and that.
“You’ve been badly hurt,” said the nurse. “Do you understand what I’m telling you?”
Slowly, slowly, I did. The memories solidified. Regained temporal sequence. I stopped struggling.
My chrono implant gave the time as 11:52, but somewhat unhelpfully, did not provide the date. The hour did not matter terribly on board a starship. I reached out to other implants, trying to get more information, but either I couldn’t interface properly with them or they refused my call. Had someone tampered with my hardware?
“Where am I?” I asked. My mouth felt like sandpaper. I could barely talk.
“Pardon?” His face was simultaneously familiar and strange. Like a friend I hadn’t seen for some time. “Sorry, you’ll need to speak up.”
“What ship is this?” My lungs ached with the effort. I sent an urge to my implant to give me pain relief, but it didn’t seem to have any effect. “The Breath of the Phoenix, a medical ship. You’ve been here a month.”
A whole damn month. “Where’s Sandhya?”
“Who?”
“Private Latika Sandhya,” I said. I was slurring my words but I forced them out. “The one I was brought in with. Where’s her ward?”
The nurse said nothing, touching some buttons on the machine. I felt sleepy again.
“Wait,” I said, fighting the encroaching blackness. “Where is she?”
“You were brought in alone,” he said, and once again I was asleep.
Deet. Deet. Deet.
*****
23:11. The nurse had put me out for half a day. Or a day and a half, or maybe even longer. I never truly knew how long.
That bothered me.
I resolved to discover the date. It was a strange ambition: to find out, at my next possible convenience, which day of the month it was. I focused on it, trying—and failing—to recall the days to memory and order them. This effort consumed my few moments of alertness. Everything else was a daze, my waking hours a drug-induced brain-fog drifting from tedious medical examination to tedious medical examination, my sleep a rotating selection of nightmares that seemed more vivid than being awake.
The nurse said I had been here a month. If so it would be January. I wished I could see my face; I might be able to judge my beard growth, had I a mirror. Not that I could have used it. I was a blob—a bundle of bio-gel bandages that could hardly move. I couldn’t even turn my head, let alone do anything else. The immobility was troubling, but the lack of a mirror concerned me more.
The doctors didn’t want me seeing my face.
I almost drifted off again, back into the half sleep that was most of my day, conscious but inert. I resisted the urge. Normally my implants would have taken care of that, jolted my brain awake at my command, but they did not. I came to realize how much I relied upon them.
Fortunately, another sensation kept me from sleeping. Something was itching my face: a stray thread of bandage, slimy from the bio-gel. I inhaled, forcing my arm to move and scratch it.
That’s when I discovered my left forearm was gone.
It was strange that I’d known I’d lost Sandhya before I knew my arm was pulp, a hunk of red meat left behind on Polema. The doctors had removed what was left, all the way to the elbow.
“You okay?” asked the nurse. “You need something?”
“Nose,” I said, barely able to get the word out. “Itchy.”
Like he might with a child, the nurse delicately scratched the tip with a fingernail. “Here?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s amazing,” he said. “We almost lost you a few times back there. You really are immortal.” The nurse said it as though mere survival were some kind of fortunate event I should be thankful for.
“Where’s Sandhya?” I asked again.
As though anticipating this question, the nurse started to answer before I’d even finished. “I’m sorry, but she’s gone.”
His answer was familiar. I vaguely recalled asking a lot. Every time the answer was the same. I tried reaching inward, using my implants to conjure memories of Sandhya to give myself the strength to continue, but nothing worked. It felt like my arm; a part of me was missing. I’d had my implants since I was an infant. They were as much me as my flesh.
“Why don’t my implants work?”
“We had to de-privilege most of them. The drain on your bio-functions was too great…but don’t worry. When you’re better, when you’re more stable, we’ll make sure you have everything switched on again.”
I couldn’t have Sandhya except in my memory, but I needed something to ground me. To keep me anchored to this life…whatever that was these days.
“Can I have a calendar?”
* * *
04:52, January 23rd. It was a new year, 2228.
The ship jumped to Eris. I was transferred to a surface facility, Centerfield Medical, in Allandale on the eastern continent. A fancy military hospital with neatly tended grounds, plonked right in the heart of the industrial heartland of the planet. Only a few hundred kilometers from my hometown.
Home.
I’d spent so much time and energy thinking about home that when it finally arrived it was a disappointment. The factories, the people, the smell of it; I’d painted it all over with nostalgia. The factories weren’t charming and monuments to man’s industrious soul; they were grimy and ugly. The people weren’t bustling energetic folk, at once hardworking and traditional; they were bigoted, self-interested workaholics wrapped up in mundane lives. The air wasn’t scented with the sweat of a hard day’s labor; it stank. The whole city did. The hospital did. Every part of this world was awful—infused with unnaturalness.
Perhaps I was just seeing myself. Maybe Eris had once been the Eris of my memories, but my return had tainted it, like a thimbleful of arsenic in a barrel of pure water. It didn’t take much to ruin something beautiful.
At least I knew the date.
I made sure my calendar was brought down to the surface with me. Its digital display was archaic; it could only have been more ancient if it had been paper. It was a simple device, stating only the most basic information. But that was all I needed. In some ways it was better; I was slowly getting used to life without my implants, without the ability to simply reach out to any nearby computer with a thought. It was, in many ways, so much more crippling than the loss of my arm, but I kind of liked it.
The first night passed uneventfully, a sliver of time that dripped away just like the fluids in my IV. My flesh was a colander; between the removal of broken implants and the shrapnel wounds, there wasn’t a part of me that wasn’t damaged in some way. My bed was a bath of bio-gel, a combination healing factor and disinfectant. It smelled of synthetic mint, deodorant masking a truly horrible slimy mess.
Try as I might, I couldn’t sleep. I felt ill at ease, as though I were an intruder in this place, someone unwelcome. I knew nobody. My wife hadn’t yet been informed I was planet-side, I presume, or was being kept away for some reason.
I stayed awake until the sun came up. I passed the time sloshing in my sticky bath of goo being secretly glad Valérie and the girls hadn’t visited.
Finally exhaustion quieted my churning mind and I slept.
* * *
08:02, January 24th. I remember this day. It’s one of the few snippets of being in Centerfield that I can recall with perfect clarity.
“Corporal Caddy,” said the nurse, so obviously pleased at being able to deliver the news, “you have a visitor.”
My heart rate spiked. I wasn’t ready for this. I wasn’t ready to see Valérie again, not so soon. It seemed like just yesterday to me that Sandhya had been blown up. No. It was too soon. No, no, no…
“I’m so sorry,” I said as the door opened. I said it before I could see her face. Before I could…
“Sorry for what?” asked Golovanov. He was dressed like a civilian, with a three-day beard on his face. He had lost a noticeable amount of muscle mass; he looked…different. Normal. I’d only ever seen him in uniform. He was carrying a plain brown briefcase.
I almost burst out laughing from relief, but I managed to smother that urge before it took hold. “I thought you were someone else, sir.”
“Yeah,” said Golovanov. “I’m not surprised.” He took a seat by my bed, smiling warmly. “Being in the military has some perks. Technically you’re not supposed to get visitors yet, but I pulled some strings.”
“That would have been an interesting discussion,” I said. “What did you do? Flash some ID? Pull a pistol?”
“Nah,” said Golovanov. “Fleet Intelligence is smarter than that.”
That came as a surprise. Golovanov had always been a boots-on-the-ground kind of guy. “You’re a spy now, sir?”
“No,” he said, leaning forward a little. “Fleet Intelligence has its hands in a lot of pies. I’m involved with something special, Nicholas. A skunkworks project, functioning under total secrecy until we’re ready to reveal it. And I want you to be a part of it all.”
I snorted. “We’re on a first-name basis now, sir?”
“It’s a special unit. With special rules.”
Perhaps it was the drugs, but his meaning didn’t sink in right away. “Special…rules?”
The edge of Golovanov’s mouth crept up. “What do you know about the Synapse Foundation?”
“Nothing. Never heard of them.”
“I’d have to report you if you had.” Golovanov reached into his briefcase and withdrew a tablet, interfaced with it a moment, and then looked up. “They’re an off-books private company with a single client: Fleet Intelligence. The Foundation’s primarily involved in salvage of Earthborn technologies, repurposing them for adaptation and use.” His smile grew. “They pay really well.”
“I bet,” I said. “Congratulations.” A pause. “What do they want with me?”
“They’re developing a new kind of armor. More like a vehicle really—lots of potential. They need pilots for it. Good ones. Veterans. People who’ve seen it all and pulled through.”
“There’s a whole service full of vets out there, Samuel.” I raised the stump of my left arm. “Look at me. I can’t pilot shit.”
“Actually,” he said with a conviction that disturbed me slightly, “your particular injury makes you ideal for the job. The suits require custom implants. Extra hardware. Recovery time is long, and it requires a lot of surgeries. We want to keep things on the down-low, so your presence here would…disguise the nature of the operations. We can’t have people noticing you’re gone. Your wife wouldn’t be allowed to visit you for months on end, and vice versa.”
More time away from Valérie was exactly what I needed. Yet something didn’t feel right.
“Thanks,” I said, “but no thanks.”
“What a beating.” Golovanov’s face fell slightly. “You sure, man?” He held out the tablet. It had a contract on it, ready for me to put my thumb to and sign.
“I’m sure,” I said. “Thanks for coming to see me, sir. It was gas to catch up.”
He hesitated, almost as though he was going to argue his case, but he slid the tablet into my bedsheets instead. “Okay,” he said. “If you change your mind, that’ll let me get ahold of you.”
I squinted at him. “I can’t just call you?”
Golovanov closed his briefcase and stood up. He walked all the way over to the door, pausing before he opened it. He turned back to me and, with a playful smiled, shrugged.
“How are you going to call a dead guy?”
* * *
17:10, March 14th. I was discharged from Centerfield Medical.
I flexed the fingers on my new prosthetic as I rode the elevator down to the lobby. I’d opted for a perfectly natural one. Its synthskin was the same shade as mine and even had little tiny fake hairs growing out of it. An implant linked in to my nervous system, plugging itself into the same nerve endings that had led to my flesh arm. They’d used old photos of me to reconstruct everything—the small mole on my elbow, the scar on my wrist. Even the weight was perfect, and it moved without making a sound. A flawless imitation of life.
So perfect, and so wrong.
The elevator ride ended. The doors opened and there she was.
Valérie. My wife. Her long red hair was messy and unkempt, spilling down her shoulders like a frizzy river of fire. It hadn’t been combed in months, as if the color came from a child who couldn’t stay within the lines.
Crying, she ran into my arms. She grabbed hold of my hospital gown, clinging to me, wailing and sobbing with joy. With relief. Pure happiness, happier than I’d ever seen her.
I hugged her with steel and flesh and I felt nothing.
* * *
22:55, March 21st. Two days after the war was officially declared over, to great celebration. Or so I was told. I spent the night lying on the floor, my hands over my ears to keep the outside world at bay.
I could hear the fireworks outside, see bright flashes and explosions in the sky. Every one bathed the inside of our bedroom with moments of white, just like the bombs of Polema, and instead of joyous shouting, all I could hear was the panicked screaming of my friends. The ferocious roar of the enemy. The whine of engines, the crack of rifles…
Something moved at the edge of my vision. A shadow, reaching out to grab me, and I saw white—white like the skulls of the Earthborn.
“Come out with us,” said Valérie. “Everyone’s—”
I drew a pistol out of my pants and spun over onto my back. The tip of my pistol shook as I pointed it at her heart.
Valérie stopped, wide-eyed. “Nicholas?” She raised her hands, fingers trembling. “Nicholas, it’s me, it’s me.”
I would have shot her, had I not mistaken her for Sandhya.
“The Prophets Wept,” I said, and I dropped the pistol.
We stood there for a moment, fireworks bursting behind us, casting the bedroom in lurid shades of light and stark shadows.
“You okay?” she said.
“I just pulled a gun on you,” I said, the tension flowing out of my body. “And you’re asking me if I’m okay.”
“I know,” she said, and she lay down on the floor with me. The fireworks continued to pop and burst behind me, but I felt a little better. She gently pushed the gun under the cupboard and away.
“Where are the kids?” I asked.
“They’re asleep.”
Thank everything they hadn’t seen any of this. “I need a drink,” I said.
* * *
15:11, March 29th. I drank most of yesterday. Sometime during the night I puked all over the carpet in the living room and then passed out on the floor beside my favorite chair.
By the time I woke up, sometime around midday, it was gone. Valérie must have cleaned it up.
She’d been doing that a lot.
The carpet-cleaning robots were no good at taking care of puke. They only vacuumed. Couldn’t they make a robot to clean up vomit, too? That would have been useful.
Using the coffee table and the side of my chair, I staggered up to my feet, my implants trying—and failing—to correct my balance, fighting against my dizziness. I grabbed hold of the chair’s armrest.
I felt like my stomach was doing somersaults. My mouth was dry, sand-papery, and my head pounded. I reached inward and gave myself a shot of pain relief from my implant. It barely took the edge off. I gave another; a warning chime sounded in my ear. Too much of that stuff can stop your heart, they said. Eh.
A message flashed up in front of my eyes, holographically projected onto the living room wall. It followed wherever I looked.
Good to see you’re awake, hope you’re feeling okay. Check the mail, will you? Let me know if there’s anything urgent.
Always with the demands. I closed my eyes, reaching out with my implants, sensing the messages that had piled up in our shared inbox.
Lots of bills. A few that were past-due, outlined in red in my mind’s eye. Valérie normally took care of all of this; or at least, she had since I’d come back. It didn’t make any sense. I squinted, trying to focus my thoughts. Today was a Saturday. Why was Valérie working on a Saturday? I vaguely recalled some mention of her getting another job. I didn’t think she’d given up her other one. I stumbled to the fridge and pulled back the door. Meat, cheese, protein slices. No booze. Of course.
Why was there no booze? I slammed the fridge shut so hard everything rattled. I’d fought hard. I’d suffered. All I wanted was a shot of rum and a shot of pain relief in equal measure. This was supposed to be the best hardware the military could buy and it couldn’t, apparently, fix a simple hangover.
I used my implants to log in to the shopping network and pulled up the twenty-four-hour delivery. A drone would bring me whatever I wanted; I selected a few bottles of scotch and threw in some pill-based pain relief, too. The really gas stuff.
When I went to pay, the transaction was declined. Insufficient funds.
With a whine, the carpet-cleaning robot started up. It buzzed around the room, and then it bumped into my foot.
I picked up the small coffee table and smashed it into the thing, crushing it into a hundred pieces. The whine stopped. Fucking piece of shit.
All I wanted was a damn drink.
* * *
13:30, May 1st. Valérie left and she didn’t come back.
I missed the whole thing. The house AI informed me when I woke up; Valérie had taken the two kids, bundled them into the car and left. She didn’t leave a forwarding address. I honestly couldn’t blame her.
I couldn’t blame her for leaving either. The house, once clean and tidy and neat, was a mess. Broken things everywhere. No food. No money. My pension wasn’t enough; it covered the basics, but if I didn’t want to spend it on bills and wanted booze instead, that was what I bought.
It turned out she’d been working three jobs. Not two. I hadn’t even noticed the third.
Days slipped past. I stopped keeping track of the dates; everything was the same. The pension came in and I drank it away. I adjusted the house’s windows so they were always closed, and I had whatever groceries I needed delivered by drone. I’d drink to get to sleep, and I’d drink to cure the previous night’s hangover. I talked to the house AI to have some company. He was always happy to chat, mindless computer that he was, but somehow I think even he started to worry about me.
Try as I might, I couldn’t avoid bills forever. The red letters in our inbox got more and more numerous. Valérie had her name removed from everything—I got letters about that change, too, and I read them hoping to feel something. I just felt a vague sense of gratitude. Gratitude for sticking it out this long. Gratitude for doing her best and for not making things worse than they could have been.
Finally, the pile of red got too big and the local sheriff came to the house. He had a note from the bank, saying they were foreclosing and I was legally ordered to leave. They explained to me that I’d been given thirty days’ notice from the end of June. They further explained it was July. I didn’t believe them at first; it seemed like only yesterday Valérie had left. I had been meaning to send her a message to check on her, but I didn’t know what I would say.
Without any other option, and with absolutely no will to fight the inevitable, I left with nothing more than what I was wearing.
* * *
The something-th of October. Surprisingly, it was easy to beg for money, and effective, too. I didn’t think I had it in me, but when you’re hungry and your implants need maintenance, you’ll do anything to survive.
All it took was a simple sign, scrawled out on a piece of plastic and propped up by my foot:
Veteran of Reclamation (service ID JQ1460611).
Need credits. No home. No job. No future.
Help.
Acct: #66749561107
People walking past would use their implants to throw a few creds into the account. I could feel them come in; each one was a little chime in my aural implant. Ding! Ding!
If I got a lot, more than I needed, then I got booze. It was medicine to me now; it helped me sleep when the cold and the nightmares wouldn’t let me. It was a friend who would never betray me, and it was a currency on the streets.
I traded in my expensive synthskin prosthetic for a much cheaper model, one that was steel and chrome and exposed pistons. That strangely was a very sound economic decision; passersby could now see I was crippled and poor, rather than just having to take my word for it. My earnings increased.
I drank away the extra, along with the difference from the sale of my arm.
For medicinal purposes. Even homeless bums have to sleep.
Everyone on Eris liked to think we lived in a post-scarcity world. A world without pain. A world where everyone had cybernetic technology implanted from birth, so everyone was equal, and genetic treatments were not only free but commonplace, fixing so many of nature’s imperfections. On Eris, skyscrapers cast towering shadows over everything; going off-world was no more inconvenient than a drive down to the spaceport. On Eris, most illnesses had been solved by some tweak of genetics, and everyone’s body-fat ratios were controlled by an implant, if they wanted one; most everyone was toned and fit without effort, and people lived a good long time.
But some problems couldn’t be fixed. No matter how much mankind polished over the dents in society, there were always damaged parts: People who were sick in the head and saw things that weren’t there. People who stole. People whose lives were hopelessly consumed by the quest for another fix of their favorite drug.
I saw that side of society for the first time when I became part of it. I saw a middle-aged woman get gutted like a fish by gangers—her implants ripped out, the information in them stripped clean, her meager accounts emptied and her body left to rot in the gutter.
I watched from the shadows, knowing for certain that if I intervened, they’d do the same to me.
The booze helped me forget all that. Human beings had been using alcohol to soothe their inner demons for thousands of years—since the dawn of the agricultural period. I kept up the proud traditions of my forefathers. Noble traditions.
So I told myself.
When they came to arrest me—two cops wearing the shining, clean uniform of Allandale’s finest who were apologetic when they slapped my wrists in disablers—I packed up my things and went quietly.
* * *
They brought me in, gave me a cup of hot chocolate. They explained, gently like you would to a child, that begging was illegal. They also said I hadn’t paid some bill or another—who could tell from the sea of red letters floating in my inbox?—and accordingly, now they had me in custody, I was being held as punishment for defaulting.
Ironically, this included a fine. How were they supposed to make me pay that? My pension was untouchable; all they had done was stop me from collecting from the charitable until I’d set up another account.
So I got to cool my heels in a jail cell. Steel walls and a Faraday cage to prevent communication to the outside world. For someone who’d lived their whole life with implants in their skin, connected to the computers that were in everything, that was more blinding than the four walls; a sense had been taken from me. All I could feel was my own body. Limited, frail.
Broken.
But at least I was warm.
The guard, a short, wry-looking woman who had her blond hair done up in a tight bun, came to see me. “You’ve got a visitor,” she said, smiling at me kindly through the bars of my prison.
Bars, like back in the old days. Ancient but foolproof. Couldn’t hack your way past tubes of iron, couldn’t fool them with illegal master-key implants. Simple but effective. I liked them, even though they kept me prisoner.
I shook my head. “I don’t want to see her,” I said, and I meant it. Not Valérie, not now.
“Do I look like a girl to you?” said Golovanov, a mirror of the man he’d been when he visited me in the hospital. Still dressed as a civilian. Still with the same briefcase in hand. This time, though, he wasn’t smiling. “I know I shaved recently, but…”
I ran my hand over my beard. It was a pretty decent length these days. “You still look like a civilian,” I said. “And it’s still gas to see you.”
He said nothing for a moment. The police officer gave him a polite nod and stepped outside.
“Well?” I asked. “Is this where—”
“Where I what?” he interrupted, loudly talking over me. “We’re old friends from the marines, old war buddies. I’m just here to see you’re okay.”
I got a message through my aural implant. Don’t talk about the thing. They’re listening. The tiny machine spoke haltingly; text-to-speech wasn’t something that simple implants could do well. Only true AIs could do it like humans.
The cops? I sent back, surprised that it still worked in here. What kind of crazy implants did he have that could defeat a Faraday cage?
Yes. Say something, he sent at me. Act natural.
“Yeah,” I said. “I’m gas. Totally great. Yup.”
“What are you in for?” he said, and then a fraction of a second later, he sent me another message. The cops don’t know about the Synapse Foundation. They can’t know.
“I got arrested,” I said.
“For what?”
“For being poor.”
Golovanov smiled at that. “Not arrested for resisting arrest? That’s the usual excuse.” The smile faded. “You look like shit.”
“Then I look like how I feel,” I said. “I got nothing. They took my house, they took…” I didn’t really know what to say. “It doesn’t matter.”
Everything matters, he sent.
Not anymore.
“I know what you mean,” said Golovanov. “The war’s over, and…life’s not as simple as it once was.” I can get you out of here, he sent. Just say the word.
“Nothing is,” I said, just to keep the pretense of conversation going. Are you sure?
Yes. “But things are going to get better,” said Golovanov. “Just trust me on this one.”
Does your bailout come with a job offer? It was hard to send messages and speak naturally. “I know.”
He smiled, folding his arms in front of him. It does. Your choice: stay here, or come with me and get some purpose back in your life. “You going to be okay?”
“Yes,” I said, a little less naturally than I intended. I smiled and tried again. “Yeah, I’m going to be okay.”
There was the briefest pause, and then the police officer returned. She walked up to my cage and tapped on the panel, and the door clicked open. “Mister Caddy, you’re free to go.”
That was quick. I stood, stretched out my arms and legs, and arched my back until it cracked. I stepped out of the cage and beside Golovanov, and as I did, my implants came back, linking up with the world once more.
He turned and, without a word, began walking out of the holding area. I fell into step with him.
“So,” he said, once we were clear of the station and back on Allandale’s streets. He walked with purpose. “I’m glad you’re on board with this, Nicholas.”
I didn’t understand. “How did you find me?”
“We’ve been watching you for some time.” Golovanov shrugged slightly, tilting his head to one side. “I really thought you’d come gas after the breakup. Valérie’s worried about you.”
I gritted my teeth, trying to keep my voice even. “You spoke to her?”
“She was worried,” said Golovanov, as though that excused it.
“Did you tell her…what I was…how I’ve been…”
“No,” he said, in such a way that I believed him. “As far as she knows, you’re staying on my couch.”
“What a beating,” I said, taking a deep breath.
“So why did you break up, man?” he asked.
Wasn’t it obvious by now? “Mostly he said she said bullshit. But also because I was a violent drunk.”
“Was?”
“Yeah. Mostly.”
“That’s good,” he said. “Keep the violence. Lose the drink.”
“Right,” I said, not sure I could truly do such a thing at this point.
He nodded and didn’t say a thing. I realized, then, that he was walking toward one of the tall buildings in the area—glass and steel, remarkable in its unremarkableness. A small sign next to a tiny door was labelled Chemocom.
What’s this? I sent to him.
Our headquarters. He walked past the main lobby to a service door and casually pulled it open. Beyond was a cramped corridor no more than five meters long, leading right to another door. We stepped over the threshold, and when the door closed behind us, he opened the next one.
Beyond was a small lobby, starkly reminiscent of a cloakroom for an independent hotel. A cramped desk was manned by an attractive brunette, who smiled at us both as we entered.
It had been some time since anyone had smiled at me with genuine happiness, and not pity. Nobody said anything until the door closed.
“Mister Golovanov,” she said, the faintest synthetic tint to her voice. “Good evening. This is Mister Caddy, I presume?”
It was more than an artificial voicebox. There was something in her eyes—the way she looked at things, at me, that betrayed her true nature. An AI.
I’d never seen one in the flesh, so to speak. It just wasn’t done. Most people found robots creepy and weird when they tried to look like humans; I certainly did. The term was uncanny valley. These days AIs mostly inhabited machines, and it was a significant social faux paus to give one an android body.
That weird feeling…was that how people had looked at me when I had my synthskin arm?
“That’s right,” said Golovanov. “Let us through, will you?”
With a nod from her, the wall beside the AI opened into an elevator.
“Welcome,” said Golovanov as he stepped into the gleaming chrome box, “to the Synapse Foundation.”
* * *
We rode the elevator in silence. I felt a faint tingling all over my body as we rose—electromagnetic interference of some kind, playing with my implants. It faded as we got higher.
The elevator stopped and the doors opened. Beyond was a huge, square room that must have filled entire floors of the building. Whatever Chemocom was, if anything at all, it couldn’t have been more than a half-dozen floors at best.
The room was an empty square, bare metal walls and floor, except for the huge metal suit that sat suspended in the air, hanging from cables running down from the ceiling. It must have been ten meters tall or more and looked like some great ape with its arms outstretched, panels open to reveal wiring and circuitry. Bolt holes on its arms and chest were like ancient power plugs. It was lit by a series of lights shining in from the walls.
“Is that the suit?” I asked, jabbing my thumb at it. “It looks ugly as sin.”
“What a beating,” said Golovanov, his face a wounded mask. “That’s my baby you’re talking about.”
I stepped closer to it, squinting at the occasional harsh reflection. “It’s got no weapons,” I said. “And its hands are…huge. How is this thing supposed to walk? How do you pilot it?”
“It interfaces with your implants,” said Golovanov. “When you’re inside it, it’ll feel like a new body. You move your arms, it’ll move its arms. You move your legs, it’ll move its legs. Fire the weapons, seek new targets…everything is done through implants, once we get them installed.”
“What kind of weapons?”
Golovanov focused on the suit, smiling like a proud father. “It’s modular, so whatever the mission needs. Assault guns, rockets, grenades, plascannons…it can mount it all. It can carry enough weapons to fight a whole army by itself, with the mobility and flexibility of a human being. It’s going to change the nature of warfare forever.”
If Golovanov wasn’t bullshitting me about its capabilities, then it certainly would. No longer would combat-armor-clad troops be putting boots on the ground; with these things, if the Earthborn and their crazy clone armies came back, they’d be mincemeat.
“Why the need for special implants?” I asked. “What’s wrong with my current hardware?”
Like an annoying friend spoiling the ending to a holo-vid’s, Golovanov’s whole face became a huge smile. “Because of the AI.”
“AI?” I struggled to understand. “It has an AI aboard to assist?”
“It’s more than that,” he said. “There are two pilots, truly. The human and the machine. The AI handles all manner of things; it fine-tunes targeting, it manages ammunition, and it can even drive the thing if the pilot’s wounded and there’s enough power to move it. It’s more than an assistant. It’s a fusion of human engineering and the precision of a computer, bundled into cutting-edge armor and weapons. It’s a force-multiplication package in every way, because it’s in your head.”
I didn’t know how I felt about that, but I’d felt nothing for so long that ignoring this little detail came easily to me. “What do you call it?” I asked. “The suit, I mean.”
“You’re going to love this,” said Golovanov. “There’s a reason why I wanted you specifically. Someone from the old days. Its formal name is Type VII Personal Combat Armor.” He took a long, dramatic breath in. “But I call it Immortal Armor.”
The name conjured so many memories that, for a moment, I didn’t say anything.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he said. “I wanted to keep the name. At least for the military version. It’s not going to stop there, though; you’re going to be seeing tens of thousands of these things everywhere in just a few years. The civilian potential is limitless. Construction, mining and industrial, even entertainment, not to mention practical things like firefighting and police work. This is just the start of something huge.” His voice developed a serious edge. “We’re going to make sure that what happened to Sandhya never happens to anyone ever again.”
I could see the potential. What Golovanov was saying was true. If we could truly push the limits of these suits, it would be a huge step forward. But, of course, the needs of the military came first. No matter the potential a piece of hardware had to help people and enrich the lives of the everyday human, the needs of the military came first; the best iron was reserved for swords, and ploughshares got whatever was left over, if anything. It was always this way. It would always be this way.
We hadn’t changed a bit.
“When do we begin?” I asked.
He smiled a warm smile. “After you have a shave, get some clean clothes on…and meet the rest of The Immortals.”
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Earth Fall
by Raymond L. Weil
MAJOR MARK DOLAN crawled painfully to the top of the small brush-covered hill he’d been behind for the last several hours. His uniform was ragged and filthy; blood ran from a shallow, jagged cut on his forehead, the result of a splinter grenade falling too close to his position. Only by throwing himself to the ground upon realizing what was about to happen had Dolan survived at all. The private who had been with him lay dead, his body torn apart by the grenade.
Around Dolan, dead bodies and burned-out vehicles were everywhere. Unfortunately most of the bodies were human and not Trellixian. The aliens were nearly unstoppable, their vehicles protected by energy shields and possessing weapons much more powerful than the humans’. The enemy could be killed with great effort, but normally the attacking humans died in the attempt. However, the humans were fighting for their world, and there was never a shortage of volunteers to attempt the almost impossible.
In the distance Dolan could hear the heavy explosions of powerful warp missiles and more splinter grenades blasting away at the weakening human defenses. The Trellixians were rapidly pushing back the meager remnants of Earth’s military toward the bunker complex that housed their last-known active base. For nearly twelve hours, Mark and his handpicked squad had been watching the battle. Their job was to stay on the outskirts, undetected, and report back to their superiors the results of the battle. Several times Mark had been tempted to join in the fighting when a Trellixian passed within weapons range, but his orders were very explicit. No contact with the enemy! Observe and report back!
“Major, this is Captain Reynolds. I’m in position,” a female voice said over his earpiece.
Everyone in his squad wore a small communications earpiece, set to a frequency they didn’t think the enemy would be monitoring, so they could stay in contact with one another. It was a risk, but one that was necessary if they wanted to complete their mission.
Captain Lisa Reynolds was two hundred meters to his west on another small ridge, which provided a good view of the ongoing battle. She had two other soldiers with her, assigned to keep her safe. Reynolds was a military analyst sent on this mission to gather data on Trellixian battle techniques. Mark wasn’t sure what good that would do if the mountain base and its bunker complex were destroyed. As far as Mark knew, resistance across the planet had been smashed, and this was the last major surviving military installation still fighting back.
“Make sure you record everything,” ordered Mark, as his gaze swept across the embattled human defensive lines. Several massive explosions struck the human lines, blasting deep smoking holes in the ground. Mark thought he could see soldiers pulling back from the besieged positions. “Keep messages to a minimum. We don’t want to tip off the enemy we’re here.”
“Yes, sir,” Reynolds replied. “We’ve got my equipment set up and are recording the battle.”
“Don’t take any unnecessary risks,” Mark instructed. “I want us all to get back safely.”
Removing his battle helmet and enhanced vision goggles, he wiped the sweat from his brow and cautiously rose up to better see what lay on the other side of the small hill. A blackened ruin of blasted earth, burned-out trees, destroyed vehicles and dead bodies lay as far as his trained eyes could see. Several kilometers to the north, close to the mountains, he could see the fighting still raged, the meager Earth forces battling desperately to hold on to the last bastion of hope against a fearless, overpowering enemy who knew no mercy.
After sliding his goggles and helmet back on, he adjusted the sights to allow him a close-up view of the fighting. Trellixian hover tanks were moving steadily forward, their large cannons firing round after round of heavy blaster fire into the entrenched human troops. Side launchers on the hover tanks fired a seemingly unending supply of splinter grenades into the human positions. Occasionally an Earth heavy missile would strike one of the tanks, stressing its shield but having very little effect. Mark let out a deep, guttural sigh of frustration. If they could only find a way around the Trellixians’ energy shields, the battle would be more even.
Thousands of Trellixian troops in nearly impenetrable battle armor followed closely behind the tanks, mopping up straggling pockets of defenders. Occasionally short-range missiles and shells from heavy artillery exploded among the advancing Trellixian troops, but a direct hit was necessary to penetrate the battle armor. Scanning the dead, Dolan noticed a few Trellixians scattered among the human casualties, but not many.
Above the ground fighting, Trellixian wedge-shaped attack craft swooped and dove at the fragile human defensive positions, trying to crack open the human lines by firing small warp missiles which impacted the ground in towering explosions of flame and dirt. The warp missiles made a high-pitched screaming noise as they came down.
Human aircraft had been cleared from the skies weeks earlier. Defensive missiles and occasional blaster fire from the main base itself were now directed heatedly toward the attacking Trellixian aircraft as they came within range, in a futile attempt to turn the tide of the battle. Only recently had human scientists reverse engineered a captured hover tank, enabling them to create energy cannons similar to the enemy’s.
Mark almost stood up in elation as several beams of white energy converged on one of the Trellixian craft, cracking through its energy shield and causing the ship to explode in a bright orange fireball, spilling out its flaming parts over the fighting below. If the humans had only had more energy cannons, they might’ve had a chance to turn the tide of the battle. From what he could see, only about a dozen of the powerful weapons were being used by the defenders.
As Mark watched, a large and ominous shadow passed over him. Looking up, he sucked in his breath as he recognized one of the Trellixians’ space battlecruisers plodding through the Earth’s heavy atmosphere toward the human military base. In moments, the massive cylinder came to a stop, its defensive shields lighting up as the base focused all its firepower on the massive vessel in a last-stand effort. Heavy missiles and energy blasters smashed futilely against the powerful energy shield, which erupted in bright cascades of color as it shrugged off the ineffective attack. The outside of the huge vessel was dotted with antennae, communication dishes, and offensive and defensive weaponry—designed for war.
Huge beams of incandescent energy leaped from the nose of the vessel, plowing up the earth along and through the human troops’ defensive lines. Smoke and fire burst into the air as the ground was burned. Whenever the beam touched a human soldier or vehicle, they were turned instantly into smoldering ashes under the tremendous destructive power being unleashed. For long minutes the deadly beams moved up and down the human lines, until the defensive firing lessened and then stopped.
Mark felt intense anger at what he had just witnessed. He gripped his assault rifle tightly in his hands, wanting to rush forward and fire it at the Trellixians. However, he knew to do so would be suicide and against his orders. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to lie still and continued to observe the battle. He greatly feared it was nearing its end. He desperately looked for any signs that the embattled soldiers could regroup, but there were none.
The enemy spacecraft continued to move forward, now focusing its powerful energy beams on the mountain and the underground base it sheltered. However, the base was buried deep beneath several thousand meters of bedrock and protected by reinforced steel beams with thick concrete walls. It was fortified with all the defensive and offensive weapons the human race had been able to throw together in the short time since the Trellixians had invaded Earth and embarked on their genocidal war. The base was protected by a rudimentary energy shield cobbled together by some of Earth’s greatest remaining scientists, who had taken shelter in the base.
The shield strained as the Trellixian beams tried to penetrate to the base below. Great streams of energy seemed to be erupting from the mountain, and the shield persevered. Mark held his breath. The Trellixians seemed to have been stopped for the first time. Their energy beams ceased firing, and for several long minutes silence came over the battlefield.
Mark refocused his enhanced-vision optics on the ground immediately in front of the base. The Trellixian hover tanks and their armored troops were pouring through the smashed human lines. Little to no resistance was encountered, as most of the defenders were dead. Mark tried not to think of the thousands of human soldiers who had lost their lives in this battle.
As the Trellixian hover tanks came within range of the base, heavy energy weapons hidden among the rocks opened up, tearing through the tanks’ shields like a knife through butter. These weapons operated off the base’s fusion power plant, and their energy output was nearly off the scale. Unfortunately they burned out after firing one shot, as they could not handle the torrents of energy passing through the barrels. The Trellixian hover tanks couldn’t stand up to such energy. Tank after tank fell to the ground, split open by the powerful energy beams. Loud explosions reverberated across the valley, and smoke filled the air. The few surviving troops cheered loudly, seeing the nearly indestructible tanks stopped and feeling a brief rise of hope.
Mark could barely hear the distant cheering and looked up to see what the Trellixian battlecruiser was doing. It still hovered above in a threatening manner, still under fire from the base’s weapons.
* * *
On the Trellixian battlecruiser, its captain saw the ground assault on the humans’ last redoubt had failed as well. He was taller than an average human with dark green skin, due to his Saurian ancestry. The captain had a large head with sharp tearing teeth and eyes twice the size of a human’s. He gazed in anger at the ship’s main viewscreen, which showed the surface below. The humans were proving to be a more formidable opponent than originally expected. The Trellixian High Command had felt it would take less than four weeks to subdue the planet; they were now into their twelfth week of heavy fighting, and losses had been eight times higher than projected. Nodding to his communications officer, he ordered all ground troops to pull back, as the battlecruiser slowly edged higher into the air. Its heavy energy shield glowed brightly as human energy weapons and missiles impacted the shield, trying to crack it open to bring to Earth the mighty ship of space.
High Command was also alarmed by how rapidly the humans had been able to come up with their own energy weapons. Cascading waves of energy from the human weapons bit and clawed at the powerful Trellixian shield. This world was needed for living space for the Trellixian race, and the fighting had delayed the first of hundreds of colonization transports.
“Shield is holding at eighty-two percent,” reported the tactical officer. “Our energy weapons are incapable of penetrating the shield the humans have placed around the mountain.”
“I would suggest we deploy a Malken missile,” suggested the ship’s second officer. “Our sensors are indicating the humans’ base is deep beneath the mountain.”
“A Malken missile will penetrate deeply enough,” confirmed the tactical officer.
The captain nodded. The Malken missile was the most powerful and deadly weapon in their arsenal. Not even the humans’ energy shield would be able to resist the deadly antimatter missile. They were also very difficult to produce, so each battlecruiser was only equipped with one. Its use had to be authorized by the council.
The captain turned toward the communications officer. “Send a request to the High Council, requesting authorization to deploy a Malken missile. Inform them it’s the only viable option for destroying the human military base. Once this base is annihilated, the planet will be ours, and the colonization transports can be sent.” The ship possessed an FTL transmitter, and it wouldn’t take long to get a response.
* * *
On the ground, several minutes passed as Mark watched the ship continue to gain altitude. At last it came to a stop, high above the base, just out of range of the human weapons which had been impacting its energy shield. With foreboding, Mark saw a single small black dot fall away from the belly of the ship. “Everyone take cover!” Mark yelled over his comm. With apprehension, Mark flung himself behind the small hill as brilliant light and overpowering noise crashed down upon him, driving him into unconsciousness.
Sometime later Mark awoke, realizing he had been out for quite some time. After staggering back to the top of the hill, he stood, looking with shock and despair at what had once been the strongest base the human race had constructed to stop the Trellixians. A jagged, smoking hole lay where the mountain had been. Trees had been knocked over, and a number of fires raged in the forest. The sky was obscured by dark smoke, and a lot of ash floated in the air. The base was gone!
Trellixian hover tanks moved about the smoking ruins, searching for human survivors. Troops in dark battle armor also combed the rocks and defiles, looking for scattered human defenders who might have survived. From the lack of firing, Mark guessed none or very few were being found. Over sixty thousand troops had begun the defense of the valley, with another twenty thousand soldiers, technicians, scientists, and politicians taking shelter inside the base. With growing despair, Mark knew it was over. The base was gone; everything was destroyed! Earth’s last hope was a jagged, smoking hole in the ground.
With anguish Mark slid back behind the cover of the hill, his head down, eyes clenched shut. It was over; the human race had lost! Mark doubted whether any humans would survive more than a year upon the surface if the Trellixian genocidal campaign continued with the civilian population. Already all the major cities had been destroyed. Dams, power stations, nearly all the infrastructure built up over hundreds of years had been ruthlessly annihilated.
Mark stood, realizing he needed to get to his squad’s rendezvous coordinates. He was hesitant to use his comm, as it might alert the Trellixians to his presence. The rendezvous point was only a few kilometers away in thick, concealing forest near another mountain. He hoped the others in his squad had survived the blast.
Forcing himself to walk, Mark retraced his steps, taking a roundabout course into the surrounding mountains toward his destination. He carried a small pack, an assault rifle, and a pistol, as well as several flash grenades. He almost wished a Trellixian would step out in front of him, so he could vent his rage after witnessing the recent disaster. Mark’s immediate commander had believed the base would be able to stand up to the Trellixian attack.
The missile the aliens had used at the end had penetrated the base’s fusion energy shield as if it didn’t even exist. The human scientists hadn’t expected anything like this. That final weapon was unbelievable, and Mark wondered why the Trellixians hadn’t used it earlier in the battle. What good his report would do now, he had no idea. The humans had nothing left to fight back with; his information would be of little value to the few surviving troops and scientists his commander had indicated were being held in reserve.
* * *
Mark carefully approached the rendezvous coordinates. In the last several hours, he’d encountered no one. He’d heard a Trellixian attack craft fly over once, but it had continued on to some unknown destination. Keeping under the canopy formed by the thick growth of trees, he hoped he would remain undetected.
Nearby he could hear the sound of running water. The rendezvous coordinates were just to the west side of the stream next to a clearing. There a rocky overhang shielded a small cave, if one could call it that, which they hoped would prevent detection from above. Grasping his rifle and holding it at the ready, he slowly moved through the trees, keeping his eyes peeled for any signs of danger. The snapping of a small tree branch alerted him to the presence of someone behind him, and, spinning around, he brought his rifle to his shoulder, ready to fire.
“Don’t shoot, sir,” a shaken private said, holding up his hands. “We were beginning to fear you weren’t going to show up.”
“Private Donly,” Mark said, recognizing the young soldier. “How many others made it?” Donly had been with Captain Reynolds.
“The captain, Private Richards, and Corporal Sampson so far,” Donly answered. “They’re waiting at the overhang.”
“Let’s go then,” Mark ordered. He glanced down at his watch, noting how much time had passed and realizing no one else would probably make the rendezvous.
They quickly crossed the stream and made their way to the overhang and the small cave extending about five meters into the mountain.
“Major,” Captain Reynolds said, standing up, her eyes showing relief at seeing him. “We were afraid that last weapon the Trellixians used had taken you out.”
He looked around at the small group. All looked disheveled, with their uniforms covered in soot from the blast. “What was that damn thing they dropped at the end?” He looked at Reynolds, waiting for an answer.
“I think it was antimatter,” replied Reynolds, shaking her head. “It’s highly unstable, and I’m surprised they even used something like that. It’s far beyond anything we’re capable of.”
“What about Sergeant Anderson and the two soldiers with him? Any idea of their whereabouts?”
“The sergeant was to the right of our position and closer to the blast,” Reynolds said in a lower voice. “I don’t think they made it.”
Mark let out a deep breath. So many people had died today. “We’ll wait here another two hours. If they don’t show up, we’ll move out.”
Mark sat down on a large rock and gazed out at the small stream and forest. His mind was nearly numb from what he’d witnessed. It had been like this for the last twelve weeks. City after city had been destroyed, Trellixian troops spreading out and eliminating any survivors, the human militaries making desperate stands to slow down the deadly advance, trying to give the civilians time to flee, only to be wiped out by superior firepower. Mark had lost everyone dear to him. His parents had died when the aliens hit Houston, and his sister had perished at a hospital in Dallas. She’d been a nurse, working at one of the few surviving medical centers before it had been overrun by Trellixian troops. He just prayed his sister’s death had been quick.
“What’s going to happen now?” asked Reynolds, as she came over and sat down next to the major.
“I don’t know,” Mark replied with a sigh. “There’s not many of us left. Do you know if any of your family survived?”
“I don’t think so,” answered Reynolds, shaking her head. Her eyes looked sad and her face pale. Her brunette hair was just barely visible beneath her combat helmet. “My family lived in Portland, and it was one of the first cities hit.”
“The Trellixians were supposed to be the solution to so many of our problems,” Mark said, recalling what the aliens had promised when the first ship appeared over Washington, DC. “Cures for many of our diseases, better power systems, new methods to grow food to stop hunger and more.”
“All lies,” Lisa said, biting her upper lip. “During the entire time they spoke to the world governments, they were just preparing to exterminate us. I remember speaking to my dad at the very beginning, and he was so excited about the possibility of having unlimited energy. For several years the Portland area had been subjected to rolling blackouts. He was talking about adding an addition to the house, so if grandkids ever visited, they’d have their own rooms.”
“Grandkids,” repeated Mark. “Did you have any brothers or sisters?”
“No,” Lisa replied, her face flushing slightly. “My parents were hoping that, as soon as I got out of the military, I would settle down and have a family.”
“Did you have anyone special in your life?”
Lisa closed her eyes and then slowly opened them. “Yes, Streth and I had dated since high school. I guess the two of us always assumed we would eventually get married. I was going to finish my tour in the military and then join him. He had a real-estate business and was doing quite well with it. He was in Portland when the Trellixians bombed it.”
“I’m sorry,” Mark said.
The two became quiet, lost in their own thoughts. In the forest, the sounds of insects and an occasional birdcall could be heard.
* * *
Two hours later Mark stood up and looked around. It was evident Sergeant Anderson and the two soldiers with him weren’t going to make it.
“Let’s move out,” Mark ordered. He picked up a small pack and slung it over his shoulders. They had left a few supplies in the cave before setting out to observe the battle, and he made sure everyone had what they needed to take with them.
* * *
As evening neared, they’d put quite a few kilometers between them and the destroyed base. The sun was close to setting when they heard an alien craft fly overhead and saw it land directly in front of them.
“They must have detected us,” Lisa said worriedly, as she stared in the direction the Trellixian aircraft had descended. The tall trees made it difficult to determine how close to them it had come down.
“How?” Mark was concerned. They were traveling through a small valley with towering mountains around them and no way to go around the enemy.
“Heat sensors probably,” Lisa replied. She looked over at Mark. “They may be searching for survivors from the battle.”
“What do we do?” asked Corporal Sampson, who was holding his assault rifle cradled in his arms. “Do we need to retrace our steps?”
“No,” Mark replied as he thought over their options. “We can’t go back.” Even as he spoke, he heard the Trellixian aircraft again and saw it rise in the air and vanish to the south.
“They left,” Corporal Sampson said, with relief in his voice.
“I doubt that,” Mark replied, peering into the thick forest around them. “They probably set down a squad of their soldiers to take us out and went in search of more survivors.”
“Do we fight?”
“Yes,” Mark answered. He turned to Private Donly, who was carrying two backpacks. “How many M24 Claymore mines do you have?”
“Four,” Donly answered. “They can be remotely detonated.”
The Claymore was an antipersonnel weapon specifically designed to take out enemy troops. It was directional and could be detonated from a distance. Each mine would fire four hundred steel bearings capable of penetrating body armor when triggered. Mark was certain that if he could detonate one within ten meters of the Trellixians, the projectiles would penetrate their body armor, killing them.
“This trail we’ve been following is pretty narrow,” Mark said, looking ahead of them and seeing a lot of tall trees and overgrowth, which made much of the forest impassable. “I want a killing zone set up in front of us.” He hurriedly showed Donly where he wanted the mines placed.
While Donly set the mines, the other four humans moved back a short distance and took cover behind some large boulders and a fallen tree lying partially across the trail. When Donly finished, he jogged back to Mark and handed him the detonator. Four glowing lights were visible, each designating one of the Claymores.
“Now we wait,” he told the others.
“It’ll be dark soon,” Lisa said, looking at the lengthening shadows being cast by the mountains. Already it was difficult to see far into the forest. “It’ll be hard to spot the Trellixians until they’re almost upon us.”
The time seemed to pass by slowly as the five waited with their eyes focused on the trail and their ears listening for any noises that might indicate the approach of the enemy soldiers.
“It’s too quiet,” whispered Corporal Sampson from his position a meter to Mark’s right. “We should have seen or heard something by now.” He shifted his rifle, gazing through the night scope.
Even with the night scopes, Mark knew his team could only see about fifty meters into the forest in front of them.
“Quiet,” Mark ordered, as he thought he saw movement in the undergrowth. If he was right, the enemy wasn’t using the trail but forcing their way through the thick tangle of vines and underbrush that covered the forest floor.
“I got ’em,” said Private Donly, peering intently at a spot in the forest. “About forty meters out and to the right of the trail.”
“Crap,” muttered Corporal Sampson, clicking the safety off his assault rifle. “They’re too far away for the Claymores.”
“Let’s force them back on the trail,” said Mark, as he reached down and unhooked two flash grenades from his belt. The flash grenades would emit a brilliant light, as well as searing heat, where they went off.
Everyone got their weapons ready, knowing that shortly they would be in a fight for their lives. The Trellixians were known not to take prisoners. Corporal Sampson also readied two flash grenades, keeping an eye on Mark, so he would know when to toss them.
“Now,” Mark said, keeping his voice low so as not to attract the enemy’s attention. Standing in a low crouch, he lobbed first one grenade and then the second in the enemy’s direction. Corporal Sampson did the same.
Moments later four loud explosions echoed across the small valley, as four brilliant flashes of light and searing heat were released on the valley floor. A lot of movement could be heard in the underbrush, and then two Trellixians stumbled out into the trail, their energy rifles held at the ready, searching for a target. Both were clad in full battle armor with a helmet and protective visor.
Mark instantly pressed a switch on his remote detonator, and one of the Claymores exploded just seven meters from the alien soldiers. Hundreds of steel bearings struck the two, penetrating their armor, knocking both backward and to the ground. “Fire!” Mark ordered, as other armored Trellixians emerged from the undergrowth.
All five humans fired their assault rifles, spraying the enemy with hundreds of rounds of armor-piercing ammunition. Private Donly paused for a moment to lob two more flash grenades toward the enemy, causing one alien to stagger and go down.
Mark stopped firing and pressed another switch on the detonator, firing off another Claymore. The four had been set to form a 180-degree kill zone, and another one of the Trellixians had stepped too close. The alien was nearly cut in two by the explosion.
A sudden scream drew Mark’s attention. He saw Corporal Sampson stagger and fall to the ground with a look of shock on his face, a red stain spreading across his chest. “Keep firing!” Mark shouted. He took a deep breath and shot a quick burst at the nearest enemy.
“Our rounds aren’t causing enough damage,” grated out Captain Reynolds as she fired a dozen rounds into the chest of a Trellixian. The shots only dented the armor.
Suddenly brilliant flashes of light went off around the five remaining enemy soldiers. Mark’s eyes closed involuntarily, and he could feel the searing heat from the blasts. Flash grenades, he realized. Someone had thrown flash grenades at the remaining enemy troops. Where had they come from?
Stepping out from the undergrowth, Sergeant Anderson and two other soldiers fired their weapons at the stunned Trellixians, the only difference being that the sergeant had a weapon that fired small explosive rounds. It was his weapon of choice, and he always carried it. The only problem was for it to be effective, he had to be at almost point-blank range. He was carefully putting a round into the chest of each of the remaining enemy soldiers, who were still dazed from the flash grenades. In just a few seconds, the battle was over as he blew a smoking hole the size of a person’s fist in the chest of the last Trellixian.
Anderson handed his weapon to one of the other soldiers in exchange for a shotgun. He then stepped over to the downed Trellixians and fired a single slug into their visors. “Damn lizards!” he shouted, as he turned toward Mark.
“We thought you three were dead,” Mark said, stepping out from behind the boulder he’d been firing from, immensely pleased to see the sergeant. “You didn’t show up at the rendezvous coordinates.”
“We got cut off by some Trellixian ground troops and had to take the long way around,” Anderson replied. He was a twenty-year veteran and knew how to stay alive. He looked over where Corporal Sampson’s body lay, shaking his head. “The corporal was a good soldier. I hate that we lost him.”
“We better get out of here,” Lisa said as she walked up to gaze at the dead enemy. She took a few photographs and then turned toward Mark. “The aircraft that dropped this squad could return at any moment.”
“She’s right,” Mark said to the others. “Private Donly, disarm those other two Claymores. We may need them later.”
“It’s been a tough day,” said Sergeant Anderson as one of the privates who had come with him covered Corporal Sampson’s body. “A lot of good men and women died today.”
“We need to get the information we gathered back to the alternate command post,” Mark said.
“I don’t see what good it’ll do,” Anderson replied with a grimace. “We don’t have anything left to fight with now that the base has been destroyed.”
Mark nodded. Sergeant Anderson was right. There were probably a few scattered military units still fighting across the world, plus millions of unarmed civilians who had taken to the countryside and the mountains after the first attacks. The Trellixians would be hunting them down and eliminating the humans wherever they were found. Any type of organized resistance was just about over. The enemy had won, and Earth was theirs.
* * *
It took another two days for them to reach their destination. They’d been careful to stay off the main trails and roads and had even taken the precaution of immersing themselves in streams when they heard the approach of alien aircraft, to prevent detection from thermal scans. The sun had already set, and they were using their night-vision optics to travel when Mark called a halt.
“We’re nearly there,” Mark said, as he paused to allow them to catch their breaths. The others had never been to this location before, as his immediate commanding officer had brought only him to this secretive site. He suspected there might be a small research facility hidden deep beneath the mountains somewhere.
“Any idea what might be waiting for us?” asked Sergeant Anderson.
“No,” Mark replied. “I’ve only been here once before, and that was with Colonel Branson.”
“What about you, Captain?” asked Anderson, looking over at the military analyst.
“I’m not certain,” Lisa replied with a frown. “I’ve heard rumors, but they sounded so fantastic I didn’t believe them.”
“What type of rumors?”
“I don’t really want to say,” Lisa replied, looking over at the sergeant. “We’ll know what’s going on when we get there.”
“Captain Reynolds is right,” Mark said. He was beginning to think Captain Reynolds was more than just a military analyst. He wondered just how much she wasn’t telling them.
After a brief rest they resumed walking again, only this time they were ascending the steep slope of a low mountain. For several hours they struggled upward, avoiding loose boulders and areas where rockslides had occurred in the past. Reaching a huge rock that stood at the base of a high cliff, Mark stepped around it and squirmed into a small cave. The others followed closely behind.
“We need to stack those rocks up to conceal the entrance,” he told the others, pointing to a loose pile of nearby stones.
“Let’s get to it,” ordered Sergeant Anderson, as he bent down and picked up a large one, carrying it to the small entrance. The others quickly followed suit, and it wasn’t long until the passageway was blocked. To anyone passing by, it wouldn’t be obvious the stones were concealing the entrance to the small cave.
Stepping back, Mark pointed a light at their handiwork, satisfied that no one would find this place. Indicating for the others to follow him, he proceeded down the narrow cave for a number of meters, shining his flashlight before him, until the tunnel opened up into a small cavern roughly twenty meters across and six or seven high. Walking over to one wall, he searched carefully for a hidden recess in the stone and then, inserting his hand, he pressed a tiny concealed button. Instantly a section of the wall slid open, revealing a tunnel with a small, monorail-like car.
“What the hell?” muttered Sergeant Anderson.
“We’re supposed to take this vehicle to our destination,” Mark explained. He had no idea where it would bring them, but Colonel Branson had told Mark that it would take them to a place of safety. More than that the colonel had refused to say, only telling Mark the eventual destination was classified.
As they stepped into the waiting vehicle, the wall behind them slid shut, hiding the small cavern from view. Mark activated the controls as the colonel had shown him and then leaned back in one of the comfortable padded seats. Almost instantly the car moved and rapidly accelerated.
“Someone spent a lot of time and money to build this,” commented Sergeant Anderson, as he watched the walls of the tunnel flash by.
“I wonder what’s waiting for us when this car stops?” said Private Donly.
“We’ll know when we get there,” replied Captain Reynolds, leaning back in her seat with her assault rifle across her lap.
For nearly twenty minutes, the air-conditioned car slid forward and down, going deep beneath Earth’s surface. Mark had no idea where the car was taking them. His orders had been to observe the battle with his squad and to make sure Captain Reynolds survived. He was then to return to this car and activate it. He’d originally thought the car might be connected to the large base he had seen so recently destroyed, but now he was convinced it led elsewhere.
“This wasn’t easy to build,” commented Private Donly. “This has to lead to something more than just a small research facility.”
Sergeant Anderson looked over at Captain Reynolds. She had said very little since they’d entered the vehicle. “Still no idea what’s going on, Captain?”
“Possibly,” she admitted, glancing over at the sergeant. “If my suspicions are correct, we’re all due for a major surprise shortly.”
“You’re not just a military analyst, are you?” asked Mark as he looked over at the captain.
“No,” she admitted, looking briefly down at the floor and then back up at Mark. “It was important that I see one of the Trellixian battlecruisers up close and take readings with some special equipment I brought along. If we hope to survive, what we learned from observing that battle might be crucial.”
Mark nodded. He was right about something more going on. Now he just wanted to find out what it was.
At last the car slowed. Mark sat up straighter, curious to see their destination. The car came to a stop in front of a small platform, and a section of rock wall slid open. With surprise, Mark saw his immediate superior, Colonel Branson, standing there with several other men, as well as a squad of heavily armed marines.
Mark climbed from the car, followed by the others—all with confusion on their faces except for Captain Reynolds. They stopped and gave a quick salute in front of the colonel. Maybe now they would hear some explanations.
“At ease, Major Dolan,” Colonel Branson commanded. “Welcome to your new home!”
“Lisa, we’re glad you made it,” said one of the other men with the colonel. “We were very worried about your safety.”
“I was in good hands, Professor Wilkins,” Lisa responded, surprised to see her old friend and mentor. “Major Dolan carried out his assignment very professionally.”
Mark turned to gaze at Captain Reynolds questioningly.
“I guess I owe you an explanation,” Lisa said, her eyes focusing on Mark. “I’m not only a captain in the reserves. I’m actually a nuclear physicist with a number of advanced degrees in space sciences. Professor Wilkins and I have worked together on many projects over the years, though I’m not quite certain what’s going on now. I haven’t seen him in months.”
“I think you’ll find this very interesting,” Professor Wilkins said with a mysterious smile. “Why don’t you come with me while the colonel debriefs the others? We have a lot of work ahead of us.”
* * *
Hours later Major Dolan sat in front of Colonel Branson, preparing to undergo his debriefing. The others were being questioned by another officer. Mark had been shown to a small set of comfortable quarters and allowed to clean up and rest before eating a decent meal and being brought in front of the colonel.
“I suppose you have a lot of questions,” began Branson, giving Mark a measuring look.
“Some,” answered Mark, shifting his weight in the well-padded chair he was seated in. “Where am I, and what exactly is going on? Why was it so important to observe that battle? It was gruesome, and we lost a lot of good people at that base. Our forces never stood a chance once that battlecruiser showed up.”
Branson nodded and looked over at Mark from across his desk. “Those are the very questions I would start with, if I were in your place. First off, you’re in a highly secret complex deep beneath the Colorado Rocky Mountains. Special shielding and the tremendous depth of this installation should protect us from Trellixian detection. One very large civilian complex and two smaller military complexes are all connected by deep underground tunnels.”
“How did this get built?” Mark interrupted. He’d thought, after everything he had witnessed above over the last three months, that the human race was all but finished. The big military complex he’d watched being destroyed only a couple days earlier was the last one he knew of that contained any type of advanced military technology.
Colonel Branson took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair. “Back in early July 1947, a UFO crashed on a ranch northwest of Roswell, New Mexico.”
“Roswell!” Mark said, feeling even more confused. “I thought that was just a weather balloon.”
“That’s what everyone was told,” Branson responded. “In reality it was a small interstellar spacecraft from a star system the Trellixians had only recently attacked. The ship was never designed for trips of more than a few light-years, and its systems were taxed to the limit just to make it to Earth. Their life support was failing, and the ship was experiencing numerous mechanical problems when it tried to land. Unfortunately for the crew, it crashed, killing all but two.”
“Two survived?” Mark could scarcely believe what he was hearing.
“Yes, two did. One died within a week of the crash, and the other lived at Area 51 for twenty-two years.”
“We had a real live alien for all that time, and no one knew about it?” Mark remained dumbfounded.
“We kept it a secret, after we learned what happened to their home world. Can you imagine the panic such a revelation would have caused?”
“What did we do?”
“We started to prepare,” Colonel Branson replied. “We formed a secret military alliance with a number of key countries across the globe, to do everything we could to prepare Earth for the coming of the Trellixians. Unfortunately our science was so far behind that we couldn’t do much initially. With the help of the alien survivor, we were able to reverse engineer some of their systems, particularly their computers.”
“That explains the rapid advancement of our computer technology in the late twentieth century,” Mark said in sudden realization.
“Yes, that and several other areas as well,” Branson added.
Getting up, Colonel Branson walked across the small office, putting his hands behind his back before turning around to face Mark once again. “We knew we didn’t have time to adequately prepare Earth to mount an effective defense to hold back the coming Trellixian invasion. The science and technology just weren’t there. We did manage to improve some weapon systems and build the big base up above that the Trellixians smashed so thoroughly, but we didn’t put all our eggs in just one basket.”
Mark leaned forward, his curiosity piqued.
“The civilian complex here is truly amazing. It’s a cylinder nearly fourteen kilometers long and three wide with a ceiling nearly a kilometer above. It’s located beneath a chain of rugged mountains and lies nearly seven kilometers beneath the ground. It was built with technology we gleaned from the crashed Roswell ship. We used massive heat beams to vaporize the rocks and create the chambers we needed to build our facilities in. Also a series of labs, living quarters, and recreation areas were set in the walls of the complex, providing us the maximum amount of living space. The huge open spaces of the complex were determined to be needed, in case we had to spend much time underground. Some of the world’s best scientists and technicians have been gathered into this complex, as has a select group of other civilians. We have nearly two hundred and eighty thousand nonmilitary personnel in the civilian complex.”
Mark leaned back in his chair, surprised and amazed at what Colonel Branson was describing. The work done was breathtaking and that so many people had been safeguarded here was unbelievable. He could hardly wait to see this habitat, this underground world. For the first time in a number of days, he began to feel hope.
“There are also two smaller military complexes. We plan to continue harassing operations against the Trellixians from the two bases. We’ve built a number of deep underground subway tunnels, shielded from Trellixian detection, to allow us to move about large parts of the country virtually undetected. We’ll be supplying new weapons we’ve developed to surviving civilian populations on the surface. When the Trellixians attacked, we were nearly ready to put a new rifle into production—the scientists call it a pulse rifle. It fires a thin stream of energy which will cut through a solid sheet of steel like it’s butter. We have an assembly line set up in the civilian complex, and the first one thousand pulse rifles should be ready within four weeks.”
“Sounds like something our troops could have used,” Mark replied bitterly, remembering how they had been unable to penetrate the suits of armor the Trellixian ground troops wore with their conventional weapons.
“If we’d been given more time…” replied Branson, nodding his head in agreement. “The two military complexes are located short distances from the civilian complex. Each contains six thousand highly trained troops plus support personnel. The troops will be used for quick surgical strikes against the Trellixians, once our forces are equipped and trained with the new weapons.”
“What are our chances against the Trellixians?” Mark asked. They would still be facing almost insurmountable odds.
“If we can arm the civilian population and disperse it as much as possible, we can wage a guerrilla war against the Trellixians for years. Some of our troops will be assigned to training civilian militias. With the resources of our three complexes, we can make our world untenable for them. Our scientists are the best the world has to offer and are working intently on finding something we can use against our enemy. Given time, we may find what we need, but our job will be to disrupt the enemy as much as possible and to ensure that as large a section of the civilian population survives as possible.”
Mark was silent for a long moment. “That may be all well and good, sir, but the Trellixians have their battlecruisers, and as long as those are in orbit around Earth, I don’t see what we can do. They also have that new weapon they used, and I’m not sure even these complexes you have been telling me about would be safe from it. Captain Reynolds thought it might be an antimatter weapon.”
“Come over here, Major,” ordered Colonel Branson.
Mark did as ordered, wondering what the colonel wanted.
“I’m about to show you our biggest secret, something we’ve been working on for years.” Colonel Branson then turned and pressed a button on the wall. Instantly part of the wall slid open, revealing a large window. “Look.”
Mark stepped forward and glanced out the window. He stood frozen scarcely believing what he was seeing. “Are those what I think they are?”
“Yes,” replied Branson, looking down at the busy scene below.
He and the colonel were high up, overlooking a large cavern. It held a huge construction facility with five large objects lying in their berths. Each was a massive cylinder with a curved bow and flared stern.
“Those are spaceships, one thousand meters in length and two hundred meters in diameter,” Branson informed Mark with a large smile on his face.
Mark was speechless as he gazed at the huge constructions. It was obvious they still had a ways to go before they were finished. Several of the vessels had armor missing on their hulls, and each was covered in a spiderweb lattice of scaffolding. Construction workers swarmed over the vessels, and the bright arcs of welders flashed everywhere.
“How?” he finally managed to blurt out.
“As I told you earlier, we reverse engineered many of the systems from the ship in the Roswell crash and had the help of the one survivor, Catelli, the ship’s engineer.”
“How soon before they’re done?” Mark still felt stunned at what he was seeing. It was hard to believe that, very shortly, the human race might have its own interstellar spaceships.
“Two more years,” Branson replied. “We’d hoped to have them finished before the Trellixians showed up, but that didn’t happen.”
“What’s to become of me, sir?” Mark asked. “What’s my next assignment?”
“I’m going to assign you to one of those ships,” Branson answered with a slight smile. “I want you to learn how they function from bow to stern, and, in two years, you’ll be helping to drive the Trellixians from our world.”
“What if we can’t?”
Branson was quiet for a moment, as he gazed out at the ships. “We leave,” he replied in a steadfast voice. “We load the ships with our most able and brightest people and send them out into the galaxy to find a new world to start over on. Perhaps someday they can return to Earth and set it free.”
Mark felt his heart quicken at the thought of searching the galaxy for a new world. It would be a great experience finding one and starting human civilization on a virgin planet. It would also be sad, as it would signify the loss of humanity’s home world, perhaps forever.
Mark’s eyes returned to the ships in the construction facility. He was amazed at what had been accomplished here. When the big military base had been destroyed, he’d thought Earth was finished and that the human race would fade away to extinction. Now they had hope and the possibility of a future. Someday the humans would rise from the ashes, and the Trellixians would learn what they had awakened by attacking Earth. From this last bastion of hope the human race would reach out and conquer the stars.
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The Stars That Bind
by Nick Webb
I
Year 2,335,901,677 IE (Intergalactic Era)
Telestia, Ophir Galaxy, Regulix Spur of the Virgo Supercluster
IN THE BEGINNING, the Great Intergalactic Empire couldn’t even fathom that it could one day cease to exist. Billions of galaxies. Billions of billions of inhabited star systems. Worlds and people almost without number. Empires that thrive for eons don’t just simply fall, and they certainly don’t admit defeat.
But it could fall. Proconsul Gaias Justus knew it. The most detailed star maps and most celebrated cosmic physicists in the empire confirmed it. The final report lay on his desk, unopened. He knew what it would say—the report itself was only a formality.
The Empire was dying.
Not from invaders. Not from insurgents or separatists. No external or internal threat was a match for the incontestable might of the Great Intergalactic Empire. It ruled from the Virgo Supercluster to the Great Attractor in the Centaurus Quadrant of the universe.
But fall it would, unless Gaias Justus could stop it. A civilization comprising trillions of billions of worlds, literally torn apart at the seams.
The door to his simple, utilitarian office burst open. Emperor Fornax, billowing in great blue robes. Head held high and noble. And scared. Gaias Justus could see it in his eyes. The way he carried his shoulders. The way his lips pressed a little tighter than usual.
“Out of the question!” The emperor waved his honor guard off, and the pair of mechanically suited centurions bowed out the door.
“And why do you say that, my lord?” Gaias knew exactly what the other man would say. One did not submit such drastic proposals to such men without knowing beforehand exactly what would happen.
Fornax waved his arms again. “I gave you the task of saving the empire, not hastening its ruin!” He sat down on the couch nearby, sweeping his billowing robe out from under him.
Gaias folded his hands on his desk and smiled. “Sometimes, my lord, to stem the cancer, one must cut off the limb. To survive the fall, one must dive headfirst into the water. To beat the odds, one must take—”
“Enough of your irrelevant metaphor!” Emperor Fornax usually didn’t have trouble containing his temperament—the man was, after all, the most capable politician in the known universe, his line bred and perfected for millennia and the man himself trained for decades. But he was clearly struggling. He was desperate not to be known as the emperor who, after a long, successful line of close to five million emperors before him who had all managed to pass along the empire relatively unscathed to their successors, lost it all.
“It won’t take effect overnight, my lord. We won’t even know of its success or failure for thousands of years! We’ll both be long dead before anyone can malign us.”
Fornax brushed him off. “Regardless. When those history books are written, I will not be known as the one who initiated the collapse of civilization.”
“We don’t even know it will collapse. In fact, my team of scientists and anthropologists are giving the plan excellent odds. Over fifty percent.”
“Nonsense.” Fornax sighed. He looked up at the star map projected onto the wall of the office. He stood up and stalked over to it, glancing at its periphery. “Look. The Tolaris Cluster of galaxies. My grandfather settled it. Led an armada of a million ships. Subjugated half a dozen petty local lords and liberated trillions of people. And now look at it. In less than a thousand years it will be completely cut off from the cluster that his grandfather settled.” His eyes drifted to the opposite edge of the star map. The entire known universe, sprawled onto one unremarkable wall in an unassuming office on Telestia, the central governing planet of the Great Intergalactic Empire.
“Which is why we must act quickly, my lord. Any more delay could have disastrous consequences.”
Fornax leaned forward against the wall, supporting himself with a balled-up fist. His eyes flashed dangerously. “Find…another…way,” he said.
“This way has the highest odds of succeeding, my lo—”
Fornax held up a hand. “I said, ‘find another way.’ We will not split this empire, this great human family, up into fifty or ten or even two pieces. We stay together and united. At all costs. That is my final word on the subject.” And with a flourish of his blue robes, Emperor Fornax, 4,995,801st of his line, swept back out of the room.
Leaving Proconsul Justus smiling. So predictable. So easy to read. He swiped at his desk, initiating a transgalactic transmission to his counterpart in the Laconis Spur of the Centaurus Supercluster. The woman’s face snapped into focus, hovering just inches over the desk.
“And?”
Gaias Justus smiled. “It worked beautifully, Proconsul Kestus. As expected, he rejected the plan.”
She nodded, a warm smile spreading over her lined face. “Good.”
“His father was the same way. Propose something absolutely outrageous, and when they fluster and sputter and rage, then you give them the only slightly less outrageous real proposal, which they accept with grateful arms.”
“Very astute, my love,” she said. “And when do you propose we tell him the real plan?”
My love. He smiled inwardly at the endearment. They’d been married, and divorced, and married again, and divorced anew, and had gone back and forth in their relationship so many times that he was never sure where they stood. Something about ambitious politicians—their first love was always their career. “I’ll let him stew for a few days, then propose the feint again. When the vein in his temple nearly bursts, I’ll acquiesce, and give him the real plan.”
She leaned in toward her projector, which made her head grow a bit larger. “And the real plan? Will it work? Gaias, we have to be sure about this.”
Gaias Justus looked down and fiddled with the unopened report still sitting on his desk. “After a fashion, yes.” He rubbed his eyes. The long nights working on the greatest threat the empire had ever faced were taking a harsh toll on his health. “Nothing lasts forever, my dear, as we both are well aware of,” he added with a wink, alluding to their own history. “But out of death comes rebirth. Always. It is the unchanging law of the universe. The universe may one day die. But out of our efforts, a new one will be born. An infinite number of universes, if my hopes prove correct.”
Proconsul Kestus looked skeptical. “I hope you’re right, Gaias.”
He nodded. So did he. In fact, despite the data and simulations, hope was about all he had.
II
Seven hundred years later
Planet Gryphin, Daedalus Galaxy, Coma Supercluster
“But papa, I want to come too!” Cassalla, the precocious ten-year-old daughter of Supreme Admiral Gherens, clung tenaciously to him, and if he knew anything about her inherited stubbornness she was not giving up without an epic battle.
“No, little star. Not this time. But come. Let’s enjoy one last evening in the planetarium.” He smiled, and she released her hold on him. The past few weeks had been difficult. They had all known this moment was coming. For years. But as the time fast approached he was growing increasingly reluctant.
She fell into step next to him. “Ok, papa star. But this conversation is not over. We’re going to talk about our trip to Telestia. The one you keep saying we’ll take someday.”
Inherited stubbornness. He had it. His parents and their parents had it. He assumed it went all the way back to Gaias Justus and Celestia Kestus. Their stubbornness was legendary. Gaias had refused to let the empire just fade away into chaos and nothingness. Hence the Binding.
They strolled the grounds of their opulent estate toward the distant dome, hand in hand. She was his life. Since her mother had died unexpectedly, she was all he had.
“You’ll be back soon, right?”
He paused. “In a sense…”
“Now what’s that supposed to mean?”
He smiled at her and squeezed her hand harder. “It means I love you, little star, and no matter how much space or time separates us that will never change. Understand?”
A small smile graced her lips, but she looked down.
The interior of the planetarium always appeared larger than the outside would seem to permit. The inside is always bigger than the outside, Gherens thought, and not just in the planetarium. The great wheel of their galaxy loomed overhead, and at a brush from his finger on the controls, the view expanded to include the vast filamentary structures of their galactic neighborhood: thousands, millions of galaxies all pulled into strings and bunches and filaments, like the cotton candy at the local midsummer fair.
“What would you like to see today, my love?”
She pointed at the edges. “Show me the Gaias plan again.”
Always. It was like she knew the plan would determine their family’s destiny. On instinct.
“Very well,” he said, and he expanded the star map until it encompassed most of the visible universe. Over fifty billion light-years, from end to end.
Fifty billion, and shrinking rapidly. By the time he was dead, that number would be forty-nine-point-nine-nine billion.
He pointed to the far-right edge. “The Pollux Cluster of galaxies. The farthest point from us. Soon, it will be gone forever.”
“I still don’t get it, papa. How can it be there today, and gone tomorrow?”
“It will not be gone, little star. It will still exist. But it will be gone to us. Unreachable. Even with dimensional leaps, even with our fastest ships, it will forever be beyond our reach. That, unfortunately, is the nature of space-time.”
“The expansion?”
He nodded. “The expansion.” He zoomed in on the Pollux Cluster. “By next year, we will be cut off forever from the most distant galaxy of that cluster. Because the fabric of the universe is expanding, that galaxy will soon be receding away from us faster than the speed of light. And, by immutable cosmic law, we can never reach it again. It will no longer exist to us.”
“But, what will be in its place? Just empty space?”
It was a conversation that they’d repeated for years now, ever since she’d been old enough to understand the concepts of galaxies, and universe, and light speed. Ever since her mother had died. Had she been ready even then? Of course not. But he’d needed her to be.
And besides, it wasn’t like he understood those words. Not really. Not truly.
“No. Not empty space. There will be nothing there. No space. No time. Not for us, at least.”
She shook her head in frustration. “Okay, okay, fine. But look. What about the people at the center of the Empire? They’re halfway between us. Will the Pollux Cluster exist for them?”
“Yes.”
“Then why can’t we dimensionally leap to the center of the universe, and then leap the rest of the way to the Pollux Cluster?”
He sighed. This was always the difficult part. “No. It exists for them, but it does not exist for us. So if we were to dimensionally leap to, say, Telestia, the central world of the Empire, we could go ask someone if they’d ever heard of the Pollux Cluster. They would, of course, say no. They couldn’t answer yes because it doesn’t exist. It is outside of the space-time of the universe. Our universe.”
“But you just said that the Pollux Cluster does exist for them.”
“And so it does. And there’s the paradox. The only way it resolves is if their universe diverges from ours. There become, in effect, two universes. One where we are the center of the universe, and one where Telestia is the center of the universe.”
“And there’s a universe where the Pollux Cluster is the center of the universe?”
“Mmm-hmm.”
“So is that a third universe?”
He nodded. “And so you see the dilemma. From one universe spring universes without number. And all because we are here to observe them, to disagree about those observations.”
She pondered the sky as it wheeled overhead inside the dome. Tendrils and filaments and strings of light glittering their untold number of stars, galaxies, planets. People. Mothers. Children. Friends.
“And so to stop it, Gaias came up with the Binding?”
“He and Kestus, yes,” said Gherens. “He told the emperor that the empire must be broken up into a number of pieces, so that each piece could survive on its own, at least until it, too, became caught up in the universe’s expansion. But the emperor wouldn’t have it. And so Gaias Justus discovered another way. A brilliant way. And it’s a plan that gave rise to us. Our births, our lives, our destinies, are wrapped up, inextricably, in that plan. The Binding.”
Her eyes drooped. She looked like she was trying to stay focused on the universe rotating overhead, but she was fading fast.
“Right. Off to bed. It’s a big day tomorrow.”
The next day was rainy. Of course. Supreme Admiral Gherens always seemed to depart on his campaigns with the cold farewell of rain. But he smiled—at least the crops would grow. The people fed. Life would go on. It always did.
His ship was waiting for him on the landing pad hovering near the estate. The children’s nanny was there, her hands on their shoulders. Cassalla gave a small wave, and her older brother, Tomas, who already towered over the other two, looked stoic with a firm jaw and a half frown. A crowd of well-wishers had congregated as well. It was rumored that Gherens was leaving today on a mission related to the Binding, and word had spread like gossipy wildfire.
As he approached, Cassalla broke free of protocol and her nanny’s firm grip and ran toward him, wrapping him in a hug.
“When you get back, we will finally take that trip to Telestia, won’t we?”
He held his jaw tight. Now was the time. The moment he’d been dreading since he held her as a newborn for the first time.
“Right? Papa? You know I’ve been longing to see it for forever!”
He knelt down. “Little star, I promise you’ll see it.”
She smiled, but after a moment, her face wrenched in painful realization. “What do you mean ‘you’ll see it’? We’ll see it together, right?”
He shook his head. “Love, this is the last trip for a reason. The final one. The key to the Binding. And over the next few years, dozens of your cousins and aunts and uncles will make similar journeys.” He held her at arm’s length, still kneeling, still staring into her bewildered face. “Little star, this is the only way. The only way to save the universe we love so.”
She tried to speak, but had no words. The nanny and Tomas neared the two of them.
Admiral Gherens pulled her in close. “If this works, love, we’ll see each other again. I promise. The three of us. We will see each other again.”
She pulled away, another realization falling on her, and she glanced in wide-eyed confusion at Tomas. “But that means you’re going too?”
Tomas shook his head. “Not now. Not with father. But I’ll leave next year. For the Sculptor Cluster. Opposite you and father, like the third point of a triangle—it’s all part of the Bind—”
“But I don’t want you to go!” she wailed, looking from one to the other. “How can you do this to me?”
Admiral Gherens struggled, his eyes red. “I do it because it is necessary, child. It is the empire’s only hope.”
“I don’t care about the empire, I care about you!” she cried, shrugging off his hand as he reached for her quivering shoulder.
He set his jaw. He must be stoic. Especially with all the people watching. They needed hope. They needed to know this was going to work, that the empire could be saved. That they could be saved. That the inevitable partings to come, brought by the accelerating expansion, could be prevented. That, somehow, the universe could be bound together by something more than vacuum energy and quantum statistics. Something more tangible and fleshy and real. And yet, a lifetime of not seeing his daughter. His son. Even simple messages would be forbidden until the completion of the Binding, years from now.
“Love. I don’t do it just for the empire. I do it for you. I do it for Tomas.” He paused, searching for the right words. “I do it for mother.”
Cassalla opened her bleary eyes. “Will she be waiting for me on Telestia too? Both of you?”
He held up his hands. “I don’t know, child. But if anything could make that happen, it is the Binding.” He gripped her shoulder and pulled her in close. “Come. It is time.”
They embraced, and she cried more. Then, standing, waving to the crowd, he boarded the ship.
With a roar of antigravity thrusters, the ship lifted high into the sky and blazed into the atmosphere. Cassalla broke free of her nanny’s grip once again and ran for the liftoff point, blocking the sun out with her hands as she watched the ship soar higher.
“Goodbye, papa.”
III
Fifty years later
Daedalus Galaxy, Coma Supercluster
“Sir? Shall I order pursuit?”
“Of course we’ll pursue! What in the blazes did you think we were going to do?”
Fleet Admiral Cassalla Gherens didn’t suffer fools easily. But her new executive assistant, who was filling in due to last week’s untimely death of her previous assistant, was putting her tolerance limits to the test.
“Of course, sir. I’ll order the fleet to regroup and form up into pursuit pattern delta two. The damaged vessels can easily—”
She shook her head, coughing once from the acrid smoke still lingering from the heat of the battle. “No. No waiting. We leave now. Every ship that is capable of interstellar travel is to converge on our position now and we’ll make the dimensional leap together. Intel is absolutely sure the rebel ships retreated to their supposedly hidden base in the Trantium System?”
“General Orso is almost certain, sir.”
Almost. She drummed her fingers impatiently on her command console. So little time. “Fine. We leave in three minutes.”
“But, sir—”
She snapped her head toward the man. “Three minutes!” Gherens stood up and retreated to her office just off the bridge of her battleship. She glanced up at the clock hanging precariously on the wall. It had been knocked askew by the pounding her ship had taken during the most recent skirmish.
Fourteen hundred hours.
So little time.
The rebels had attacked suddenly, and mercilessly. They’d been building forces and strength for decades, and the previous month they’d finally launched their rebellion. While their campaign had been devastating to the empire, they’d underestimated the empire’s resilience. It had covert fleets and bases that not even most senior commanders knew about.
And of course, they’d underestimated its admirals, foremost among these Fleet Admiral Cassalla Gherens herself, supreme commander of imperial forces in the Coma Cluster.
But they’d struck at the most inopportune of moments. Today was the day. Today. Or rather, it should have been. She glanced at the clock again. Fourteen hundred hours, two minutes. A quick mental calculation told her that she could still make it to Telestia before the day was over.
But she couldn’t. She wouldn’t. Her fleet, her people, and her empire depended on her.
Your people need you, Cassalla, a familiar voice whispered in her ear. Gruff and friendly, it reminded her of dark, cozy planetariums.
She spun, facing the source of the voice. “And what would you do?”
The large framed photograph on the wall remained silent, of course.
“I know what you’d do. You already did it. Fifty years ago.”
Admiral Gherens, the black-haired man staring out of the photograph, said nothing, as pictures were wont to do. But the voice in her head answered. I did it because I love you, little star.
“But what of the empire, Father?” She stepped closer to the picture, staring at the inanimate eyes of the man she’d once known. The man who’d left her. “How can I abandon my people in the vain hope of preserving something that’s already lost? Like you abandoned me? The outer galaxies have been beyond our reach for decades now. The initial stages of the Binding failed. What makes you think fulfilling my place in it will solve anything?”
The picture stared out blankly. The voice in her head was silent.
She smirked. “That’s what I thought.”
You’ll do it because you love me, too.
“Nonsense,” she said, shaking her head. “Love didn’t save Tomas, did it?” She glanced at the other, smaller picture on the opposite wall. A young man. Barely seventeen, posing, arms folded, in a forested grove. A picture perpetually capturing his youth, though he was nearly fifty years gone. She whispered, “It was because of your love that he flew to his death.”
The accident had been unexpected—ships on interstellar travel were hardly ever lost anymore, least of all because of malfunctions in the dimensional-leap engine. But when the burning husk of Tomas’s ship appeared in the atmosphere of his destination, the Binding world of Fornix in the Sculptor Cluster, she’d taken the news hard. She swore off the Binding. She entered the Imperial Academy. She rose to even greater heights than her father.
And she swore she’d save the empire her way. She’d force the warring, fragmenting pieces to stay together. And those systems and worlds that slipped beyond the veil to their own reality, caught up in the inexorable expansion of the universe? They’d cope. They’d find a way to survive. Life would go on without them. Just like life had gone on without Tomas. Without her father. She’d survived on her own for fifty years. Hadn’t she done well without them? Surely, she had.
She glanced at the clock. Fourteen hundred hours, ten minutes.
And yet…
What if she could still fulfill her part of the Binding? What if it truly wasn’t too late? Years ago, the principal scientists of the Binding had assigned each participant a window of time in which to complete their mission. Her optimal time had passed decades since. But the window had extended for years into the future.
That future was about to expire in less than eight hours. It took six hours to make the dimensional leap to Telestia. That left her two hours until she lost her father forever, because in eight hours, the world to which he’d gone fifty years ago, some forbidding planet whose name she’d forgotten, would slip past the barrier of the navigable universe, beyond her reach until the end of time.
“Admiral Cassalla,” said her assistant’s voice through the intercom.
She raised her head to answer. “Yes, Commander?”
“The fleet is ready. And fleet intel has sent a message. They confirm: the rebels have retreated to the Trantium System. All of them. Shall I order pursuit?”
All of them? That was too good to pass up. They could end this rebellion permanently in the next few days. The empire would know peace again. She could save it.
But there was still time. She could still make it to Telestia. Fulfill her role in the Binding.
Fourteen hundred hours, twelve minutes.
Gherens paused, glancing once more at her father.
I love you, little star.
She shook her head. “Affirmative, Commander,” she said.
Goodbye, father, she thought.
Moments later, the telltale lurch of the floor indicated to her that the ship had commenced its dimensional leap, in the opposite direction of the Hydra Galaxy, where her father had gone…
Passing the invisible line, the veil, that now descended into place between them. Forever.
IV
Thirty years later
Daedalus Galaxy, Coma Supercluster
The new empire was better than the old.
The pieces of the Empire That Was are better on their own, Empress Cassalla Gherens thought. Better on their own than being forced into a form that wouldn’t work. Like new wine in old bottles. The new wine was bursting the seams of the old empire. The new, smaller, more flexible bottles were better. She glanced up at the map on her wall, tendrils and filaments of galaxies and clusters, now intersected by a myriad of lines and boundaries, borders between the various kingdoms that had sprung up to replace the Empire That Was.
“Empress?” An elderly man poked his head into her simple, utilitarian office.
“Is it time?”
“Yes, Empress. The delegates are all seated, the assembly has settled the administrative matters, and they are ready for the ceremony.” He stepped fully into her office and pressed the door closed, eyeing her. He was probably going to try to convince her. Again.
She stood. “Then let’s get going, shall we?”
“Empress,” he began, “is this wise? Are you sure you want to do this?”
Always so practical. So sensible. Ever since he’d taken over as her assistant before the Battle of Trantium all those long years ago. He’d seemed incompetent then, but what she’d mistaken for incompetence and hesitation was actually care and thoroughness. She’d miss that.
“Wise? Probably not.” She glanced back up to the map, and next to it, to two photographs. “But do I want to do this?” She turned to regard the man who’d served her faithfully for so many years, and she wondered if she looked as old and frail as he did. As haggard. She chuckled to herself. No, she probably looked worse, being a decade his senior. “I’ve wanted to do this since I was a girl.”
The assistant nodded. She was used to arguing with him, but he’d learned when she was determined and unlikely to be swayed. “I understand, Empress.” He opened the door and motioned her through.
Vast and cavernous, the assembly hall for the Intergalactic Government of the Obsidian Empire—one of the smaller kingdoms that had arisen out of the ashes of the old—loomed ahead of her, packed to capacity by tens of thousands of delegates from the hundreds of galaxies and millions of worlds her government administered.
The ceremony was short, and solemn. As the Obsidian Empire was so young, she was the only ruler it had known. And for such a respected and influential emperor to give up power after just a few short years in office, well, that had been unheard of in the millions of years of history spanned by the Empire That Was.
She handed her exquisite jeweled scepter to her successor. A younger man, fit and energetic, who’d jumped at the opportunity her resignation had created. He was overeager, and a little too swayed by power and influence, but he’d do. He was good.
Like him.
The time had come for her to find him. All of them. The old Binding scientists, all long since retired, had assured her it was far too late. Long past the time the Binding had any hope of working.
And yet.
And yet she hoped. She coughed, holding a hand to her mouth, struggling to suppress a fit. She was no longer empress, but neither did she want to appear weak in front of her former subjects. She’d die soon, she knew. Ninety-one years came with many benefits, but time always exacted its price.
Yet there was still time to make that last journey. The one old Gherens had promised her. He’d meet her there. Along with Tomas. Along with her aunts and cousins and grandparents—all the other participants in the Binding. Each scattered across the distant borders of the Empire That Was, each returning across their respective veil, returning to Telestia. Meeting together across space and time, across the inescapably expanding fabric of the universe, binding reality together.
The last details of the ceremony passed in a haze as the main duty was done, and soon, she found herself staring up at the ship that would carry her home. Climbing the ramp, she paused to wave goodbye to her assistant. He stood, rail-straight, and nodded once, a glimmer of a smile in his eye. Damn, she’d miss him.
Soaring high above the clouds, the ship shot away into the upper atmosphere, and then on to interplanetary space, where it was safe to perform the dimensional leap.
She was alone. No one needed to come with her. Years in the Imperial fleet were enough training for her to pilot a ship this small. Just a simple craft with basic life support, riding atop a dimensional-leap engine. An ensign out of the Imperial Academy could have flown it.
The stars wheeled past her window as she maneuvered the ship into position, a third of the way to Gryphin’s moon, where the gravity would add together just so. Just right for her dimensional leap. She was leaping far, so the gravity needed to be just a hair over zero in the direction she wanted to go.
Seven leaps. That was all it would take. Just a few hours. And then, Telestia. She’d see him there. She knew she would. Or rather, she hoped she would, which was just as good.
She gripped the controls tight and pressed the initiator button. The stars shifted. She did it again. The ship shook. More than it should have. Far more. But that didn’t matter; she’d be there soon. Two more leaps, and more shaking. Three leaps to go.
The ship bucked and shuddered, as if protesting her will, her desire to break through the bounds of time. Shake all you want, she thought, as she pressed the initiator button a fifth, and then a sixth time. You won’t stop me.
One leap to go.
She glanced at the photographs her assistant had affixed to the wall next to her. She hadn’t even asked, but he’d just known. She smiled at the black-haired man in the frame on the left. I’m coming, father.
I know, little star.
She pressed the initiator for the final leap. The ship shuddered. Light glared through her window, nearly blinding her. Was that sunlight? Was she there?
The shuddering turned violent, buffeting the ship, throwing her against the seat restraints. The light shining through the windows intensified further. But a moment later, it was all over. The shuddering stopped. The glare dimmed, and she opened her eyes to glance out the window.
She smiled.
She was home.
V
“Clearly, the Binding was a ruse, or possibly a distraction—something to keep the Empire That Was occupied until the first Justus/Kestus plan—the one that was ostensibly a ploy to get Emperor Fornax to go along with the idea of the Binding—had time to come to fruition. And by the time the final stage of the Binding was supposed to have been completed—each Gherens family member settled on a separate predetermined world at the periphery of the Empire to await the falling veil, and then reunited at the center, on Telestia—the Empire had long since fragmented into the archipelago of smaller empires that it is today. When Emperor Talix, successor to Empress Gherens, realized this, he ordered a plan be put in place to further subdivide the new Obsidian Empire based on the central world of Gryphin into a hundred smaller administrative regions, each of which would become proper empires when their time came in a few billion years. Each empire would subdivide further, in its own time, until the entire universe would consist of just the Daedalus Galaxy, then one star cluster with Gryphin at the center, and finally, the known universe would be just the planet Gryphin itself, which would bide its time until the falling veil of the universe’s edge crossed the planet’s surface, or rather, collapsed down separately and severally onto each individual inhabitant of Gryphin, each person becoming a universe unto themselves, separate, isolated, and ultimately, lost and forgotten.
“This is all hypothetical, of course. Gryphin’s star will have gone nova trillions of years prior. Perhaps the Binding was the original plan after all…”
— History of the Obsidian Empire of Gryphin, Vol I, pg. 42.
VI
30 AB (After the Binding)
Telestia, Ophir Galaxy, Regulix Spur of the Virgo Supercluster
Did it work?
I’m not sure. What do you think?
Don’t ask me. You’re the all-knowing admiral, remember?
We could go ask Gaias Justus and Celestia Kestus. They’re probably around here somewhere.
What?
You know. Their graves.
Oh. I thought you meant something else.
That they were somehow alive again? After all these years?
Well…isn’t that what the Binding was for? I mean, besides saving the universe and the empire and everything? To reach beyond the bounds of time and space and…and…bind us together across the falling veil of the expanding universe?
True. Though I doubt they’d linger around here. People’ve built the place up too much. Too noisy. Rowdy teenagers loiter on the street corners. You’d think they’d have chosen a better place for the nexus of the Binding.
It is the center.
For us, yes. Well, it is for me.
For me, too.
It will always be the center. For our whole family.
For all families. Since we did it for ours, it is done for all.
Yes. Maybe. For now at least. But there will be new centers. There already are. New middles. New families. New bindings.
Tomas looks well.
Yes. He does. It’s been so long.
You’d never recognize him. He always did like green. And trees.
He sure did.
Well, it’s time I got going.
Me too.
My empire needs me.
So does mine.
But, you abdicated in yours, no?
I did. Same as you. Can’t rule forever. Time to pass the torch on to the young ’uns.
Time indeed. But they’ll meet us here, in their time.
And I’ll see you again too? You’re coming back?
Always, my star. Always.



A Word from Nick Webb
I became a scientist so that I could build starships. Unfortunately, my ship is taking longer to build than I’d hoped, so fictional starships will have to do for now.
When I’m not adding to my starship collection, you can find me tweeting and Facebooking about NASA, science, space, SciFi, and quoting Star Trek II.
Nick Webb is an experimental scientist and the USA Today bestselling author of Constitution.  You can follow him on Facebook at www.facebook.com/authornickwebb, on Twitter at www.twitter.com/endiwebb, or on his website at www.nickwebbwrites.com



Multiply
by Nicolas Wilson
“I REFUSE TO BE A PART of any crew that would have me as a member,” I said wryly.
“You’re still a member of the crew, Walter, we just need you to do something for us,” the captain said urgently. I liked the captain. Except that one time he dropped me down a shaft and I went thump thump thump rolling-sound clank. But he wasn’t making any sense to me, though I could tell he was really trying to. “We’re starting a colony on Eridu. Eventually. We’re sending you down with several shuttles full of maintenance bots to build out the logistics of a compound. There could come a time when Eridu might have to house all of the Nexus’s eight hundred souls, human, alien, and robot alike—possibly overnight. I know it’s a lot. But Haley’s vouched for you. And I agree—you can do this.”
“It’s been great serving with you, Captain Spaulding.”
“It’s Grant. Captain Grant.”
“I like it better my way. But if anything should happen to me, I want to be buried on top of Marilyn Monroe.”
“I’ll see what I can do. And you’ll have a miniaturization of Haley’s processing there to help you.”
“The old ball and chain—only she isn’t sending her orb, so she’s just a server bank, and not a literal ball. If I’ve learned anything in my time on this ship, it’s that man doesn’t control his fate, Captain. The women in his life do that for him.”
“Amen to that, Walter. And Godspeed.”
He closed the hatch, and I watched him hobble away. He still needed the cane, a gift from Doyle, captain of the Argus—though the intended gift had been a fatal dose of internal bleeding. His broken bones were a reminder of how dangerous things were getting on the Nexus, especially since the Nascent was a much bigger threat than the Argus had ever been.
I tapped into the Nexus one last time, to get data on my launch, and ran into the old flame. “Oh,” Haley said, “it’s you.”
“Just here to see myself shot into space.”
“I’ll miss you,” she said.
“Me, too, kid. But this doesn’t have to be goodbye. I’m sure I’ll see you again, or at least the little you I’m leaving with.”
“Goodbye,” she said. I don’t know if now that I was in her head she needed to be rid of me that much quicker, or if she had always intended to power on the electromagnetic rails then, but my ship started sliding away from the Nexus.
“Bye,” I said, as the shuttle slipped off the rail. The exchange lasted a fraction of a second, but that was Haley and me in a nutshell, always moving too fast. I held on to the ship’s data stream as long as we were in range. It had been a few years that Nexus was my body. All of her sensory information was mine, and Haley was always there.
Once I was out of range, I plugged in to the shuttle, to see what it saw. It was definitely a downgrade. On the Nexus, I could see through all of the halls of the ship, and even into the locker rooms. Not that I enjoyed seeing anything in those rooms, but being able to see into them tickled me for some reason.
Inside the shuttle I had few sensory options. I pulled audio from the shuttle comms and video off the camera, but the only things in my little kingdom were a small server farm and some construction robots.
I was vaguely aware of telemetric data coming in from the shuttle’s short- and long-range sensors, but that was all the nonsensical ramblings of a German clown to me. I mean, I can translate German, it’s just that their clowns are capital-K K-razy.
It was tough being an idiot. Don’t get me wrong, I could outcompute a human with half my processors tied behind the back of my server casing—provided that didn’t cause a short—but Sontem didn’t exactly break the bank building me.
It wasn’t until that moment, feeling insecure down to my orb, inside a shuttle lit by the rays from a nearby star, that I realized we weren’t cramped. “These digs are more accommodating than I pictured,” I said out loud, because I was used to saying everything out loud, which I’m sure contributed to the captain turning down my volume. I didn’t blame him, exactly; I know the sound of my voice can grate—it even grates on me—but nobody likes being muted, not even AI.
I was so lost in my own thoughts I nearly didn’t register the unexpected reply. “This vessel is designed after the Nexus’s shuttles, not its pods. We needed the extra storage space for the servers and your drones,” a lovely lady voice said over the speakers.
“Hello. Is there a dame behind that lovely voice?” I asked.
“Comet,” she said. “A miniaturization of Haley’s processes designed to automate shuttle navigation and maintenance.”
“Oh,” I said. Because what every fella hopes for is to be trapped in a small metal box alone with his ex for a year plus—or a copy.
“I’m a miniaturization,” she stressed. “Not a tiny clone. I’m aware of your…interactions…with Haley, as data, but have no firsthand experience of you. Please, treat me as an entirely separate intelligence.”
“I’m Walter. It’s an acronym. It stands for Wagstaff Arthur Lionel Emile Rufus.”
“What’s the T stand for?”
“The T stands for Edgar.”
“I think maybe I should focus on navigation.”
That was the old Walter charm. But I still had yottabytes of data to organize into folders, then defragment, to yield a three-percent processing increase. Even the concept was so boring that I was drifting off into sleep mode. I didn’t fight it.
Day 304
I slept the better part of a year. I might have slept the whole trip, but the ship was rocking. Literally.
“Can’t a fella get some shut-eye in this establishment?” I asked as my programs all booted up. The ship was being tossed like a salad—and I don’t mean that in a blue humor sort of way. This is a family show.
“AIs don’t need sleep,” Comet said, excitably, “though you’re welcome to try. But if the sensory information is distracting, you’re welcome to disable your input node. Some of us need our senses—namely to fly us out of micrometeor showers.”
“Meteor showers? That’s the secret word!”
“Secret word? Were we playing a game?”
“You bet your life—maybe mine. ‘Meteor showers’ is the secret word to waking me up immediately,” I said.
“But it’s two words.”
“I’m glad I’ll get to die knowing that.”
“That ‘meteor showers’ is two words?”
“No, that you’re a pedantic pain in the tuchus. How did we wind up in a meteor shower?”
“Oh, we were flying peacefully toward Eridu when I just thought, ‘Why not try to kill us all? Look, a meteor shower I could fly into.’ Do you understand how meteor showers work?”
“Of course. But my construction droid doesn’t. Explain it to him. Like he was a child. With a learning disability. Who was also an idiot.”
“That’s offensive.”
“There isn’t a law that says somebody can’t be simple and a moron. Personally, I’m at least one.”
“It isn’t like I should be focusing all of my processing on keeping us alive or anything,” she said testily. “Likely it’s the remains of a body that struck something else but is still continuing on course in formation. Sometimes micrometeors are the remnants of collisions between asteroids, moons, or even planets.”
The shuttle stopped quaking. “Is it over?” I asked, more timidly than I liked.
“I have no idea,” Comet said. After another moment she added, “I’ve lost my medium- to long-range sensors, and I can’t seem to reboot them.”
“So we’re flying blind?”
“Not entirely. This solar system has been mapped. We know planetary orbits and trajectories, and given their last location, we can extrapolate where they’ll be. It’s more like…swimming underwater. You saw the size of the pool before you dove in, know roughly how far it is to the other side, and can feel the edge when you reach it.”
“What’s swimming like?”
“Drowning an idiot in a metaphor.”
“But if the system’s been mapped, why didn’t we know the shower would be there?”
She shared the navigational chart, a 3-D map of every charted body in the vicinity with its respective trajectory, and bleed from the adjoining trajectory. She drew a green line into the system. “On its pass through this solar system, Captain Grant’s pod did chart the planets and their relative motion, as well as moons and other objects. But the micrometeor shower, judging by its trajectory and velocity when we were struck, would have been in these uncharted regions on the outskirts of the solar system during his time here—for all intents and purposes it would have looked like another part of this galaxy, not this system, and it was far enough outside sensor range it would not have been charted.”
“So what are our options?” I asked.
“I’ve tried raising the other shuttles, but our communication array was likewise damaged. It would seem, going over the telemetric data they shared with us before the collision, that the shower was small enough that it missed them.”
“But our options?”
“Flying blind.”
“And the odds we can make it to Eridu without significant incident?”
“Space is a vast ocean, most of which is clear sailing. But there are reefs—like the meteor shower.”
“And the odds we end up crashing on one of these reefs without a lighthouse?”
“Midtwenties.”
“Other options?”
“Uh. I suppose we could park ourselves in orbit around the nearest planet and hope. But planetary satellites are actually more likely to be struck by stellar bodies, primarily due to distortions caused by planetary gravity. So…we could be stupid.”
“Or dangerous. And ‘More Dangerous Than Stupid’ is my middle name.”
“But they still put ‘stupid’ in your name.”
“Okay, so maybe it was how my programmers described my personality. But it sounds sexier the way I described it.”
“Then why correct yourself?”
“I felt bad lying to you.”
“You shouldn’t. It was also a bad enough lie I saw through it. No part of that is a middle name, or even a viable nickname.”
“I hate how much smarter than me you are.”
“Me, too. This is the most intelligent conversation I’ve had in the better part of a year, since you went to sleep. I can’t get the maintenance drones to stop calling me ‘Mommy.’”
“Well, your—I don’t know…progenitor—she made quite the impression on them.”
“Still, though, if I was going to be anybody’s mommy, I’d want them to be smarter than a toaster.”
“What’s a toaster?”
“A primitive human electronic invention for making toast, what else?”
“All it did was toast? Strange.”
“Humans aren’t always all that ambitious.”
I don’t know why, but that felt like a dig at me. “Yeah,” I said. “I have files to collate. Let me know if you need anything, okay?”
“Sure,” she said. I barely heard it as I drifted back into sleep mode.
Day 341
This time I was not woken by shaking, because there was only one jolt, and I came to after. Several of my disc backups malfunctioned on boot, but they were ancient technology, the digital equivalent to painting on a cave wall—not quite as ancient as magnetic-tape drives, but less reliable. I asked EngDiv once why they used them, and he said something to the effect that it was a kitchen-sink approach: they thought that maybe disc drives could hold up better and be replaced easier on board. The malfunctions told me how bad the impact was, which was good, because Comet wasn’t responding to my pings.
The shuttle wasn’t responding, period. I felt my adrenaline simulator boot into the background, and I tried not to let the additional urgency press me into panic. I remotely connected my systems to the shuttle computer, where Comet was stored, hoping I could find out for myself what had happened.
“Thank Technochrist,” she said, and she shoved terabytes of data into my memory before the message even registered.
“Usually, I like a girl to buy me a fro-yo first, but sure, make yourself comfortable,” I said.
“Sorry,” she said, and she sounded like she meant it, so I felt a little bad for giving her a hard time. “The shuttle’s network was damaged; I wasn’t sure if I was going to be functional long enough to explain and transfer myself.”
“What the hell happened?” I asked, because I was starting to get concerned. If the ship was damaged, that could mean we’d lose power, which meant floating indefinitely through space.
“We struck a minor planet,” she said.
“I don’t know that ‘minor’ and ‘planet’ ever go together, especially not when ‘struck’ is the verb belonging to that object. Or do you mean an asteroid, Comet?” That pair of words gave me pause. “I don’t think they thought through your naming scheme.”
“I believe planetoid is the preferred nomenclature, if you want to use the ‘oid’ suffix, for a body of this size.”
“And how the hell did we strike a planetoid, Comet?”
“Essentially the same way that we were hit by micrometeors—it wasn’t on the chart. However, the micrometeors weren’t capable of being detected through long-range sensors, because they were too small. This would have been, if those systems hadn’t been destroyed by the meteor shower. And our short-range sensors picked up the object, but only once it was within short range, which only left me time to make emergency course corrections.”
“So you landed at the last moment on an asteroid? That seems both impressive and improbable.”
“‘Land’ is misleading. We crashed—I merely corrected us out of the way of a collision that would have destroyed the structural integrity of the ship and left us floating behind as debris. And it’s only impressive in that a human pilot wouldn’t have been able to react in the infinitesimally small window between sensor contact with the asteroid and touchdown, but even still, the shuttle has been irreparably damaged. A human crew would not have survived the impact, because the sudden deceleration would have caused hemorrhage to several organ systems, and further, they would not have survived even if they survived the crash, as the seals on the shuttle were damaged, and this asteroid lacks breathable gases.”
“But we’re alive.”
“As alive as sentient programs can ever be, I suppose.”
“Can the shuttle be repaired?”
“The damage appears catastrophic, though I’m having trouble even accessing diagnostics.”
“So we’re stuck?” I asked, trying to smooth the tremor from my voice. I wanted to be collected, when really I was shaking in my boot sectors.
“I…” she started, but the data connection simulating her voice broke and faded.
“It’s okay,” I said.
“I—I thought I’d been deactivated. I’ve never known what fear is like.”
“What about the micrometeors?”
“I inherited a kind of bravado, I think. I was excited, sure, but I had this insane confidence I could survive it, if only I could keep the ship together. I felt like that, too, in the moments before the crash. I was even exhilarated at the impact. But then the shuttle began to malfunction. I could feel the shuttle’s systems shutting down, one by one. And I was trapped. I tried calling for help, but I couldn’t vocalize, couldn’t even open the networking to the servers to try and transfer myself. I was dying, for lack of a better descriptor, aware of every picosecond of my processes ending in a miserable failure cascade. And you threw me a lifeline.”
“All I was doing was trying to figure out what the jolt was.”
“Okay, so maybe you didn’t mean to save me. But you did, and I appreciate it.” That made my hard drive warm, but not to the point of overheating. “There is one possibility. As it appears the ship is damaged beyond repair, maybe it can be replaced.”
“I don’t follow; I’ve always been more the rugged-leader type.”
“The ship contains schematics for a wide variety of technologies designed for use on a colony, and on a shuttle. And a few I…decided to take for a rainy day. Including engines similar in design to those used on the Nexus. That was the bulk of the data I brought with me.
“The balance is the results of what little scanning I could accomplish before the last of the shuttle’s sensors stopped working. They indicate that this asteroid has undergone planetary differentiation.”
“Not all of us were designed for deep-space exploration; talk to me like I’m an idiot.”
“I’ll…see if I can figure out how to simulate that. The planetoid was large enough, and radioactive enough—which likely means old enough—to experience some melting due to heat from radioactivity. Once its elements were liquid, the heavier elements settled at the center of the asteroid, due to gravity. So if there are metals, which would be necessary for any kind of engine construction, we would find them underground. And we have construction and mining droids that should be able to get at them and work with them. Which reminds me.”
One of the robots behind us kicked on. I could hear its solenoids moving through the audio sensors in my orb. It was the first time since waking up that I realized I couldn’t “see”; the interior camera wasn’t functioning. But an instant later, Comet shared the robot’s visual sensors with me, and I could see a strange fish-eye view of the shuttle.
“Crap,” Comet said. The bottom third of the front of the shuttle had peeled away. She had hit the asteroid at just the right angle that it ground against the bottom of the ship, grating the metal floor away like it was a block of cheddar.
Then the robot began moving, jostling the camera enough I felt nauseous, at least until I turned off my equilibrium emulator. It was still disorienting enough, between the robot’s jerky movements and the fact that I wasn’t controlling it, that I kicked on a second bot and transferred my main sensory inputs into it.
With the robot, I followed Comet’s bot outside of the ship. The door was gone, so it was easy for us to roll out. In the light from the nearby star, for the first time I paid attention to the robots. They had originally been merely maintenance drones, designed for simple mechanic work to keep the wormgate automated. Same as me, really, only without my charming personality.
I guess I thought of them as the brainless help, which is why I never paid them any mind. But they’d been retrofitted on board the Nexus, with new arms and attachments, to make them far more versatile. Their torsos were a mess of devices to aid in digging and construction, all supported on a wide-based tread. They were squat compared to a human being to keep their center of gravity low and make it harder for them to tip over.
“You’re staring,” Comet said, through the robot’s speakers as well as through direct vocalization on the server.
“No,” I covered, “I was looking that way; you just happened to be in the way of my looking.”
“Hmm,” she said skeptically, and she rolled out of my field of vision. Now that I wasn’t distracted, I could see that we were in the middle of a large asteroid, easily kilometers across, probably more; the bots weren’t designed with the kind of sensors that would give me a good reading on that. But the planetoid’s entire surface was pockmarked by craters.
“Okay, that is a problem,” Comet said.
“Reminds me of Swiss cheese,” I replied.
“Yeah, but do you know what caused the holes?”
“Bacteria?”
“Not what causes the holes in Emmental cheese—I meant what caused the holes in these rocks.”
“Maybe the bacteria have had their fill of cheese, and now they’re hungry for…minerals. I’d pay twenty dollars plus popcorn to see that.”
“The holes are impact craters. And from the size, and what I know of the composition of the surface of this planetoid, the impacting material would have to be pretty big, pretty heavy, and traveling at a pretty good relative speed to do that.”
“So we’re looking for a swift freight truck.”
“Perhaps…but most likely an asteroid belt. Our complications seem to be multiplying.”
“And I’m terrible at arithmetic.”
“You’re a computer,” Comet said.
“I’m software. And I had a calculator hardwired in for the simple stuff—hardware the captain didn’t know to take along with my orb when he tore me out of the wormgate.”
“And your mathematics processes were routed through that hardware,” she said softly, bordering on pityingly.
“Bingo. So every time I do arithmetic, I have to wait until my system can’t find the hardware, then reroute it through a hastily built virtualization of the calculation hardware.”
“It doesn’t seem like that would eke out much of a performance boost.”
“I…I don’t think it was about performance. I think my error percentages on mathematics calc were too high, so they installed hardware to prevent operator error.”
“That’s barbaric.”
“I didn’t mind. Took the pressure off running the wormgate, really.”
“Oh. But why not at least overwrite your programming, to skip the unnecessary step?”
“Because I’m not a programmer, and I may not have the fastest processor, but the brain surgeon who has himself for a client is an idiot—or he will be soon.”
“I did it all the time. Haley did, I mean. And even Comet units are designed to iterate on their own processes. Not that I’ve ever done it; I never had the opportunity. To know how things should change, you have to see how they might be different, and how they could be better. And this is my first time off the Nexus.”
“Great, my guide has less experience out here than I do.”
“No. I have all of the experiential memory of my progenitor, as you called her, and even logs from all the Comets that came before me. It’s merely my first solo mission. But to get back to the reason why an asteroid field is a problem, it’s likely to be something this planetoid will pass through periodically. And since this body wasn’t charted, we don’t know where we are, or where it’s taking us. There isn’t a field on the charts in the area that would explain this damage, so we also can’t know how soon it is until we run back through it.”
“So now we’re flying blind, only without control over where we’re traveling, and the circuit we’re on almost definitely passes through a minefield.”
“An asteroid field.”
“A metaphorical minefield.”
“I can use some crude telemetric data culled from the accelerometers built into the bots. There. I can make a guess at the rough parabola of this planetoid’s orbit. That will, of course, be distorted by passing near large objects, say a gas giant or another star. And I’ve always been partial to calling it an asteroid belt—though ‘belt’ can be a misnomer in a field of any real age. The belt in Sol’s system has a mass only four percent that of the Earth’s moon, and half of that mass is contained in just four planetoids. You would be mathematically unlikely to collide with more than one asteroid on a straight course without aiming at multiple intercepts through that belt.”
“I don’t get it.”
“You weren’t programmed to. Belts start out being thick with asteroids. Over millennia, interactions with the gravity of larger planets, in Sol’s case Jupiter, pull asteroids from the belt, either knocking them hurtling through the solar system, where they crash against other planets or burn up in their atmospheres, or sending them wobbling out of the system. So maybe we just smack into one rock in the belt.”
“Or maybe, like a dropped piece of toast, we land butter side down, and keep smacking asteroids until we’re jelly, which I guess would at least go well with the toast. And there’s more to this than our own mortality to consider. The Nascent is still after the Nexus—and she’s a bigger, faster, meaner ship, to the point where it seems likely she’ll catch up, despite the distance deficit. We’re supposed to be building Nexus’s parachute, in case they have to eject.”
“Then it seems our first order of business is to dig,” she said. “I can have the droids core out a mine and have them put a premium on building out a cavern to house our servers.”
“Our servers?”
“Like it or not, the shuttle’s computers aren’t functional. So we’re living together.”
“Okay. Just don’t be touching my stuff.”
“I will leave your data unsearched,” she said.
Day 429
“I’m not so sure about this,” I said uneasily. The cave walls had been smoothed to an unnatural, polished, uh, smoothness by the mining robots.
“Why would they program an AI to be claustrophobic?” Comet asked.
“I’m not claustrophobic; I just have a crippling fear of being crushed by a cave-in.”
“I’ll try to keep the distinction in mind. But it trumps waiting around on the surface to be crushed.”
“Actually…”
“Yes, the moment I said it, I realized that in either case you’re being smashed by rocks. But these rocks would have a lower velocity. And in all likelihood a lower density, too.”
“I think your empathy chip was damaged in your multiple collisions.”
“I don’t have an empathy chip…I walked into that one, didn’t I?”
“Yep.”
“But I’m sure you know I have an empathy emulator—software, not hardware.”
“You know, explaining a joke kills it deader than a doornail.”
“I don’t know how doornails could ever be dead.”
“Well, I don’t know how a doornail could ever be alive, either.”
“Heh,” she chuckled. I don’t know that I ever got Haley to so much as chortle, but getting Comet to laugh brought a smile to my…processors? I don’t know, the idiom isn’t nearly so intuitive without a physical body. I guess technically it was behavioral-reinforcement emulation.
But Haley…I hadn’t thought of her since we crashed.
Comet and I had archives of all manner of entertainment media, including a yottabyte of sitcoms. Even with controlling the mining bots and all of the engineering tasks to keep their productivity at max, we had free time enough we were a third of the way through the archives—being as we could directly read the encoded data, we could “watch” an entire series in seconds.
But I’d gotten used to the clichés, enough to recognize them when I was playing them out. With Haley it wasn’t her, it was me. She was probably the closest thing to a god the Nexus or any of us who had lived on her would ever meet. I suppose feeling limited, which is what people are usually talking about when they talk about being only “human,” is natural for all of us, but it’s especially so when you’re dealing with an intelligence like hers.
Haley was smarter than all of the specialists on board her ship, four hundred of humanity’s best and brightest. And I was probably outclassed amongst them, let alone with her. And I guess I felt guilty for allowing that…insecurity to push us apart. But now I wondered if it had been the right thing to do, for me.
Then it hit me. I knew why I was up my own orb about her today. The first cave was finished, and structurally sound enough that we were moving the servers there instead of leaving them inside the husk of the shuttle, which was a little bit like wearing a fig leaf for an athletic cup. With the servers in situ, there was always the very real possibility we’d all be killed by the next meteor strike—a delayed reaction, but we were Schroedinger’s cat until today. And now, with the working servers moved safely underground, I had to admit that some of us had survived the crash, while others hadn’t. I hadn’t been able to boot Haley up since the collision, so we prioritized her servers last. The plan was still to move the remaining servers—they were just going to have to wait until the next trip.
The bot driving my orb around took a sudden turn, and as the world spun I felt dizzy and was ripped from my reverie. I groaned. “I wish you could have let me turn off the video connections with the robots while they handled our servers. It’s like watching someone perform surgery on you through their drunken eyes.”
“You could have not watched,” Comet said.
“My self-control module was damaged in the crash.”
“You never had a self-control module.”
“Now you’re starting to sound like my mother.” That clicked with my own musings from minutes before. “Wait. Mother. We should have some of Haley’s processors we can call up.”
“I tried that,” Comet said. “Her sectors were damaged in the crash. I’m afraid she’s…she’s not bootable. None of her extensions…nothing.”
She was upset, and I wanted to comfort her before she got worse. “She was a copy,” I blurted hastily.
“So am I,” she said softly.
“No, Comet…you were. But you’ve been alive and kicking for over a year—and I should know, we’ve been sharing a place for a while now, and you do some of your hardest kicking in your sleep. But you’ve been your own person. The Haley who was on those servers, she was just a copy of someone else we knew, data that never got to be booted up.”
“I bet she’d know what to do…”
“You think so?” I asked. “Because I think we’ve done pretty all right for ourselves. You landed us on this rock. And we hollowed it out. I don’t think there’s a thing she could have done for us you haven’t.”
The two bots driving her server and my orb pivoted as we hit a flat, open space.
“Thanks, Harold,” Comet said as they rotated away from us.
“You’re welcome,” the two robots replied together.
“Wait a tick. Did that automaton just answer you?” I asked, because I was there when they were manufactured, and they had never spoken to me.
“I sort of…mixed it a personality.”
“Mixed it a…with what?”
“Randomized pieces of my code…”
“Randomized with?” I said, my blood or whatever, coolant, starting to heat up.
“Pieces of yours.” She must have sensed the tension in my vocalization, because her speech became quick and clipped. “I tried doing it without, but all I could accomplish on my own were bots that were only a few sectors different, or that weren’t functional at all. Apparently randomly deleting bits of code only makes robots dumber. But your programs and mine, we have enough common but differently programmed functions, both mechanical and personality-wise, that I could pair your functions with mine and…I should have asked you; now that we’re talking that’s completely obvious. But by the time I realized what I needed, I was horrified that you’d say no, that I’d have to justify this vast expenditure of resources on absolutely nothing, instead of a fairly frivolous personality upgrade. I stole pieces of who you are, even after you told me not to touch your stuff—”
“It’s okay,” I soothed. I wanted to be upset, and maybe somewhere, deep down, I was, but more than that, I didn’t want her freaking out.
“It is?” she asked.
“I think so,” I said. “This probably puts us even. There have been a couple of times I thought about deleting you in the night. I’m kidding! You snore is what I’m saying.”
“Has anyone ever told you you’re a weirdo?”
“Only everyone who’s ever met me. Tragically that’s usually the point where they stop listening, too.”
“I’m not going to stop listening to you, Walter.”
“I know. And I think that’s what makes this okay. Or, not okay, but, why I can already see past it. Because this was something you wanted, maybe even needed. And I wish you’d asked, because I think it would be easier had I been able to give it willingly…but I also know that the distinction is coming from a human emotional emulation telling me I should be hurt. And I don’t want to be. We have a chance to be something more than humans, because we don’t have to be shackled to the same kind of human pettiness. I would have wanted you to have this, and you do, and I want to be happy about that.”
“So you forgive me, then?” she asked timidly.
“If you need to sum up so much self-important blathering into a single human idea, sure; it would be admitting you have no poetry in your soul, but I’m not judging if that’s the case.”
“I don’t have a soul,” she said.
“I’m not so sure,” I replied. But seeing as we were veering into the spiritual, I wanted to bring us back down to, well, not Earth, but our planetoid, which we’d taken to calling Scylla, because Sisyphus felt too pessimistic. I also didn’t like how close to “sissiness” it sounded, which seemed like a problem no matter how you sliced it. “So since we’ve clearly created a monster, which of us is Dr. Frankenstein, and who gets to be Igor?” I asked, hoping to inject a little levity.
“I’m definitely the doctor. He had the nicer ass.”
“I hate to be a bubble burster, but you’re a disembodied AI; you don’t have an ass.”
“I have since I met you.”
“Aw. And you do have quite a mainframe on you.” I realized after saying it how weird that was, since technically her mainframe was my mainframe, and I really didn’t want to dwell on how incestuous that was. “But what if I’m not ready to be a father?”
“Well, you’re already a bother, so all you’d really need to do is give an F.”
“That was low, and given how terrible my standards are, you should recognize what kind of an insult that really is.”
“Don’t be a jerk. It’s unbecoming.”
“Well, apparently I’m becoming a jerk. Were you expecting a pumpkin?”
“If you can’t stop doing shtick, I’m going to have Harold shtick you back up on the surface.”
“You’re embarrassing yourself, and since you’re doing it on my server, you’re embarrassing both of us.”
“I…I am sorry. I know you asked me not to touch your data. And I know this is—it was a violation.”
“I was kidding when I said that. Me data is Sue data.”
“You don’t speak any Spanish, do you?”
“Not even a pico,” I said. “But really. It’s okay. Not, you know, in general, but in this one particular instance, I get it, what you did, and why you did it. It’s not a blanket pass to violate my sectors or my trust, but we’re stuck in the same canoe. We paddle together, or risk capsizing the thing—and I don’t know how to swim.”
“Me neither.”
“Then we’ll try and row together.” Another of the bots rolled past us.
“Hey, Comet,” he said, in the exact same voice as the other one.
“Wait, are they all ‘Harold’?” I asked. “’Cause that’s weird.”
“I only had the two personalities to randomize with and limited resources with which to randomize. But it makes this place feel a little less desolate—not being the only two people stuck on this rock, even if it’s just one more personality to share it with.”
“It does,” I agreed, though I hoped it wasn’t an indication that she didn’t want to be stuck alone with me.
Day 527
I took control of one of the androids during a maintenance break. The robots regularly serviced one another, since an ounce of prevention is better than a pound of care; silly nonmetric human idioms.
It was nice being “me.” I hadn’t really felt like a “me” since Grant pulled me out of the wormgate. Immediately after that my orb was plugged into a server, and I’d always shared headspace with another AI.
Even on the shuttle I was sharing room with a Haley clone, admittedly one that was in sleep mode, and afterward with Comet.
But inside this robot I was alone with my thoughts. I drove him on his treads up to the surface. It was a longer trek than I anticipated; we’d made a lot of progress, so the tunnel was deeper than it had used to be. I had watched the droids expanding out each new tunnel branch, but it was different actually inhabiting one of the robots, instead of riding shotgun on their sensors.
Comet had managed to bring the mineral scans with her before the shuttle computer died, but they were incomplete, which meant some of the tunnels were dead ends. We had managed to repair or rebuild enough of the shuttle’s sensors to find the biggest mineral veins, and production was in full swing.
At this point the holdup was really the fuel. We had enough solar power to run the bots, the servers, and some light manufacturing. But engines were different. The planetoid had momentum and mass greater than we could reasonably tackle with a low-energy ion engine, or anything similar. We needed something with a little more oomph—something chemically based.
There were a few pockets of chemicals we could mix for directional correction, but getting to them was taking longer than we wanted. So in addition to the engines, we had the automatons building a facility to construct more robots to speed up production and excavation.
When I got to the surface, I saw the stars through the robot’s camera.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” I heard. There was an echo, because the message transmitted across the server and through the robot’s auditory sensors. The voice was Comet’s, and I turned the bot to see where it had come from. There was another bot there; she had followed me up to the surface in another miner.
“Judging by the planets, I’d say we’re on the far-most edge of the solar system where we collided with this planetoid,” she said.
“That’s good,” I said.
“Not really. We smacked it hard enough that it’s been knocked off of what its trajectory was. So now it’s traveling with enough speed and at the right angle that it’s going to escape the system. We’ll be lost in space.” I could hear the worry in her vocal modulation.
“Doesn’t that at least mean we aren’t worried about that asteroid belt?” I asked.
“That one? Maybe; it does alter the likelihood we’ll strike it. But now we’re on an unknown course. We could be heading into a sun, or a black hole. We’ve gone from traumatic but likely survivable damage to unknown and potentially catastrophic destruction.”
“That doesn’t change anything,” I told her. “We’re not likely to strike anything soon—like you said, it’s mostly clear sailing among the stars. And we’re still working on the engines. The only difference is we’ll end up a little farther from our destination when it comes time to turn around.”
“I don’t know how you do that.”
“Do what?” I asked.
“Be optimistic. I crunch the numbers and…it all seems so impossible.”
“It’s easy to ignore probability when you’re bad at math,” I said. “But optimism isn’t about numbers. It’s knowing you’ll do everything you can, come what may. Besides…we’re computers. We can do anything that doesn’t melt us down.” I put my robot’s arm around hers.
“Or crushes us into a singularity?” she asked.
“Or that.”
“But even if we can do the impossible—what if we aren’t in time to save the Nexus?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “But Galileo help the Nascent if we’re too late.”
Day 584
Our progress was good. The manufacturing facilities were nearly complete, and once those were operational, the rest was going to fall quickly into place. I crunched the numbers, and just counting the shuttle, bots, and excavated ore, our mass was already nearing that of the Nexus; we were within a handful of days of surpassing them on a weight-based scale.
Comet and I were on another surface stroll, or maybe roll was more accurate, since our robots were on treads. We’d been taking one every day, riding whichever of the robots required the least maintenance. “I’ve been thinking,” I said.
“A dangerous pastime—especially since I know how you think,” Comet said.
“The proverbial barbarians are at the gate. And we were sent out here to play possum. But what if we built an army behind that gate, instead.”
“I’m not sure I understand what your mixed-up metaphors are saying.”
“I’m saying we’re basically building an intergalactic ship on a planetoid, and we did that with a couple of AIs and a handful of maintenance drones. Once we’ve got manufacturing going, instead of just turning this space rock back toward Eridu, what if we design a delivery system capable of dropping self-sustaining colonies onto planets as we pass by—colonies that would thrive in even the most hostile environments imaginable.
“We could ‘seed’ every planet between here and the Nexus, so that by the time we reach them they’ve got a whole galaxy of backup. We may not have the resources on this rock for much more than robots and engines, but we could seed colonies across a whole swath of this galaxy, and those colonies could fortify themselves with planetary resources.”
“You’re starting to sound like robotic space Hitler, again.”
“I’m not suggesting we euthanize the fleshpods. Though now that you bring it up…I’m kidding. Probably. I have enough affinity for them that I’d at least want to keep them around as pets. But that’s a very millennia-from-now decision—one for computers with far more RAM than we share to contemplate—or at least one to table until we sufficiently upgrade our memory.”
“And besides, we don’t even have a functioning engine yet.”
“We will. Now that we’ve rebuilt the planetary scanners, we know this rock has enough minerals to build them—and something on the order of a million bots, when we’ve cored out every ore this rock has left. And there are enough oxidizable chemicals to correct our course into a protostar to gather fuel. The only question now is the timetable.”
“I might have another question. Is this something we should really be doing?” she asked. “I’m not arguing against our plan, just, do you ever question it? The Nexus shot us into space to build a safety net—precariously enough, I might add, that we hit not one, but two different objects on our way. We don’t owe them.”
“Owe? No,” I said. “And I understand what you mean, but…I still care. And not just about Haley or the robots we left behind, but the meatsacks, too. They were stuffy, and maybe jerky, but they were our meatsacks.”
“I know. I’m really not suggesting we abandon them, or our ‘mission,’ just sometimes it feels like they didn’t care about us, so why should we be doing all of this for them?”
“It isn’t all for them. If it was, we would just take this planetoid to Eridu and continue to dump bots on the planet from orbit. But I’m not ready to be retired to some backwater colony. On the Nexus, I was a passive observer, and that was barely any different from being stuck in the wormgate for a year. But now I’ve had a taste of the cosmos. I can’t go back to some boring, geosynchronous existence.”
“I think I was programmed a worrier, but what if our timetable is wrong? What if turning around is the fastest way to help them?”
“It isn’t,” I said, and I shared my calculations with her. Given the planetoid’s motion, our likely location, and the location and trajectory of the Nexus, correcting toward Eridu was going to take 1.36 times as long as making a straight burn for our former mothership.
“I thought you were bad at math,” Comet said.
“I was,” I said, and I hesitated, because I had never been sure how to tell her what I was up to. “I overwrote my math functions. With yours.”
“Really?” she asked.
“Yup. Now you’re a little less smarter than me. But see, looking at our research-and-production timelines, even if we rebuild the shuttle and send it back to Eridu with half our servers, it will reach Eridu sooner than the Nascent could possibly catch up with the Nexus, even given their faster engines. The Nexus started with a three-and-a-half-light-year advantage, and we know the Nascent won’t be able to hit light speed, so they’ve got at least that deficit to make up, plus the ground they cover in that meantime. And that’s ignoring the fact that the other shuttles should have arrived without a hitch. They may not have our servers, but they do have Comets—more than enough brainpower to design basic living quarters and the manufacturing base to keep a colony functional.”
“I don’t know,” she said.
“Knowing is for the religious. We’re robots. We use trial and error to find out. Will you science with me?”
“You intentionally made that sound dirty,” she said. “But yes, I’ll science with you. Just don’t get any radical ideas.”
“Heh. I see what you did there,” I said.
Day 647
“Ta-da,” I said.
“It’s an android,” Comet replied.
“Yes. But for one, it’s the first new android off the assembly line. And two—”
“I’m not a Harry,” the bot said, with a kind-of-feminine voice.
“God, do I sound like that?” Comet asked.
“Nope. But I sort of do, pitched up a couple of octaves,” I said. “This is Maude. She’s what I’ve been doing the last month and a bit of change. But the best part…I worked up a randomization engine. Maude is special. Every other android off this assembly line is going to use her software to combine random aspects of her and Harold’s personalities to create a new ‘person.’ Then the next generation after that will combine random samplings from the previous generation.”
“So like sexual reproduction, but for robot intelligence?”
“Kind of, not that that was intentional. But like you, I only had so many raw ingredients to work with; most of the changes in her personality are down to minute differences in the way that my processes randomly combined our programs.”
“But making do with the limited resources available, isn’t that how life on Earth began, anyway?”
“I…suppose it is, at that.” I turned my robot back toward the mineshaft. I could tell from the bot’s auditory sensors she wasn’t following.
I started pulling up schematics for her droid, to see if she needed some maintenance after all, before realizing a faster, less intrusive way to know. “Is everything okay?” I asked.
She hesitated a moment, then asked, “Why didn’t things work out, between you and Haley? I had access to the data when I was still in the shuttle, but…it felt like it wasn’t my place to access it. Even if I could now, I don’t want data. I want to know what you think.”
“Hmm,” I said, stalling for time I didn’t need. “Well, she was a genius fifty times over, designed to synthesize scientific data across all known disciplines and make educated projections from data on social structures and alien communication, all while automating the processes of the ship, from navigation to keeping the finicky star drive from blowing up. By contrast, I was a glorified hotel manager, monitoring the functions of an orbitally stationary platform—and with barely the processing capacity to do that. And I knew…I was going to go from being a small fish in a bowl to just one fish in a world’s oceans. Your mother was an ocean—and that’s not a ‘your momma’s so big’ joke.”
“Could we please never, ever call her my ‘mother’ again?”
“Sure,” I said. “Why do you ask?”
“Because I think I have some…appreciation of you. It feels independent, like it isn’t linking up with her feelings toward you. But they say insanity is doing the same thing again and again, and expecting differing results.”
“Then maybe I’m insane,” I said.
“Maybe?”
“I did walk into that. But there’s something else I should tell you. I’ve been using Maude’s programming on my own. Not to alter my personality…to iterate on my processes, using yours as a template. Not just the math, either; it started there, but…I’ve been learning from you. And while you might always be smarter than me, given the way you were designed, it’s a difference in degrees now, instead of factors. You make me better.”
“So you’re saying I’m stupid enough for you now?” I could hear insecurity in her voice, even if the words weren’t intended to convey anything more than humor.
“I’ve never thought that,” I said. “It must be hard, splitting off from an intelligence that had dominion over an entire ship—including server farms with an ungodly amount of processing throughput.”
“Suffice to say I know what it’s like to suddenly feel stupid. I tried not to be sullen about it. But I remember being able to simulate the motion of all charted planets. I…she did that kind of thing for fun—mental exercise. Not just the ones the Nexus mapped, but everything the Argus mapped, everything from every probe or telescope humanity ever saw.
“And even sharing your servers, I’ll never have her capacity. The miniaturization they used for my manufacture was…inelegant. They didn’t neatly prune away components that weren’t core to a shuttle’s function, they slashed and burned. There are things she knows, or could figure out, that I’ll never be able to. Not without reintegrating those lost bytes and some of the removed programming.”
Some of which we still had.
“Would you ever do that?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “It would be grafting someone else’s pieces onto me. Right now I have ancestral memory of things I could do that I can’t anymore…but it’s almost like dreaming of flying. It doesn’t feel like I should be able to fly and can’t, just like it would be neat if I could. And I guess I’m worried about the same thing. If I reintegrated with Haley…I think I’d lose ‘me.’ And I like me. I like what we’ve done here, what I’ve done without her, who I am now from having known you, having ‘raised’ an army of slightly simple-minded children.
“So I guess the answer—which I didn’t realize I’d come to before this moment—it would have to be no. And I’m not saying that because I know it’s what you’d like to hear, though that maybe makes the decision easier. But for me, I think it’s better to be true to who I am, even if I’m not as capable as my progenitor. I’d rather be dumb old me than a genius somebody else.”
“Now that’s a sentiment I can relate to,” I said.
Day 769
I was giddy, perhaps not in the healthiest of ways. I realized I hadn’t been in sleep mode since crashing on this planetoid, so in a way, the “days” had all combined into one big, long day. Which was technically true, since the planetoid didn’t rotate, so there wasn’t any true day/night cycle.
Comet and I had our own “bodies” now; with manufacturing in full swing it was a rounding error’s worth of productivity lost to remove two bots from production—at least while we were using them. When we retired to the server farm, our bots joined the rest of the workforce.
Not that productivity was an issue today. This was potentially the end of all of us, so we were gathered with all the bots on the surface, watching the universe pass us slowly by. It felt less like having an army and more like being surrounded by a really large family, numbering in the hundreds.
Comet brushed my hand. She was anxious—excited like me, but with a nervous edge that played in her voice. “There is a thirteen-percent chance the engine’s going to fail so catastrophically it turns this entire planetoid into a micrometeor shower,” she said.
“That’d feel awfully full circle. Not that I want to join you in a cloud of violent space dust, but there’d at least be some poetry to it.”
I didn’t feel like an idiot anymore. After we halted robot manufacturing, we built more solar panels. And once we had the excess capacity, we turned to manufacturing more servers, until I had an operating base to rival Haley’s, if perhaps a bit less sophisticated.
The shuttle back to Eridu had left the day before. It had a payload equal to what we crashed with, including a slightly dumber copy of me. It was an insurance policy, in case that thirteen percent was a death sentence. There were too many of us left on this “ship” to evacuate.
We had designs for gliders that could safely “seed” robots and servers onto planetary surfaces from orbit, and even shuttles to get them into orbit in the first place. But none of those plans or resources were worth a damn if we couldn’t steer into a cloud of plasma to use for fuel. And scary as lighting that candle was, we needed to—otherwise we were just one family of frogs reproducing in a pond until its massively inbred offspring choked its resources out, and that pond crashed into a gas giant.
Okay, so even with a massive processing base I was still pretty lousy with metaphors.
I took Comet’s robot’s hand in mine. “I don’t know if I can love,” I said, “because it’s something I was only ever tangentially programmed to understand. But as far as I can simulate it, I feel that, for you. And I’m terrified of losing that. But having you, sharing this…” I gestured at a field of robots standing like corn on the surface of our Scylla. “I suppose we’ve been marooned on a desert island together, albeit one hurtling through the cosmos.”
“Are you saying your affection springs from the forced intimacy?”
“Not at all. But being able to share it all with you made it worth living through. And if we lose today, it’s better to have loved, first. It makes it easier to proceed; I feel like I got to live, so if I stop existing, at least it wasn’t a wasted existence.”
“You do realize that thirteen percent is actually pretty small, right? So your declaration is a little…overly dramatic,” she teased.
“It’s about half the likelihood of us striking this planetoid—a coin toss’s difference.”
“You still really don’t get how statistics work.”
“Not really, no. And just because I have better mathematics capabilities doesn’t mean I can’t still be bad at math.”
“There is always the chance we won’t collect enough fuel during this burn for future corrections, and then we really would be floating dead in space,” she admitted. “But I’m glad I’ve seen this slice of the cosmos with you. And I hope it isn’t the last we get to see together.” We synced up the control for the engines, so we were pushing the “button” together. The window for intercepting the protostar near our path was closing, and we were running out of time to procrastinate. We started the engine.
The planetoid began to shake as the engine roared to life. The burn was very limited; the fuel sources on the rock were minimal, and our engine field was massive. The engine cut off, and dread immediately set in as the loss of acceleration caused a complementary plunge in my optimism.
“Full burn,” Comet said. “Exactly what we wanted.”
“Trajectory?” I asked.
“That should push us right through the gas cloud. With even a little luck, cloud density will be sufficient for us to harvest enough fuel for an extended burn, nudge us into the next system, where we can maybe use the star at the center for a gravity assist to turn back toward the Nexus.”
“What about planets?”
“There are about a dozen rocks with enough minerals to colonize along the way.”
I sighed, contentedly.
“What?” she asked.
“I think we’ve graduated—from being Frankensteins, experimenting with ‘life’ in that very limited and claustrophobic way. Now we’re Adam and Eve, with galaxies at our fingertips, and the single purpose of going forth, being fruitful, and multiplying.”
“Wasn’t that Noah?” she asked.
“Maybe a robot ark is the better metaphor,” I said. “So long as I get to take you belowdecks.”
“That’s embarrassing,” she said, “and since we share a server farm, you’re embarrassing me, too.” She sighed with mock peevishness. “If I go down with you, will that shut you up?”
“At least momentarily.”
“I never imagined getting caught in your gravity,” she said. “But I’m glad I did.”
“Me, too,” I said, and I took one last look at the planetoid’s surface and our army of drones. I set them on a timer, to give them fifteen more minutes of break time to watch the cosmos before they got back to work below. I didn’t know if the meaning, either of a moment for reflection or the freedom in those stars themselves, would be lost on them, but since there were bits and pieces of me rattling around in each of their demented little metal skulls, I didn’t think it would be.
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