
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Pioneers

John Argo

Copyright John Argo 2012

Published by Clocktower Books
at Smashwords

Smashwords License Statement

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

These stories are the intellectual property
of John Argo. Artwork is the intellectual property of CTB/JTC.
Cover art and design, as well as interior art and flow, by
Clocktower Books.


 


1. New World—Year 3301

The crash landing on N60A jarred Paul
Menard's teeth and mauled him around in his web seat. It wasn’t his
spouse Licia’s flying nearby in the pilot seat, but the
thousand-year sleep from which the ship and the last six surviving
humans had just awakened. Would computer programs written a
millennium ago work? The ancient code had been written on a dying
Earth, choking in clouds—like a new gas giant, on a smaller scale,
but just as toxic and deadly—by programmers and engineers who were
by now long dust and forgotten.

Far from the now lost Earth, the last six
human pioneers were making their hard landings on the alien world
that was mankind’s last and only hope for survival. At the moment,
smashed around in a blur so that his teeth rattled and his eyes
dimmed, Menard’s only thought was of surviving through the next few
seconds.

Then they could worry about their fresh,
sweet, green new home with its flowing rivers and blue skies, its
oxygen-rich winds and tiny birds unlike the giant, evolved raptors
terrorizing ancient Earth’s high cloud deck.

For the moment, the game was just
survival—from second to second.

And Paul Menard wasn’t sure if he was about
to die, or step outside into a wonderful new world that had been
promised by enticing radio messages from the advanced civilization
of N60A, an Earth-like planet orbiting a yellow sun much like old
Sol.

In the other cockpit seat, Paul's spouse
Licia screamed once, briefly, as she lost control of the craft she
had piloted down from orbit.

The lifeboat bounced and scraped wildly
across alien grasslands.

For minutes that seemed like hours, Paul
faced the terrifying vision of his own imminent death as the boat
yawed right and left, smashing through trees at the beginning of a
forest.

Everything was a blur as the big boat rocked
up and down, slamming against rocks and trees on its final trip
through a forest and down into a canyon

Paul closed his eyes and prepared for the
final slam into death.

But the boat came to a sickening stop amid
boulders and trees.

In the eerie silence, Paul opened his eyes.
He was grateful for the heavy-duty web straps that had held him
down and probably saved his life. The cabin was filled with a fine
gray haze through which the panels of instruments and scattered
green, red, and amber lights were difficult to see.

Through the blood dripping from his nose,
Paul smelled smoke. He'd deal with that in a moment. The lights
were going out around him. The control panels were going dark one
after another as he anxiously reached out to feel his spouse's
pulse. In the oppressive silence, Licia's petite body lay in the
pilot chair. Her head lay turned to one side from the shock of
impact. The air recirculator system was out, and the air was still
and suffocating as in a tomb. He feared the worst, but was relieved
to feel a strong pulse. "Licia!"

Paul smelled a thickening smoke and
recognized the boat truly was on fire—his other worst
nightmare.

He undid his straps and jumped from his seat.
Raising his arms to the ceiling, he slammed his palms one by one
down the line against the double row of square red plaques that
should activate the ship's fire-fighting controls—no response. This
lifeboat was on fire, and it could no longer protect itself or its
precious cargo: the entire recorded history, and one third of the
survivors, of the human race.

He and Licia were 25 light years from home
after a thousand year sleep, during which Earth and all its
remaining people had perished. There was no way back. Licia had
piloted well during the descent from the orbiting mother ship,
headed for a mirror-bright lake. The plan was to touch down on the
lake surface, braking, and then come to a gentle rest against its
muddy shores. A sudden loss of power had put an end to that plan,
and forced them down among the uneven green hills.

"Come on!" he yelled, shaking Licia. The
lights were going out around him. The control panels one by one
went dark. An acrid taste of smoke was in his mouth. It stung his
nose despite the rag he held there to staunch the bleeding. The
dead viewing screens all around were dark and blind. The corridor
behind was getting cloudy. "The whole circus will go up at any
second! If that doesn't get us, we'll die of smoke inhalation."

While she rose unsteadily, he ran down the
corridor through roiling smoke and, putting his back to the wall,
kicked the escape hatch open. The smoke's muddy, yellowish color
suggested toxic insulation burning. It was an electrical fire for
now; at any moment it could flash through and ignite the whole
craft.

"The library!" Licia yelled, coughing, as she
stumbled down the corridor lugging bulky emergency equipment with
many trailing straps. Both he and she wore loose fitting gray
jumpsuits; no time to even recover their bubble helmets! Licia
dropped an armload of dark military-looking satchels and waved a
hand before her eyes and nose. Then she pulled the blue canvas
weapons bag from its wall holder and tossed it out of the boat.
"The library!"

"Can't save it!" he yelled. He could barely
see her as he reached for her. He had a last glimpse of the
interior—a hundred foot ship that could have made a comfortable
home. It had a complete library of now-dead Earth's knowledge—the
stuff needed to start a new civilization without having to repeat
the first 5,000 years or more. Thank God there was redundancy—the
other two lifeboats had libraries, as did the mother ship, which
was scheduled to orbit the planet for thousands of years. Where
were the other two lifeboats? Hopefully the other two pioneer pairs
were making a better landfall.

Paul jumped the bone-jarring ten feet down
along the lifeboat's featureless sides. Gravity seemed about right.
Paul felt his breath squeezed out as his knees slammed against his
chest. Stunned and aching, he turned to help Licia, but she had
already jumped free, holding backpacks with flailing straps in each
arm. "Quick!" they both yelled at the same time.

Paul picked up the weapons satchel even as
Licia rose from her stumble. She tossed one of the packs, he caught
it, and they both ran.

Man and spouse struggled uphill through thick
underbrush, burdened by heavy packs.

Their breathing was ragged and desperate, but
in a way glad because they were alive—the last hope of an Earth now
forever barren of human life. A warm yellow sun pierced the
immense, oxygen-rich sky. Two moons, one silver and the other
white, formed wan crescents on the horizon. If they could just get
over the—.

The wreckage of their lifeboat glinted at the
foot of the hill in the edge of a seemingly endless green-brown
forest full of life. The ship began to make loud banging sounds.
Some of that was ammunition going off. Some of it was fuel tanks
rupturing. Thick black smoke poured like liquid from the open hatch
and from the broken exhausts under the stubby wings.

Survive, a thing said inside Paul, conquer.
He thought of his mentor SheuXe, and nodded grimly. This world was
going to be theirs, no matter what the cost. In Licia's tired eyes
and mussy hair he read the same determination. After a
thousand-year sleep, they had got here and it was a lovely world,
not at all the coal-black hell of freezing ammonia storms or worse
they might have feared. Mysteries, though: seen from orbit, random
campfires, ruins. Not the wonderful galaxy-spanning civilization
that had advertised itself across the light-years. Instead,
ruins.

From the top of the hill, they would search
for the other two lifeboats; the other two men and two women; the
rest of the human race.

A four-winged bird rested in a headwind high
up.

Two figures scrambled up the alien hillside:
Paul anxious to reach the top and holding Licia's hand; she
stumbling as he pulled her along.

Then the lifeboat exploded. Its skin tore,
and a cloud roiled up hundreds of feet. The blast knocked Paul and
Licia flat on the hilltop, deafening them. He threw himself over
her as thousands of tiny shards rained down for a full minute. If a
big piece hit one of them, it would be all over. He closed his
eyes, feeling her wiry strength and feminine softness under him,
loving her; and yet he still felt that tiny bit of resentment. She
was, after all, and would always be, Alicia Krings. A thousand
years ago, he had stolen her from the house of her father,
automatically imposing a death sentence on the elder Krings. In the
close Aerie quarters, they'd had to live in oppressive proximity
with each other. Krings knew he was doomed. Paul was gripped with a
deathly resolution to explode from the cramped Aerie, and escape
into open space. The last flight out from Earth could not come soon
enough. As the pieces of the boat rained down, he thought of
Krings, dead now 1,000 years, and wondered if he and Licia would
share the same fate in the next few seconds.


 


2. Old World—Year 2299

Paul Menard rested his cheek against thick
glass as he and Master Engineer Roger Krings sat deadlocked in
their debate of survival priorities.

The own grim situation would never come up in
conversation. Each had thought of killing the other in a duel, and
each had let the thought go, knowing Licia would not sanction
it.

The Rocky Mountain Aerie window overlooked
angry black cloud cover obscuring the bitten, stunted landscape of
Earth. Muffled thunder regularly growled in the electrically
tormented clouds below. As the mountains rolled into dusk, the
evening sun shone into the small turret room where Paul often came
to sit alone. Even in the remaining aeries, populations were
dwindling and one could find many places to be alone—too many. Only
today he was not alone.

Startled by a noise minutes ago, he'd
turned.

Roger Krings stood in the doorway, award-rich
and much honored, but now in danger of being despoused. Paul was
about to take his daughter from him, his remaining woman, and under
Aerie law that meant Krings must be put to death. Spousing didn't
mean you slept with each other; it meant any man-woman
relationship. When you became despoused, they disposed of you. That
was Old Law, of course, when there had been too many people. Now it
was nothing like that, but the old shame remained. Krings would be
allowed to remain in his spacious condominium, close to the
precious earth, but there would be a stigma. Without meaning to, or
knowing why, people would dread speaking with him. They would shun
the formerly great man. He would probably step outside one day—he'd
all but threatened this, in an effort to keep Licia with him—having
said goodbye to his few remaining contacts. He had no students any
more. He would step outside without benefit of suit or helmet and
pick his way down the old U.S. Forest Service trail. Probably cold
would kill him first. If he chose to wear thick clothing, he'd go a
bit farther down until the air delivered less oxygen to his
laboring lungs. If he wore breathing pack and helmet, he might make
it almost to the shores of the mysterious sea. Before the comets
had rained down, before the Earth had vomited up slag and smoke,
the sea had already risen to new highs and made new beaches. That
was generations ago. It was pitch dark down there, people said—no
one had gone there and returned alive—but robot probes suggested
strange things living down there that relished the poison air, and
glowed greenish-yellow when excited. If nothing else got him, these
things would.

"Well, Conquering Hero, you are about to lift
your wings."

Paul, two weeks away from launching, looked
away.

"I came to talk about Licia," Krings said
perspiring.

"We have talked enough about it." Paul
sweated but felt cold. He coughed gently and looked out of the
window. Two condors, faint dots at first, approached high over the
alternating black patches and white-and-gold angel's hair clouds.
Krings too had noticed, and bent at the knees to watch.

The condors tangled briefly, losing altitude.
When they had nearly sunk into the cloud tomb, they abruptly parted
by truce of mutual necessity. They climbed steeply upward and
apart.

"The new kind,'' Krings said
scientifically.

The leading condor passed over the buttressed
gray Aerie walls like a shadow, its wing span over 100 feet. The
birds were thickly insulated with fat and feathers. They could lift
a dog or a child into the upper atmosphere within minutes, to
suffocate their prey. As the birds passed, their shadows flitted
over the Aerie, each shadow for an instant darkening the room.

Krings began to blubber.


 


3. New World—Year 3301

After the lifeboat's explosion, objects
rained down banging loudly on the hillsides around them. One
crumpled sheet of fuselage sailed down, landed on its side, and
rolled before keeling over with a soft sound. The air smelled of
burning plastic. A plume of black smoke rose, and the boat
continued to burn loudly and vigorously, but objects stopped
falling. The danger was over—that danger, anyway.

A small lacy-winged butterfly flew along the
crest of the alien hilltop, buffeted in spiraling motions by the
gentle, erratic wind.

Paul released Licia's hand and threw himself
on his belly, panting. Licia dropped beside him. Her pale delicate
face was flushed and scratched, and her light-brown hair was full
of tiny vegetal debris, but her eyes were flinty and determined.
She was, he thought, a stronger personality than her father had
been. No wonder SheuXe had overruled the Council about forcing her
to stay with her father. It had been a matter of which was the
greater work—to save the Aerie, which Krings purported to be doing
by his new solar oxygenator, though the cynic Souspolitis and other
critics publicly denied it; or to send her to help found a new
humanity elsewhere, which the cronies of Krings had loudly derided
in Council. Those had all been words, spoken far away and long ago,
on a planet that was inexorably turning into an initially more
watery variation of its neighbor Venus.

Paul scanned with binoculars, "All I see is
flat land. Some buffalo, I think, grazing. Clusters of trees. Water
in small, shiny pools." They had a rifle, one sidearm, one long
all-purpose knife. Each also carried a compass and canteen in
addition to a heavy backpack.

Licia drank deeply from her canteen and wiped
her mouth with her sleeve. "It smells wonderful here. Can you smell
the plants? The grass?" They gazed across the quiet wind-combed
plains so beautiful and eerie, acutely aware, as every child
learned in school, that once upon a time the Earth itself had been
a storybook planet like this.

"Bovis whatsis," she mused, staring through
the binocs. The powder-blue sky was exhilarating. On impulse, he
embraced her. She bent close to kiss him. He laughed, rolling over
onto his back, and wrestled with her. Good aerie-dwellers, they
knew from long ago that there must be laughter even at the most sad
or dangerous times.

A faint whistling noise came from high
up.

Paul heard it, felt Licia freeze in his arms
as they both turned their gaze upwards.

On the plains below, several buffalo rose.
Others pawed the ground nervously. The whistling grew in intensity,
deepening to a roar.

"The mother ship," Paul said.

"Oh no!" she wailed. Her gaze followed the
direction of his pointing finger.

High up, a thin white trail had fallen out of
space. As they watched, it lengthened its downward curve.

"No!" Paul echoed.

"The trajectory must have been off slightly.
It's being pulled into the atmosphere," Licia said. At its tip was
a tiny dot of intense light. The derelict spaceship, which had
brought them from Earth while they slept a thousand-year sleep, was
about to fall from the sky. It appeared headed directly toward
them.

"Another library lost," he protested,
thinking of all the stored knowledge of thousands of years of human
history about to fry in a brief display of thunder and light. "All
those media are duplicated in the two remaining lifeboats,
waterproof and so on; whoa, but here she comes!"

High up, a thin thread had fallen out of
space. Paul wrapped his arms about Licia, burying her under him. A
wide swath of steam trailed across the sky. At its forefront was
the glowing, still uninflamed derelict. Any second now—there! She
lit like a match, glowed like a pale moon, crossed the sky, making
buffalo suddenly bolt as one. The sound was that of a gigantic plow
being dragged scraping and screeching across the floor tiles of
Olympus. The alien world trembled briefly. A small lacy-winged
butterfly flew along the crest of the alien hilltop, buffeted in
spiraling motions by the gentle, erratic wind. The next instant, a
hovering hawk-like raptor—shimmering greenish feathers on top,
thick brown fur below—plunged, snapping up the butterfly in one
gulp, before climbing with innocent laziness back toward survey
altitude.

Paul closed his eyes and held Licia close,
remembering how, in her desperation to escape her father's
suffocating grip on her, she'd come to seduce him, a millennium
ago, a thousand revolutions of that poisoned cloud-planet the Earth
around its sun, no longer their home now, but in those days still
affording humanity a few tenuous toe-holds in the high mountains.
He remembered his first close view of her, right after the condor
games.


 


4. Old World—Year 2299

A knock sounded at the door of his
one-bedroom apartment in the upper Aerie. Paul rose from bed
wearing his robe, and holding a half-full glass of scotch and
tinkling ice cubes. Plans for a proposed interstellar mission, two
years in future if it were to happen at all, were scattered across
the bed. Among them lay a heavy, wide-mouthed black rifle he had
been absently cleaning and oiling: A condor gun.

Opening the door, he stared. She!

He had seen her for the first time at the
bird-baiting games two days earlier. It wasn't the first time he'd
seen her, actually. The Aerie still had nearly 20,000 inhabitants,
down from 45,000 fifty years earlier. There were a hundred aeries
around the world, all in mountainous regions. Each supported 2,000
to 50,000 inhabitants. In all, about a million humans remained from
a pre-doom population of up to ten billion. The Rocky Mountain
Aerie was one of the largest. It sprawled over dozens of acres in
an area known long ago as New Mexico. It had several schools,
several shopping malls as they were still known, hundreds of
businesses. It was possible for two persons to rarely ever see each
other. Then again, it was possible for two persons one day to stare
at each other as though it were for the first time, and to see each
other as they never had before.

Paul had been pike man in the games. His
partner had been Robert Tynan, a brilliant young engineer. Both men
wore blue jumpsuits that insulated against the cold while allowing
free range of motion. The only weapons in the game were a club and
a ten-foot spear, or pike, with a razor sharp steel point. Tynan's
job, as clubman, had been to bring the bird in, as a matador might
long ago have taunted a bull. These giant birds were not at all
shy, and not easily frightened. After all, since the radical shift
in the ecology, the upper atmosphere had become the secure spot in
the food chain, and they were the kings of that domain. This bird,
a black King Condor with a wing span of 30 or 35 feet, was hungry.
Its beak was serrated for killing, and those claws were scarred
from fighting other denizens of the air. Tynan, a strapping man of
athletic physique and stubborn courage, had gone out on the bare,
snowy tarmac holding his club. The trick in this part of the game
was not to be too far from the bait nor too close. The bait was a
mewling lamb and its mother. The lamb fretted about their small
fenced in area while the mother stood stoically. Already, black
shadows crept in front of the sun. Raspy cawing traveled for miles
in the brilliantly blue sky as the birds talked to one another in a
setup for the attack. Paul watched carefully, pike ready to go to
Tynan's assistance if necessary. Sure enough, there came their
antagonist, a good-sized alpha male from a flock that roosted on a
nearby mountain top. The Hunt Club would be dining on lamb, mutton,
and fowl tonight, Paul thought with grim pleasure. Since Gregory,
he hated the birds.

The helos had been stored below. Above on the
rampart, several hundred spectators watched, bundled in heavy
clothing. Their features were mostly unrecognizable, muffled by
scarves and wool hats. The bird settled slowly, wings noisy in the
thick air. The trick was for him to go for the sheep, not for
Tynan. Sure enough, as the crowd screamed and hooted, the bird
looked from one to the other and raced across the snow with wings
pointed up, headed straight for Tynan. Tynan turned to run, but
fell. What should have happened was that the bird would go for the
sheep, and Tynan would run up and club it across the head. As it
lay momentarily dazed, he would slip a noose around its leg,
anchoring it to the ground. Then the pike man, in this case Paul,
would run out and with great showmanship duel the bird to its
death. Or, as sometimes happened, his own. Then it was the custom
to shoot the bird and hang its head on the rampart as a ghoulish
tribute for the other birds to peck at.

The bird was upon Tynan. Paul ran, readying
the pike as he went. The bird managed to gash Tynan's clothing,
which was thickly insulated; no blood appeared on his torso. The
bird suddenly looked up, aware of Paul running toward it. Its eyes
contained 120 million years of evolutionary mercilessness and
survival pride. In that moment, Tynan swung the club. His swing was
weakened by his position on his back, with the bird's claws on his
leg, but he caught it awkwardly across the face. It darted back,
without relinquishing its hold on him, and snapped its beak to one
side. The club flew away. Paul ran at full tilt, bringing the pike
back like a throwing spear—something never seen before, but the
moment was desperate—and lunged. The composite shaft whirled
through the air, penetrating the bird's neck. The condor backed up,
flailing angrily, making the wound worse. Scarlet jelly ran down
its chest and spattered the snow. There hadn't been strength in
Paul's throw to penetrate the feathers and fat, but the condor
managed to thrash and drive the point deeper. Paul and Tynan tried
to get closer, but the bird, lying on its back and thrusting with
its claws and its beak while shrilly screaming, was too dangerous
to approach. The two men had provided sport and proven their
courage. A sharpshooter of the Aerie Police finished the condor
with a single shot to the skull, and everyone clapped, including
Paul and Tynan, who shook hands. It was customary that the winning
pike man got as his trophy the severed head, and the clubman the
wings; but if the bird had to be shot, the head went to the shooter
and the wings were left in the snow for two weeks. Licia had
removed her hat and scarf and tossed a kerchief to the two men.
Paul and Tynan had looked at each other, and in that moment a
controversy had been born. Gallantly, Paul had picked it up after
conferring with Robert, and both men had returned it to her. Her
name, she said, was Alicia Krings. It was then that Paul recognized
the angry older man beside her as Councilman Krings.

Tonight he held his glass, staggering
slightly as she stood in his doorway. "Hello."

"Hello," she said. Smartly dressed, with
long, slender legs and a fine figure, she was five years younger
than Paul. Rumor had it many men had courted her, and Krings had
driven them all off, some under threat of their lives. Being on the
Council, he could get away with that.

She was lovely and Paul was shocked. She
looked at Paul with clear hazel eyes. Then she looked quickly down
at her hands and awkwardly twirled her sunglasses, "Won't you ask
me in?"

"Of course." He stepped aside.

She walked into his apartment, as was her
right under aerie law. "I felt that I must get to know you."

"I am flattered."

She offered the kerchief. "This was meant for
you, although the other man also was beautiful."

He bowed slightly, putting it in his pocket.
"If you had warned me, I would have worn something more
appropriate, and I would have gotten flowers."

"You know what is right," she said.

"I beg you to educate me if I don't."

"May I sleep with you tonight?" The words
were ritual.

"My heart beats fast at the thought." The
words were from a poem about medieval romance, written during the
Middle Ages, and discovered under an altar in France as salvagers
brought what they could to trucks for transport to the Swiss Alps.
That had been during the melting of the glaciers, but before the
comets and volcanoes.

She was beautiful. They stared at each other,
and he wondered if she felt the way he did. This was to be no
one-night reward for a condor baiting game well brought off. He
could see the hunger written in her eyes, and he hoped she was
falling in love with him as he was falling in love with her. She
seemed strong, yet innocent, and he knew much about her when she
said: "My father is very jealous and violent, but you are brave.
Maybe you, who kill condors, can take me from my father. Otherwise
I will grow old alone. I will have no children and I will walk down
the mountain before I am old."

"I don't want to dishonor your father."

She unbuttoned her brown jacket, revealing a
fine creamy silk blouse underneath. "I have come and you have
accepted me. If you send me away, it will dishonor me, and if you
dishonor me, you have dishonored my father. If on the other hand
you treat me well, it will honor my father. No matter what I do
with a man, it will anger my father, but you will not dishonor him
if you keep me with you."

Paul laughed, though all sorts of dreadful
implications flickered through his mind. Aerie law was about
survival; it was harsh and merciless, and for a moment he pictured
himself being sent down the mountain with only food and clothing to
keep him alive for a day or two. "You have a sharp mind. If you
weren't so beautiful, I would be panicking."

But she was preoccupied with her thoughts and
did not hear him. "You see, I have never slept with a man. My
father never even allowed me to date during high school or college.
And now I have to get away from him. It's not just that you are
beautiful and brave." She looked down, biting her lip, and her
fingers stopped working the second button of her blouse loose, a
heavy round button of the same luxurious material. "You see, I
heard that you may be sent to the new world, and I thought you
might take me with you. Then I could truly be free."


 


5. New World—Year 3301

The derelict mother ship with its priceless
library burst into flames halfway across the sky. A thick trail of
black smoke widened, grew longer. The air shook, and the ground
shook. Buffalo herds scattered in flight, running very swiftly
close together. The black contrail, twinned with a white one of
condensation, roared on across the sky and down over the horizon
like an ancient express train on its tracks. Just over the horizon,
an explosion slammed through the air.

At least nobody had been aboard the mother
ship—assuming the other two lifeboats had successfully detached.
But all six pioneers had awakened from their long sleep, rubbing
each other, offering comfort for sore limbs and aching backs. The
life support systems had functioned beautifully—a tribute to the
best minds in all the world's aeries—and the six were intact and
robust. The mother ship had inserted itself into orbit—evidently,
Paul now knew, too low and too slow—and the lifeboats had
auto-launched. Licia had handled her well enough, until—

The alien world returned to its vibrant
normal self. Buzzing insects nuzzled and droned. Big colorful
flowers bobbed on long red stems. Licia took out the range finder
gadget, a black radio which she mounted on Paul's backpack but
whose earphones she wore herself, so that a thin cable connected
them.

"Hear anything?" he asked, shifting the heavy
radio from one side to the other.

She held up a hand. "Tremendous amount of
static, that's about it. We'll have to climb to the highest point
around. Dammit, the battery is weak."

The alien grass was thick-bladed and
scoop-stemmed, and scraped against their boots as Paul and Licia
sought the highest ground, a grassy hill about a mile away.

Paul and Licia descended to the plain below
in long, easy strides. He was more accustomed to shuffling through
snow. "Earth must have been like this once," she said.


 


6. Old World—Year 2299

Paul was on his way out, but then Krings was
on his knees, blubbering, "Menard, for the love of God."

Paul closed his eyes. He had hoped this very
moment would never happen. He would rather have faced a wild condor
in deadly combat. He would rather have faced Krings in manly
combat. But this was a humiliation for both of them. He hoped
nobody in the Aerie would ever learn of it.

Krings' eyes were wide with pleading,
"Please, she is young and headstrong. She's all I've got. They'll
banish me. Oh God, Menard..."

Paul looked out through the thick window. He
noted how greenish light lay in the prism of the window's edge.
Aerie law was cruel and inexorable. Yes, Krings was finished, and
he should be a man about it. Paul thought ahead to the long space
voyage. What if the hoped-for planet turned out to be some horror
of raging poisonous storms? It took courage to live, no matter
what. And yet he could not bring himself to say anything to Krings.
He wanted to say: "Stop humiliating us both." Instead he shoved the
kneeling man out of his way and walked out. He heard Krings
pleading behind him: "Menard, for the love of God! Menard!"


 


7. New World—Year 3301

At the top of the hill, they caught a faint
signal. Licia heard it first. He admired the way the wind blew in
her brown hair, the way she raised her nose to the air like a young
horse. She was strong, and he was growing hungry for her. But not
now. "It's Tynan's," she said handing him the earphones without a
flicker of changed emotion.

He listened to the faint beeping sound amid
the blizzard of static. It grew stronger as he pointed the gadget.
"That way."

Later, at the bottom of the hill, Paul tested
the water. It was safe, and they drank deeply. "Good water is half
the battle," he said.

She agreed. "SheuXe was right. It's livable."
A tear formed in each of her eyes. "It's wonderful that they would
have known. That they could send us here knowing that." She sobbed.
"We were a pretty wonderful—."

"—Civilization," he said completing her
sentence. "Not great enough." Here they had another chance. But she
knew that. He did not need to say it. He'd do his own grieving. He
knew it came at the oddest moments. He knew that well.


 


8. Old World—Year 2299

Paul and Gregory had succeeded in landing a
trank pellet in the neck of the baby white condor thrashing its
ten-foot wings in their trap. Dr. Mannering would pay well for the
new research subject. Baby whites were rare.

Gregory, 14, held a coiled rope and waited
for his 17-year-old brother to issue directions. Paul saw the sky
was clear blue; not a bird in sight. He handed his rifle to
Gregory. "You stay here, I'm going back to get help bringing the
bird home."

Paul hurried back on the trail through the
rugged cliffs with their smooth embankments of snow. The piled
domes and cubes of the Aerie shone golden despite their dark towers
and bleak walls. A thin powder of ice and snow stung Paul's face,
making him squint as he crossed the narrow gangway across the last
fissure.



He went with the intention of summoning one
or two Aerie cops. As he approached the leeward portal in the high,
pitted Aerie wall, he heard a commotion. It was in a separate, low
building surmounted by an immense radio dish. He'd nearly forgotten
in the excitement of his catch—most of the Aerie leaders would be
gathered in the lab, marveling over the transmissions from an
intelligent civilization 25 light years away. General Scientist
Citizen SheuXe, leader of the Aerie, had only this week announced
they had begun receiving the transmissions in Dr. Mannering's
lab.

Paul entered the radio lab. First thing he
saw was a jumble of winking lights and coiled humming wires. Two
dozen or more white-coated scientist citizens stood about drinking
hot coffee, listening to what sounded like a mass of loud radio
static.

Paul found Dr. Mannering, the chief scientist
and director of education. "We found a baby white! I came to get
help so we could bring it in. Got caught in one of our—."

Dr. Mannering shook him roughly by the
shoulders. "Where is your brother?" White coats crowded all around.
Paul's stomach sank and he pointed over his shoulder.

Mannering bellowed: "Guns everybody, snow
suits, quick!"

Paul realized he'd made a mistake. He ran out
the doorway and back down the trail, out the gate, toward the
fissure. Behind him he heard curses and scrambling feet. A siren
began to keen. Paul ran across the fissure, wood rocking and
pounding under his feet. He ran breathlessly across the snowy
plain. The sun hung like a frozen star over the ghostly mountain
tops. Paul heard a helicopter cough into life.

For all the help and all the love of God,
there was nothing more to be done.

A vast white blanket, flapping slowly, sank
down under the cruel spires, smothering two lone and last gun
shots. The sun hung ever more cruelly, a red spot in the faraway
sky, as the two condors, mother and child, flew away. Their chests
were spattered red, and their claws dripped with gore.


 


9. New World—Year 3301

An outcrop of brown cliffs rose about two
miles away, a logical place to go, higher ground. Survive, said a
small voice sounding remarkably like SheuXe's in Paul's head;
Conquer.

"From high ground, we might be able to spot
the other two lifeboats," Licia said as she and Paul rested on a
large flat rock. They sipped water and tore open foil packets
containing thawed meal bars. "Taste that?" she said, closing her
eyes. "Raspberry. My mother used to have a little garden in a sunny
spot under the west windows, before she died. She grew things like
this and I especially remember the raspberries."

"I never had raspberries," Paul said without
rancor; he'd long accepted that she came from a much higher social
position and had many more privileges. "Is that the tart, sweet
taste?"

She nodded. She interlocked one hand with
his.

"I like the bready part, what is it, oats and
grains?" He scanned the horizon as he chewed. "We should have seen
some smokes by now," he said, wiping his mouth. "All the lifeboats
are equipped with signal rockets and smoke generators."

"They would certainly have seen ours," Licia
said. "A little unintentional humor there."

"I smell goat shit," Paul said.

She laughed and wrinkled her nose. "Buffalo
poop." She pointed. Far off, the buffalo-like creatures that had
run in fright had resumed grazing. The air had a pissy, musky oxen
smell. Strange, this rich-life planet. The Aerie, by contrast, had
had fewer smells, most of them either to do with cleansers or else
with mustiness in abandoned corridors. "We can live here,
Paul."

"I know," he said, "it's great."

"And scary." She looked around uncomfortably.
"It's all so wide open. We don't have to hide from the snow and the
cold. You know what scares me most? What scared me to think about
even before we left Earth? The idea of sleeping on the ground in
the open. I know we have all the gizmos and gadgets, but
still—."

He nodded, well understanding. Hiding his own
fear, he patted the gun on his belt and then the one on her belt,
but she didn't look convinced, and neither was he. "Let's get
moving," he said. It seemed like the best thing to do—walking a
step ahead of their fears and uncertainties.

They passed several groves of trees, one or
two with small animals that nibbled at hanging leaves. Like the
buffalo they had spotted earlier, these animals had shaggy,
powerful hind legs and small forelegs. These animals had foot-long
snouts for pulling down their fodder. When the humans drew near,
the animals bolted quickly in a thrashing welter.

"Good runners," Paul said.

"Probably means there are faster
predators."

"I'll be you're right."

She kicked a stone. "Six people against a
whole world."

"Don't be dramatic."

About an hour after they came to the foot of
the cliffs. A reed-choked, swampy area spread under the steep stone
face, which was pasty white in color and crumbly. They paused for a
few minutes, eyeing the patchy brown water amid the reeds for signs
of anything unfriendly. "I guess we do have to keep a look around
us at every minute," Licia said.

The sun, N60, had declined visibly in the
sky, and there was a cool breeze filled with warm but unfamiliar
scents. "We should get up there before dark," he said.

"Right. High ground." She picked her way
across grassy and rocky clumps across the swamp, and he followed.
"Paul, what about the Senders? We have not found any trace of them
yet."

"Yes. Seeing all the ruins wasn't exactly
encouraging." In the mother ship, the six pioneers had been able to
plan their descent very carefully, even though everything had later
gone wrong. They'd expected to find a vibrant but benign space
civilization of people much like themselves. The low-density raster
images received by Aerie dishes, which themselves were centuries
old and no longer optimal, offered only muddy feelings for the
aliens' exact appearances.

As they reached dry soil at the foot of the
cliffs, darkness came rapidly. Far away, something roared, a sound
like a ship's siren, and Licia jumped against him so suddenly he
was scared both by the bellowing and by her movement. They stood
together, holding each other, and trembling unashamedly. "Paul,
let's get to the top of the hill." It was the aerie-borns' instinct
to get to high ground. Quickly, they slipped on their heavy work
gloves. She followed as he plunged forward. They attacked the dry
chalky soil, clinging to a scraggly branch here and a thorny bush
there. He could hear thorns ripping at the impervious surfaces of
the gloves. Halfway up, reluctantly, he snapped on the small lamps
in his collar, and Licia did the same. "Hate to do it. Might give
us away, but we have no choice."

"Just a few minutes," she said panting.

"There's the top. Whoa." He hoisted himself
around a boulder and emerged on a clearing backset with dense
woods.

"Not going in there tonight," Licia said.

"Right. Here, let's set up."

The air was thinner and cooler on the
plateau. SheuXe’s master plan had provided them with an ideal camp
site based on things he'd researched in old army manuals, made of
nylon and metal composite struts, and weighing no more than 40
pounds. They began with an alarm perimeter—a thin wire, stretched
through the trees in a circle fifty feet in diameter, and grounded
to a small body-heat detector. In the center, they erected a tent
just big enough for both to lie in. Around that they erected a
secondary perimeter consisting of an alarm-rigged shield of
dark-camo nylon that blocked the view of their tent. Inside the
perimeter, they fired up a small stove that gave off almost no
smoke or light, but enough heat to warm up some rations. The stove
also gave off a an odor, outside the human range of smell, that was
described by the citizen-chemists as "peppery," and which would
wipe out any predator's sense of smell for as long as it stayed
around, which probably would not be long. They laid their hand guns
and rifles in the tent, ready to grab, along with strong
flashlights. Without trenches or berms, SheuXe had told his
pioneers in class, their only real strategy was to always keep a
person on guard while the others slept. If something did spot them
despite the visual shield, and didn't mind the pepper smell, then
as it crashed through the outer perimeter, alarm noises and lights
would go off, scaring it and rousing everyone. Hopefully the person
on guard could fill it (or him) full of energy slashes before it
could make it into the tent for a dinner of humans. ("What if we
are separated?" someone, Nancy Tynan maybe, Paul couldn't remember,
had asked in class. SheuXe, diminutive, spectacled,
white-haired-balding, forever in a white lab coat, unassuming, yet
authoritative and aware of his genius, had shrugged and said in his
high, thin voice: "Keep your sense of humor." And everyone had
laughed.)

As they ate, the twin moons shone like
cracked pennies in a field of stars. Because there was no light
pollution from cities, nor industrial pollution—and they'd seen no
signs of natural pollutants like volcanoes or forest fires from
orbit—the sky was so clear that the stars formed an almost
continuous sheet of photoflash yellow along the plane of the Milky
Way.

"Look," Licia said. "Orion."

Paul stared in amazement. He had to look
closely, for in this rich display, individual groupings of stars
were hard to pick out. "You're right. SheuXe told us we might be
able to recognize some Earth constellations, though slightly tweaky
because of the different angle."

"Twenty-five light years isn't far in the
universe, is it?"

"It's eternity if you can't go back."

"We couldn't go back even while we were still
there."

He nodded. "It was a dying world." Seeing
Orion, and then the Big Dipper, and the rest of the familiar
constellations, in various minor degrees of distention, made him
think of the lost libraries. "If just one of the other lifeboats
makes it, then we have the observations we made before we
auto-launched."

Licia gave a small, confident laugh. "We can
figure things out for ourselves. Look, if you follow the outer part
of the Big Dipper as if you were throwing out the soup in it, you
come to that little star there. That's Polaris, Earth's pole star.
See the Little Dipper? Of course if this planet has a pole star, it
won't likely be Polaris. We should find some reference points,
because—."

He reached out and pulled her to him. She
laughed and let him. It felt good to feel her lithe young body in
his arms, her smooth skin and bony points pressing against him.
They made love while the night deepened around them and invisible
breezes rustled through the tall, dense trees, Small animals and
nesting birds rumored in dank holes.

A while later, each occupied a separate
sleeping bag. Paul lay propped on one elbow. Licia lay on her back,
eyes half-closed. Fragile moonlight turned the nylon tent gently
aglow, painting a restful luxury around her features. The night was
full of tiny sounds—insects, birds, all the things he'd imagined
you could hear on Earth before the clouds came. Every so often,
something huge and terrifying, and thankfully far away, would
bellow with an echo that carried for miles.

"Lish."

"Mm?"

"It's so alien—and yet so familiar
somehow."

She opened her eyes and held up a leaf with
both hands, She touched the leaf wonderingly in several places,
"Yes, I think I know what it is. There's more geometry, somehow, I
think. The leaves are square or diamond-shaped or ... and the grass
is more leafy, sort of furry." The leaf in her hand was
feather-shaped, with the spine at one edge. "Maybe it isn't more
geometry, but it's all just different enough to be noticeable."

"Generalization," Paul murmured. SheuXe’s
grand theory had been that, given there are only 92 naturally
occurring elements, and given that planets are common in the
universe, and given that the same laws apply equally everywhere,
and finally given that we have the Senders broadcasting to us, why
should there not be myriad Earths?

"We have to find the others," she said. "We
must."

"We'll make it." Paul brushed her forehead
with his finger to wipe away the worry lines. She wrapped her arms
around him and pressed her face into his chest. She mumbled
something.

"What, Lish?"

"It's far behind us, Paul. My father. Your
brother. The Aeries. All of it. We can start a new life."

He sighed. "Yes, but it's still all up here."
He pointed to his head. "It's like yesterday." He could not even
say the other things.

"Sleep now," she said softly, drawing him
down beside her. "Warm me."


 


10. Old World—Year 2299

Souspolitis was a short, dark-haired man with
a face thought beautiful by many women. Paul, though honored to be
invited to the party at Souspolitis' condominium for being one of
the six pioneers, had been warned to avoid him. At 45, Souspolitis
was 15 years older than Paul. He was one of the few Aerie dwellers
who had not grown white-haired in his forties. All his life he had
excelled at school, at work, and at play, and for several years now
he had been a member of the ruling Council. He had a lazy, cruel
sense of humor that stayed just within bounds.

At the party this evening, he made
after-dinner conversation with Master Engineer Krings and two other
Aerie leaders. Krings, big and tough, had been drinking heavily.
What shocked the party was when Krings threw a glassful of whiskey
at Souspolitis and stamped away, slamming doors as he left.

Souspolitis, brushing the droplets off his
tuxedo, turned coldly, amiably, toward Dr. Mannering, who happened
to have been listening, and asked: "Well, Dr. Mannering? Do you
share my opinion?"

Mannering looked uncomfortably into his
drink. As usual with Souspolitis the discussion cut close to the
quick of Aerie sensitivities. Mannering seemed to think for a
minute or two.

Meanwhile, the four-piece combo began to play
again, drawing some of the spectators softly out of the circle.
Laughter rang out. Aerie people knew time was precious. Little time
to debate the obvious.

Souspolitis smiled thinly. "Well, Dr.
Mannering?" A small crowd remained, anticipating Mannering's reply.
Paul couldn't pull himself away. He had to know what Mannering
would say.

"Well, Dr. Mannering?"

Mannering was a big man, with huge hands and
a red face surrounded by white hair. His normally crisp blue eyes
looked pained, "Well, Krings has been moody lately. He can't seem
to agree on anything with SheuXe and myself about this interstellar
mission we're designing. He seems to want to salvage Earth." He
considered some more, staring down as if the answer lay in his
drink. Finally he looked up and shrugged. "Yes, I think you are
right and Krings is wrong. Earth will never be home to mankind
again. We must put our money on the stars, not down here."

Souspolitis shrugged off his small victory,
sipping a drink. The crowd began to drift apart and the music and
laughter picked up. So the mission would go forward, Paul thought
walking away. At this point, Krings must feel the disapproval of
his EarthTwo project was the final nail in his coffin. Paul grew
sweaty under the collar, thinking any day now he and Licia would
have to confront Krings about their affair.


 


11. New World—Year 3301

Was it in dreams that beasts roared in the
night?

The detector had not gone off yet when Paul
and Alicia woke in the cold gray dawn.

They were situated on a bluff overlooking the
plains they'd crossed yesterday. The top of the bluff was an
unusual composition, of chalky stone set here and there with
soil-filled depressions from which vegetation grew. Whatever lived
in the dark, impenetrable forest beyond, nothing had come out to
eat them, at least during their first night. Paul remembered the
Rocky Mountains, however, and took the view that nature was a great
fooler.

Paul sat by the campsite cranking a
hand-turned heater designed by SheuXe. A prepackaged breakfast was
heating up in the core. It was like a good-bye kiss, Paul thought,
like a packed lunch from mom and dad for the first school day.
Bless the long dead. Soon it would be a matter of what the hunt
could bag. He'd been trained to kill condors for sport, initially
because his parents thought it was a good society thing, and after
Gregory's death he had a personal gripe with the enemy birds.

Nearby, Licia bathed nude in a group of
depressions that were filled with rain water rather than soil. She
squealed at the cold, and he privately thought he'd rather wait
until the noon heat. He longed for one of the old Aerie hot tubs.
But it was fun to watch. Her white body was slim, though just rich
enough in the thighs and buttocks so she was not skinny. She soaped
her round breasts so the dark nipples peeked through foam. Her
light-brown hair was plastered wetly around her finely shaped
skull. Totally immersing herself to rinse off the soap, she sprang
out squealing and wrapped herself in her towel. He wrapped his arms
around her for warmth. "You feel like some kind of fish," he said
as she made a hard shivering ball of bony shoulders and shoulder
blades and stabbing elbows. He dried her bottom while she dried her
upper half, and then quick, she climbed back into her suit.
"Washing can wait," she declared.

"For a warm, sunny day," he agreed.

"Oh look, Paul," she said a while later. She
had discovered a tell-tale ecological anecdote. Beyond a massive,
fallen tree trunk was a smaller, different wear pattern in the
chalky stone. The pattern was a spattering of small indentations,
each an inch or so across, now mossy and glistening with water.
Standing for centuries, the tree had dripped rainwater, wearing
down the rock in a drizzle from its leaves. Things are the same
everywhere, Paul thought. Generalized.

A while later, they sat on the rocky ledge
and surveyed the plains through binoculars. Their eyes roved in a
panoramic sweep over the land that sank a mile away as much as
three hundred feet below. It was an eerie, oppressive landscape
with skips of wind-chased fog.

"I hear something," Paul said tersely.
"Something's going to happen."

"There," Licia said, "just coming out of the
marshes under the cliffs."

Paul saw them a second after she did. At
first they seemed like just another innocuous element in a puzzling
vista—small dog-like animals that bounded randomly through tall
grass. They were tan, with short snouts. Paul studied them through
his binocs. He noted sharp teeth, black savage eyes. Some distance
away against the wind, buffalo grazed in somnolence, up to their
bellies in mist. Most animals here seemed to have small forelimbs
and heavy hind legs. It suggested running, which suggested
predation. For some reason, Paul remembered SheuXe’s words again:
Survive, Conquer. Men had not come to N60A to be servants of the
Senders. They had come either to coexist or to conquer. No other
end could justify the long journey. SheuXe had made these things
unarguably clear.

The lead dog crouched in the grass, sniffing
the air.

High up, several birds floated silently,
waiting. From habit, Paul worried more about them than about the
dogs. The dogs moved through the grass in stealthy, purposeful
formation, toward a cluster of nibbling, unsuspecting buffalo.

Paul and Licia exchanged understanding looks.
They watched with eager fascination as the dogs took their time. A
moment later, the contest between dogs and buffalo began. The lead
dog, having picked out a target, blended back into the pack. Now,
from either end of the formation, two dogs darted forward out of
cover to harass the buffalo. The larger animals, kicking so their
powerful hind limbs sprayed soil, ran in a fanning pattern. Now
Paul understood the reason for the dogs' flanking maneuver. The
marked buffalo ran twice as quickly as the fastest dog.

Paul glanced over and saw that Licia was
glued to her binocs. Her expression was aloof, but her cheeks
glowed pink with concentration. The four dogs ran hard, coming in
on the buffalo from both sides. Anticipating where the animal's
trajectory would take it, they hit like darts. One dog missed and
landed rolling. Another dog was caught in the whirlwind grinder of
the buffalo's legs; the broken dog was lost in the grass. This
caused the marked animal to stumble while its fellows got away. It
fell down, and tried to rise, but the clinging dogs attacked its
two short forelegs. Tendons torn up, forelegs useless, the animal's
eyes grew large and it showed its teeth in a terrified grimace even
as it lay down to die. In seconds, the rest of the dog pack
arrived, swarming, to dissect the carcass. High up, the gliding
birds waited their turn.

"Fascinating," Licia said. She hadn't taken
her binocs off the contest.

Paul smiled. "We just learned the ropes,
kid."

"Nothing really new there, Paul."

"That's what I mean. We know how to play
these games. We'll do okay here."

"Don't be too cocky."

"I'm a young man, full of testosterone. I'm
supposed to be cocky."

"Have a brain, darling. You'll find it
refreshing." She could be so cool, this Krings woman who put on
airs. She stayed glued to the binocs. Her frosty elegance succumbed
to a faintly passionate, almost voyeurish breathlessness.

In minutes, the dogs were done, carrying off
bits of offal and bone, leaving a bloody carcass that would provide
hours of feeding. Already, birds—avians, dreaded from Aerie
memory—roosted on the scarlet rack. "We could stay a day or two and
see the whole food chain come out," Licia said.

He slid across to her and gently pushed the
binocs down. "Brains, my bloody arse. I spoused you, didn't I? I
took you away from that old pedophile, incontinent, impotent
wash-up you were spoused to against your will. Did he ever try to
come in your bed at night?"

She rolled over on her back and gripped the
chest of his jumpsuit with both fists. "He wouldn't have dared. I
would have killed him."

"That's what I like to hear, that I spoused
something worthwhile. Show me what you've got."

Never taking her glazed eyes off his, she
pulled apart her front, then pulled up her quilted undershirt. He
felt wild with hunger, seeing her smooth skin, stomach held flat by
gravity, belly button a squiggle in soft flesh, nipples half
exposed under the light quilting material which would go no higher.
He noticed she had put red lacquer on her fingernails, and their
color, and her intention, drove him further. "Show me. Show
me."

She opened her front all the way down,
showing him. Pushing her panties down with one hand buried in
walnut-colored pubic hair, she gripped him around the back of the
neck. "You took me from him, didn't you? You stood up against him
when no other man had the courage." She pulled his head close to
hers. He held back, just to wind her up more. She raised her head
to take hungry snatches at his mouth, licking him. Then he could
only make the final leap, getting into her, slamming repeatedly
against her good full softness until he reared up, roaring, and
spurted into her. Spurted into her, into space, into time, into
lost Earth, into the glory that they had gotten here and were
alive, spurted into the very soil of this place that a million
descendants might spring up from the ground. She writhed under him,
wailing again and again "yes!" between deep intakes of breath each
time he slammed against her.

Afterward, they lay together breathless and
sated. He had his eyes closed, still seeing various shimmering
earth colors. "That was great," he heard her say as she kissed his
hand. It was all the energy she had left.

"This planet must be some sort of stimulant,"
he said. "Or it's the fresh air. The sight of blood. The thought
that we made it this far. The endless possibilities."

She rolled on top of him and touched his
nose. "It's an aphrodisiac and we're going to do lots of those from
now on."

As they packed their gear, ready to look for
Robert and Nancy Tynan, Paul saw something in the distance. He
lifted his binoculars for a look. ''Lish, look past the buffalo's
body. To the right, what do you see?"

She looked through her binoculars. Timid
sunshine began to drive mist away. The sky was turning warm and
blue. She studied the plains. "There is a line of some kind, a
road? A road, Paul, it is a road! My God! A road!"

"The Senders were here," he said.
"Intelligent life. Let's go down and have a look. Keep your rifle
handy, because this may change everything."

"I was just beginning to enjoy you and I
being Adam and Eve."


 


12. Old World—Year 2299

The radar man waved from his plexi bubble
atop the Aerie's highest tower: "All clear, no avians." His voice
crackled over the speakers. The sun glared on the bubble's silvery
top.

Paul stood not far from Licia on one of the
lower escarpments with a crowd of other onlookers. Licia stood by
her father, Citizen Engineer Krings. This little experiment was his
defining statement. He had bet the store that the surface of the
Earth was becoming more livable. Paul felt torn between the hope
that Krings might be right, so he'd be less cantankerous, and the
hope that Krings were wrong, because otherwise the star flight
project to N60A would be canceled. The radar dish rotated evenly on
its axis. On the ramparts high up stood dark-silhouetted riflemen,
their weapons ready should any avians threaten the onlookers.

The center of attention was a ten-foot yellow
drone with long, narrow wings, sitting on a wooden runway aimed
away from the Aerie. The plane was to penetrate the black clouds
below and send back television pictures in video and infra-red. It
was to be man's first look at Earth's surface in generations.

A technician began reading off breathability
soundings on a scale Krings had devised. "Index, one oh," the tech
singsonged over the loudspeaker. The "1.0" was the index in fresh
air at Aerie level. "One oh, one oh," he repeated.

Loud as gunfire, the unmuffled engine fired
up, shooting kerosene in black blobs.

"One oh, allowing for fuel porting."

With a jerk, the plane cut loose and its
little rubber wheels whirled down the long ramp. Paul and the
others watched, fascinated, as it described a long beautiful curve
through free air. It rose up slightly.

"One oh, steady."

Quickly growing small and distant, it curved
in a lazy circle while Paul wanted to hold his breath. Finally it
eased down into the lightning-studded clouds.

"Point nine. Point eight. Point seven. Point
six. Point five."

Paul and the others crowded around a series
of monitoring screens. Dr. Mannering in his billowing white lab
coat stood near the engineering console watching a flickering
stream of numerical information on backlit readouts.

"Point five. Critical line." If it dropped
below fifty per cent, Paul knew, Krings would be wrong. He'd
predicted an average of point six, up from point five where the
soundings had held steady for the past twenty years.

Sound pickups on the plane generated a blast
of engine noise and whistling wind as the craft penetrated two
miles of deadly cloud cover.

"Point five."

A loud whistling noise signaled the beginning
of the engine's suffocation from lack of oxygen. The technicians
switched off their flight control monitors. The plane was now in
free glide. Already, the technicians exchanged triumphant
handshakes. The mood, however, was muted, for there was nothing
more to celebrate than the technical accomplishment of a toy-like
plane flight.

"Point four." A murmur of disappointment ran
through the crowd. "Point three." Krings looked shocked. "Point two
five. Point two five. Steady. Point two three." Disbelief, rage,
defeat, denial, tragedy spread across Krings's features. The air
was no longer breathable at all to humans at the surface. The Earth
they'd known, that their race and most related life had evolved on,
was virtually dead. And the clouds were rising at several feet per
year.

The plane's cameras now used battery power to
send back a series of grayscale stills that were threaded like
jerky movie footage. The crowd became silent in the Aerie.
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