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To my family,
without whom these words
would have remained lost in the jungle.
A community is like a ship;
everyone ought to be prepared to take the helm.
-Henrik Ibsen
But O the ship, the immortal ship!
O ship aboard the ship!
O ship of the body – ship of the soul—voyaging, voyaging, voyaging!
-Walt Whitman, Aboard, at a Ship’s Helm
CHAPTER ONE
22 October 2092 A.D.
Ri Jeffers preferred the night watch onboard ship. The day watch, with the dozen command crew bustling about, squeezed her soul with social claustrophobia. The peace of the long, watchful, Japanese nights of her youth had become part of her. It had been easier knowing that the Cadre slept safe below and the sacrificial huddled outside the bolthole, an offering to the ravening Zenbu who commanded the night in Nara, the last city.
Now, she was the last survivor of that race, anywhere on or off planet, and the stares of wonder and fear only increased the trapped sensation.
Standing before the comforting sweep of her security console, a single obsidian curve the width of her arms and waist high, she flipped the list of active work teams onto a side screen, beside the ever-present image of the forbidden Earth spinning slowly by, to distract herself from that well-known pit of despair.
She headed the list. Ri Jeffers, Officer of the Watch, her first solo aboard the Stellar One, the first colony ship to the stars. The whole ship, hers to command. Her responsibility.
Her cadre, Tancho Cadre were gone.
She managed a calming breath.
Only five teams were active aboard ship. Twenty-one of the twelve thousand-strong construction team were awake. How much trouble could she get in with only twenty-one people to watch over?
Another calming breath brought her closer to her peaceful center.
Thirty seconds later she was pacing yet another lap of the unoccupied command consoles. The watchful eye of the blue and white planet studied her from the main screen.
Navigation console: they were circling in low-Earth orbit, no news there. Engine control: like the engines, not installed yet. Next month or maybe the one following. They were four months from departure for this expedition to the stars. And thirty-seven years in transit to cover the ten-and-a-half light years to Epsilon Eridani. In Nara, Japan sixteen had been an elder, twenty-five an unknown limit of the greatest wisewoman. Here, she could easily live to see a new planet four decades in the future.
Again she thrust aside the thought. The thought that any new planet had to be better than the old one.
Biome systems: all seven ecologic preserves showed green lights. The other command stations either reported nothing of interest or nothing at all, waiting for some crucial part to arrive from Earth on the latest shuttle. Past the Captain’s station and once more back to her security console.
Two hours. She’d been fidgeting for two hours. It was nerves. She’d never let them control her in the past and she wouldn’t now. Placing her feet firmly, she sat in the security console chair, and for the first time on the watch, at 2a.m. Space Time, she slid the chair forward until it locked into the work position. All green. Everything was green. She could work with that.
Seven seconds later every buzzer, warning light, and screen lit up, beeped, blatted, and otherwise did its best to piss her off.
“Damn you, Olias!” The thought might be sub-verbal, but the sentiment was heartfelt. “My first watch, you didn’t need to overdose me.” Even as she cursed, she slapped at the silencers and opened the readouts. The sub-commander’s endless drills had clearly served their purpose as her hands performed tasks by rote and left her mind free to interpret events.
A blast of high-energy gamma particles had swept across Stellar One like a tsunami wave. The only indicators at danger level, now that their mind-numbing sirens were silenced, lay on the sunside of the ship’s outer hull. All of the internal readings revealed standard radiation levels. The construction workers aboard could continue their slumber undisturbed by the emergency exercise.
Sub-Commander Olias Sunra entered from the main portal.
“Report!”
Some angry part of her wanted to reply that he should already know as he’d programmed the simulation. Instead, she reported per standard protocol.
“High-energy radiation particles striking all sunward facing sensors. Hull secure. Reading levels of two-hundred plus kilorads.” A reading appropriate if someone had set off a nucleonic bomb close aboard. A stupid scenario for a drill.
Rather than nodding or telling her the steps she’d missed, his leathery, scared face paled.
“How much?” He levered his massive frame into the chair beside hers and pulled himself into his own console. It always amazed her that a man of such brute strength could move his hands so rapidly over the contact points.
“Did you notify the Captain?”
In answer, Captain Conrad’s private lift whisked open. Some instinctual part of Ri’s brain must have assessed the alarms as significant enough to send the wake-up call. Though it was 2a.m. the Captain was impeccably dressed. Her space-black jumpsuit and short, silvered hair both perfectly in place.
“Captain has command,” Devra Conrad stated in the quiet voice that brooked no argument even if there were any.
Ri tapped up the simulation program to disengage it. She could have peeked here at the start of her shift and saved herself the heart-stopping shock of the radiation alarms. Except it wasn’t running. She scanned the open processes list once again. No training program was listed.
“I was going to let you stew until your third shift.” Olias’ grimace might have passed for a smile.
This radiation blast wasn’t one of his games. This was real. The jumpy nerves that had haunted her since midnight were gone. Now her body shifted into the clean adrenal-rush of her youth. Her mind expanded into the ice-cold set of survival.
The blast had registered on Earth as well. The mid-Atlantic was taking the brunt of it. But the European Combine and the United Eastern Seaboard from New York dome down to the deserts of Brazil were going to need some serious medcorps attention.
“Officer of the Watch, look to your ship.” The Captain’s voice, rough with tension, snapped Ri’s attention back to more local concerns.
She searched for any other problems on the ship’s readouts that she might have missed in the initial shock as Captain Conrad hailed Mission Control.
“Hanoi Launch, this is Stellar One.”
“Davidson here. Knew you’d be calling. Don’t know much yet. Check the feed from the Icarus observatories. They have a good track on it.”
Ri searched for their broadcasts. The Icarus crafts, launched four months ago to stations inside Mercury orbit. Two teams of scientists sent out to observe what a three hundred-kilometer wide asteroid would do when it impacted the Sun.
“The Wanderer” asteroid had drifted into the solar system at a leisurely pace of a-million-and-a-half miles a day. It had soared leisurely through the Earth’s orbit, missing Earth by less than a day and bulls-eyed the Sun’s equator a mere twenty-seven hours before. With little result. The observatories had recorded the splashdown, but other than a ring of fifty-kilometer high ripples across the plasma of the corona, there was nothing to report.
Until now.
Icarus Two’s frequency was silent.
Icarus One was broadcasting a three-dimensional radar image showing a tongue of flame reaching out of the Sun for millions of miles.
She had the computer interpolate the flare from a viewpoint above the Sun’s north pole. Simulated planetary orbits refined the perspective.
The tongue of flame directly overlaid the silent Icarus Two, which might never respond again if the flare reading were correct. It was already passing Mercury’s orbit. Solar flares didn’t move that fast. This was… A few quick keystrokes to animate the image, moving at a third of the speed of light.
And it was headed right for Earth.
Without waiting for the Captain’s order, Ri smashed her fist down on the collision alarm.
# # #
The horn blasted into Bryce’s ears, he jerked awake, bashing his head against the plas frame of the bunk. Hard. And in a matter of two seconds he went from blissfully out of it to an engine-failure alarm-sized hangover. He grabbed the bunk with both hands while the room swirled and bobbed about him in an exceptionally cruel fashion.
When the swaying dropped below reentry-buffet levels, he risked opening one eye, but didn’t dare raise his head. The light was low, other than the throbbing red one above the hatch. Closing his eyes for a long moment did nothing to alleviate the steady pulsing light. Perhaps the alarm wasn’t just some figment of his pickled neurons.
One eye. The other eye. Yup. Definitely an alarm. That’s what it was.
He let his head roll to the left. A long row of three-tier bunks, all empty. Transient quarters. They looked the same on every single ship in orbit. Though not usually this big.
Stellar One. That was it.
If he was on the colony ship, where was his shuttle?
He flopped his head to the right and something sharp poked his cheek. Releasing one hand from his death grip on the mattress but clamping harder with the other to remain anchored against the turmoil inside his skull, he inspected the new affront to his aching head.
A jotter.
He dragged it in front of his face. One eye wasn’t focusing too well yet so he closed it. The screen blurred even worse. He closed the other one. No better. By squinting, he could just make out Cappy’s scrawl.
E-run. Melissa jumped at a chance to do her first solo as engineer. Didn’t complain about getting your pay scale. She’s way cuter than you are, too.
Hell, Melissa was cuter than all of them put together. Flaunted it too, not that she shared with any of the male crew. Cappy had signed the message with his usual yellow smiley-face. The man was so retrograde. He even wore shit-kicker boots and a cowboy hat whether flying or fishing. If he wore them to bed, none of his lady conquests, and he kept up a steady stream of them, were talking, but rumors said yes.
Let Melissa have the money, he’d just dump the creds in some bar anyway. Though an emergency run paid double, which would have been nice. Of course, almost everything lately had been tagged as an e-run. Someone was in a damn big hurry to get this ship built and out of orbit.
Bryce tapped for an update. The Lazy Jane was grounded an extra eight hours for a tank imbalance. Cappy’s signature wasn’t so smiley this time. He must be some kind of pissed at his assistant engineer about paying the pump-out fee. He’d warned Cappy that Melissa wasn’t ready yet. Technically she was fine. But he hadn’t taught her any of the quasi-legal tricks, like tank-purge during the reentry burn, never mind the really elegant sleights of hand.
Revised lift time, twenty minutes. Another hour to orbit and dock. Time enough for him to shower, grab some breakfast, and be lounging in the Lady J’s arrival airlock with a trashy novel just to rub it in. Perfect.
He cleared and slotted the jotter. Swung up in bed, remembering too late to duck. He clipped the top of his head on the next bunk up. Head between knees. Deep breaths. He rode the edge of nausea like a skysurfer riding the edge of atmosphere skip. He managed to keep last night’s cheap party food down. He’d landed a shuttle in worse shape than this. Hadn’t enjoyed it, but could do it. Getting out of the transient quarters might kill him though.
Once on his feet, the room thought it would be fun to flip him into a wall. And another. Fighting against the vagaries of his inner ear’s attempts to sabotage him, he staggered toward the hatch.
Red light. Blinking. The damned alarm. He’d forgotten about that. Probably just another stupid drill. New ship Captains were always drill-happy.
The hatch irised out of the way. The central lounge was a vicious assault on his aching optic nerves. Bright light. White walls. Dozens and dozens of people. Bright blue technician shipsuits. Iridescent orange of the space workers, vacuum welders, fitters, jet operators, and the like. And in their midst, the bright, command-red of Johnson Merkar, the new fabrication foreman.
Right, some stray neuron that had survived last night’s debacle reminded him, last night’s party had welcomed Merkar aboard.
Every person turned to inspect Bryce at his entrance. No reaction. Not one smile from anyone, not even from the two brunettes he’d been chatting up last night. Three heartbeats and then they all turned their attention back to the vidwall. Abandoned books and jotters were scattered on tables and chair arms. A card game was at a dead stop, half the hands showing on the table, cards dribbling one by one out of a player’s hand and floating to the floor. Just when a guy needed a bit of sympathy, nothing.
Who cared about a drill simulation anyway? Just a bunch of orbital data.
Screw ‘em.
He barely had an hour before he had to be in position to harass Cappy. How should he treat Melissa? A sad shake of the head. A curt bark of a laugh. Or perhaps a bit of sympathy. Nah! She was a good kid, just green, but he had a professional image of reticent surliness to uphold.
He was most of the way to the bathroom before the images on the vid sank through the mush inside his skull. Something wasn’t right. He looked back at the wall and walked square into the partition between the bathroom and the exit hatch.
The lower part of the vid showed Earth orbit. Nearly a hundred tracks circled the planet. The high L5 colonies at the LaGrange points, the corporate factories, solar relays, even some of the low-orbit comm and tourist stuff. Stellar One was picked out with a bright blue circle.
An orbital diagram of the Sun and the first three planets dominated the upper portion of the wall. A swath of solar flare washed from the Sun out past the orbit of Mercury. Damn big flare. Some of the older satellites were not going to do well. Ground communications would be screwy for days.
He glanced at the flare velocity and mass numbers down the side and turned for the bathroom. Despite the abuse he’d heaped on it last night, his brain managed to arrange the numbers into a meaningful array and he stopped as a shiver rooted him to the spot. They were like nothing he’d ever even heard about, not even in Cappy’s tall tales.
Blinking a couple times did nothing to fix the problem. Flares took two, even three days to get from the Sun to Earth. At the rate this one was moving… He managed to do a bit of math in his head without a total cerebral meltdown. Total time in transit, twenty-four minutes.
Nothing moved that fast, especially not large chunks of the solar corona. The rest of the data he needed wasn’t on-screen. Maybe they didn’t have it yet. If there was a flare that big coming, they needed to get out of the way befo—
“Launch Control. Stellar One here. Can you confirm our arrival in Earthshadow prior to flare arrival?”
Someone in command was thinking. But her voice! Calm and cool as could be. The numbers were scaring the shit out of him, yet there wasn’t the slightest quaver in the officer’s speech. Might be asking if Launch wanted a glass of iced tea while he was considering his answer.
“Launch Control here. Jeffers? Thought Olias or Conrad would have taken over.”
“They’re both present, but they, uh, feel that the Officer of the Watch should ride it out even if it’s her first watch.” Her voice was touched with chagrin. So, she had emotions, how did that get through her command training? Those who wore space black were near automatons in their dedication to duty. Cappy was the only exception he’d ever met, but then again, he’d dropped out of the WEC and hocked his life to buy an aging cargo shuttle.
Launch laughed. Sounded like Davidson. Good man. Head of Hanoi Launch. Also, his mother’s present beau. High mark in his favor. She always chose the very best.
“Tell sub-Commander Sunra that he is a pompous jerk and remind him that he owes me a fifth of scotch before you leave orbit. And it had better be a good bottle, twenty-year at least. Of course, he’s also right. You’ll do fine, Jeffers, or he wouldn’t have given you a watch at all. Let’s see. Um, yes. Can confirm your arrival in Earthshadow three-point-six minutes ahead of flare. But it’s a big one, you may meet it coming out the far side.”
“Appreciate the confirmation. I show flare arrival in twelve minutes… mark.”
“Confirm your mark.”
“Is this due to the Wanderer?” A faint voice sounded from the background of one of the links.
Ouch. Dumb question. Someone just lost a lot of points.
“No kidding. How often do three-hundred kilometer wide asteroids plunge into the Sun? What is most irksome is that no one predicted this. It splashed in twenty-seven hours ago. We thought we were done with it.”
“There was Bronson and Hendron.”
Officer Jeffers had done her reading. Bryce had perused that article himself. “Perused.” Pretty good job, brain. That was at least a three-cred word. Definitely on the mend. Perused it, he now recalled, and been scared enough at the math to dump it and he hadn’t used that jotter pad again in case it brought bad luck. Apparently he should have tried harder.
Davidson, hemmed and hawed a bit, probably accessing his console. “Christ! Every reviewer thought they were nuts, but there it is. Lana!” His shout into the microphone blasted out so loud that everyone in the transient quarters flinched, including Bryce.
“Get these guys for me. Damn! Look at these numbers. Get them fast. I don’t care if they’re in their wives’ beds or each others’, I want them online in thirty seconds.”
In the lower left corner of the vid wall, not far from the taller brunette’s hips, was a data feed Bryce hadn’t noticed. It was odd. Providing information that was already outdated even as it changed. He shifted to peek between her and the shorter one’s elbow to locate the source.
It was from Icarus One. From inside Mercury’s orbit, their data had taken six minutes to arrive at the speed of light, by which time the flare was thirty million kilometers closer. Their data was two minutes out of date by the time it arrived and getting farther behind every moment as receivers closer to the Earth and Stellar One picked up the trace.
As if on cue, another voice joined the conversation. It was broken, a weak signal with a lot of interference.
“Icar… One. Lost contac… Ic… Two.” A blinking red circle appeared in the wall projection. Exactly in the path of the flare. At the very best, their electronics were fried and they’d need a bit of rescuing. At the worst, Bryce looked away from the flashing circle. There were people out there. He was pretty sure that Jimmy Colson had shipped out as their engineer. Research missions, long, dull, but good pay. Best not to think about it too much. Welcome to space.
“Estimate thirty… metric tons solar mass in flare. Repeat.…’rty times ten eighteenth… ‘ons.”
This wasn’t some little communications problems for a few days. That was a fireball with the mass of the Mediterranean Ocean. That was a lot of plasma.
“Entering Earthshadow.”
He hadn’t been paying attention. Now the Earth would be between the flare and Stellar One for the next, he checked the orbital data, twenty-eight minutes. If the flare was still passing when they came out the far side of the orbit, their life expectancy would drop dramatically.
The center of the flare was going to hit square on the Atlantic Basin. The exact epicenter was… Bermuda.
He barked out a single laugh.
Everyone in the room spun to stare at him. He clamped his mouth shut. It was a joke no one else would appreciate. One by one they turned back to watch the unfolding drama.
Bermuda. The seat of the world government, the home of the Premier. The palace of his parent. Of course the joke was that not even the entire focused malevolence of the Sun could touch him. Something as trivial as radiation wouldn’t dare to hurt the old bastard. Upper case. Old Bastard. Yup! That was more than appropriate. Big letters. Huge. Old Bastard!
Another alarm pierced the station.
Imminent collision!
Every spacer in the room instinctively jumped to their feet and took a step forward, himself included, with nowhere to go. The light over the hatchway changed from the pulsing of Collision Warning to solid, steady, you’re-about-to-die-sucker red. They were in full lockdown. Nowhere was right here for the duration.
Bryce kept clenching his fists. His hands were desperate for a console. For steering jets. To manually overcrank the flow gates into the engines. To get the hell away. But there was nothing to do. Nothing to grab. Nothing to prepare for, despite his body’s trained insistence on immediate action. All they could do was cover their ears and wait as the collision alarm rang out its obligatory thirty seconds. No one returned to their seats. For better or worse they were all stuck with each other until the crisis was past.
He scanned the room. He’d been trapped with worse, no panicky civilians to coddle so they’d pay the remainder of their fare after touchdown. Hardened spacers, almost every one, and the rest were at least space-trained.
The officer with the chill voice counted down the last thirty seconds to arrival aloud, as if it made any difference with an impact of thirty-billion billion tons of molten stellar material. People were grabbing their chairs for support. The cute brunettes clung to each other, maybe he should have tried chatting them up together instead of separately at the party last night. It was almost amusing when he noticed his own desperate clinging to his bit of wall. Even he wanted to survive. Surprising really, he’d have thought that instinct long since gone missing in him.
“Three. Two.”
He’d have to think about that.
“One.”
If he lived.
“Contact.”
Nothing.
No sound.
No thud of impact.
No high whistle of escaping air. No whoosh of imminent death by vacuum.
On screen, a sparkle formed along the horizon of the Earth. Small at first, just a brightness like an Aurora Borealis. Well, if that’s all it was going to be after all this buildup…
It grew brighter. Grew until he could see the computer shuttering down the image, but it wasn’t going fast enough. In moments the entire wall was a wash of glare that had him shielding his eyes.
When he dared peek again, the computer’s compensators had kicked in, or the vidwall had partially burned out. The horizon was a sheet of light ripping out into space in a big hurry.
Someone was still working upstairs. Cameras bobbed and switched about in a vertigo-inducing array. In moments one locked onto African Solar Power’s platform, another onto the Shelxxon asteroid refinery station. A third pinpointed a tiny comm satellite in low Earth orbit. The last didn’t make any sense until he studied the orbital data. It was the closest object to Stellar One. It would slip out of Earthshadow just twenty-three seconds ahead of them. Not much of a warning for impending doom.
Shelxxon slid past the horizon first. For a moment, it iridesced with reflected sunlight, sparkling brighter than the full moon on a perfect night. The next it just disappeared, wrenched spaceward by the flare. The camera zoomed in for a close-up of African Power’s platform. They could actually see the leading edge shatter and vaporize even as a couple of single-person skitters jumped off the back of the station. Too late to reverse orbital speed, they were all gone in a moment.
One of the card players, a big, broad-shouldered welder, barfed all over the poker game. Not that anyone would be going back to it. A chain reaction followed that had five or six spacers leaning against walls making hideous retching sounds. Bryce swallowed hard and managed to keep it down though the bile burned hot and angry.
Several had dropped back into their chairs. A couple fell all the way to the deck, having wandered away from their seats. It would be funny if it weren’t so sad. Interestingly, the brunettes were standing up to it better than some of the toughest-looking plas handlers. For the thousandth time, Bryce wished his brain would relinquish its obsession to observe and catalog and let him cower like so many others, but his parent hadn’t designed him that way.
The imagers were scanning around for fresh targets. One picked out the full moon. It was no longer a soft yellow. It shone with the brightness of devil’s fire. Armstrong City, Tycho, Neil’s Dome, all gone. Not one of their domes could take this. Million and a half people. Zap. Gone.
He checked the orbits of the outer planets. Mars was in conjunction, right in the path of the expanding cone of the flare.
Another collision alarm blasted out, making them all duck. The officer’s voice sounded over the comm.
“Attention, Mars. Attention, Mars. Solar flare will impact… six minutes after you receive this message. Six minutes. This is not a drill. Full collision protocols. Repeat. Not a drill.”
He gave the ice-queen points for being on the ball. Not that it would do any good. Bryce had always wanted to see the fine, crystalline dome that nestled in the Marineris Canyon, often called the First Wonder of the Red World. Port Lowell’s dome would survive the harshest Martian sandstorm with an excess loading factor of five times for safety. The Sun was about to brush it aside as if it humans had never walked upon the red planet.
More scanning about. A vicious billowing cloud of orange and brown flowed toward to the camera so fast that everyone who could move was scrambling back from the vidwall. The only one who stood his ground was Johnson Merkar.
The new Fabrication Chief stood his ground until he stood alone before the massive, roiling wall. His head was turned a bit to the side, and from his vantage, Bryce could see that he was wincing. But he was tough, he faced the onrushing demon alone with firmly planted feet.
The camera pulled back, then another joined in and a third as the computer struggled to integrate and interpret the image.
Then the screen blanked. Nothing at all on the wall. No orbits. No reports. No data.
He willed it back on. Willed it with all his might. Reached deeper than he did for anything else, except his mental self-defense against his parent. He’d long since learned that deep it simply wasn’t safe to go no matter how bad the crisis.
The screen flashed back on and there was a unified gasp of relief from the lounge’s occupants that echoed his own.
Then the silence returned. There was no data. No pretty necklace of orbits about a shining planet. Nothing. Just a single, well-integrated, three-dimensionally perfect image filling the wall from deck to ceiling.
For a moment it looked like the Sun. A giant ball of fire. But then the brown of smoke clouds streamed over the brilliant oranges and red-golds.
Fire! Earth was burning. The gravitational effect of the Earth had bent a portion of the flare into a ground-hugging, scorching orbit. For an instant, the conflagration tore apart. A group of islands he didn’t recognize were lit brighter than daylight from above by the burning planet, then they were gone as the fire and smoke washed over the dark side of the Earth.
Gone. Everyone on Earth. Gone.
Cappy was—
A man screamed and bolted for the hatch to the corridor. He ricocheted off Bryce, smashing him back against the wall. He scrabbled at the hatch as if with sheer will and bare fingers he could tear open a decimeter of plas.
His screaming echoed about the lounge. No one approached him as his fruitless digging turned into a steady pounding of fists soon split open and bloody with the force of his blows.
Someone moved. A blur of red brushed past Bryce. Johnson Merkar grabbed the man by the front of his suit and lifted his feet clear of the ground. Merkar backhanded him sharply.
The cries rose an octave.
Another backhand had no better effect though it snapped the man’s head cruelly to the other side.
Merkar hauled back and punched his face so hard that Bryce could hear bones crumble and shatter.
The scream stopped.
Merkar tossed the man headfirst into the closed hatch. Hard.
He hit with a dull, hollow thud then slid to the ground, leaving a bloody trail on the door. The fabrication boss moved back to his place in front of the vidwall, once more planting his feet and crossing his arms over his chest.
The screamer was silent now, except for a last long, slow sigh escaping his slack jaw. His eyes were open as blood dribbled out of his mouth and nose. No one else made a sound.
“Comm satellite 14-24 departing Earthshadow in thirty seconds, mark.” He wanted to strike out at that passionless voice. Stop it. Somehow, if he could stop that voice, none of this would have happened. He could wake up from another hangover in a different transient quarters. With no alarm blaring. With Cappy and Buzz crashed out in the next bunks over. Melissa and Vicky on the bridge humping away in the astrogation chair.
While they were watching the fire, space had gone dark. The perfect cylinder of light that had roared past the Earth was gone as if it had never been.
The little comm satellite slid out of Earthshadow. It sparkled as the sunlight hit it. And continued on its way in a lazy orbit, probably desperately searching for where all its terrestrial signals had gone.
Again the countdown. Steady. Implacable. Gibberish to his ears.
Then they saw the Sun again. Unchanged. The brightest star in a field of a million others. No dimmer for its expulsion of such a trifling portion of material, and scorching the face of its most populous planet.
A round of applause and cheers filled the room. People were hugging, thudding each other on the back. A lot of them were shaking Merkar’s hand, as if by adding infinitesimally to the day’s death count, he had personally averted their own demise.
The Earth was gone. The moon as well. And, oh God if only there was one, Bryce begged the pain around his heart, please help him. Cappy, Melissa, Buzz, and Vicky. They would have been back aboard hours ago if he’d made the flight rather than Melissa. He’d killed them as surely as Merkar had killed the screamer.
And his mother. Suz Jeffers, the woman who had unknowingly birthed his parent’s clone and raised him as her own. The woman who had loved him despite the discovered truth of his origin. The exact replica of the most vicious dictator history had ever known. Suz had made this place among the stars for him to escape from his parent, but would now never ride to the stars herself.
Bryce slid down his bit of wall until he landed on the deck.
A pool of blood spread out before the screamer’s lifeless body.
And Bryce wanted to laugh rather than cry. Of all the possible people in the solar system that had died, that should have died, that deserved to die a hundred times over, why was he the one who fate had chosen to spare?
He did begin to laugh, couldn’t stop it. But he did it silently. For only he could understand the cruel thoroughness of the cosmic joke.
# # #
It had been there a moment ago. Japan was there a moment ago. Ri’d seen it through the clouds. A little archipelago of islands. Through a tear in the billowing smoke and fire.
Japan.
Home.
The only one she’d ever understood. Her last view of the Earth’s surface revealed briefly before the fire closed over. Imaging radar presently showed the Korean peninsula. Visual showed nothing but billowing smoke clouds.
The room was so silent that she wondered if her hearing still worked. Ri tapped a close-chewed fingernail lightly on the blinking red indicator of the hatch lockdown control. She heard the clicking. Her ears still worked.
A quick glance to the side showed the Captain collapsed in her chair. Her impeccable hair and jumpsuit a sharp contrast to her blankly staring wide eyes. Not far behind her Rejash Menala wept silently, his tears falling on the silver wings of the ship’s pilot pin clipped to his collar.
She took a deep breath before glancing sidelong to her left. Olias Sunra, the meanest, toughest, and most dedicated officer she’d met on ship, sat blank-faced as well. His mouth wasn’t hanging open like the Captain’s but he wasn’t seeing what was before him either. She changed the big screen view from radar image to the comm satellite and back.
No reaction. That scared her almost as much as what they had all just witnessed. Everyone else was at or near their stations. None were in any better shape.
A quick review of the colony ship’s status showed the four completed rings spinning about the ship’s axis. The fifth, half-finished, hung still against the stars. It wasn’t due to be spun up for another month. No leaks. The initial radiation blast, mainly gamma, had been stopped by the hull. The heavier, slower, more damaging particles had been blocked by the Earth.
The Earth. The blank orb was mesmerizing. She shut down the main viewer.
The command crew came back to life slowly.
Ri accessed the crew rosters. The entire command crew of fourteen was aboard except for one of the seven biome specialists. Marcus James was on a collecting expedition for the Savannah Biome down on the plains of Alberta, Western Canadian Union. Had been.
The seven biome teams were at full complement, another forty-five. Three hundred and six general and specific ship’s support personnel. Eleven thousand, three hundred and fifty-four fabricators, plas workers, and other construction specialists and their support including medical and food-service personnel.
Total personnel aboard: 11,718.
“That’s all?” Captain Conrad’s voice was barely a croak.
The radio crackled loudly and everyone jumped.
“Mission Control. Mission Control. This is Icarus One. Can anyone hear us? What’s going on out there?”
The Sun had calmed down, there was no interference. The message was as clear as if they were standing in the same room, and not six minutes and a hundred million kilometers away.
What was she supposed to tell them? “Hi, bad news. The planet you left three months ago no longer exists?” There had to be something. They’d be waiting to hear Mission Control’s response six minutes from now. What could she tell them? They were the last ship in the solar system able to maneuver itself.
Captain Conrad leaned forward and spoke quietly.
“This is Stellar One. Return to Earth orbit with maximum conservation of fuel. Further information to follow shortly.” She managed the whole message without her voice cracking, but it sounded close.
Ri closed the channel at the Captain’s nod and changed the number of personnel— No! —of humanity upward by eight, the complement of the research ship’s crew.
“Any more?” Devra Conrad spoke a little more clearly.
Ri aimed the deep space radar at the moon. She started to program in close-ups of the various Lunar colonies, but stopped as the radar’s readings came back.
The signal returned a strange double-bounce, two surfaces a half meter apart. A pattern she’d never observed before, even in training.
She turned on the first telescope.
The surface of the moon was no longer a soft yellow-gray of reflected sunlight. It was a glistening mirror of red over gray swirls.
The moon’s surface had been fused into glass.
Red glass.
CHAPTER TWO
31 December 2092 A.D.
“And what the hell use are you to me?”
Ri jerked back in the chair, her cheeks stinging as if she’d actually been slapped.
Chief Merkar leaned forward across his massive desk. If the chair had allowed, she would have moved away from his threatening bulk and his ice-blue eyes. There was nothing in the room to define the man.
He’d been here six weeks, apparently never leaving his office, and it held not one single personal item. The bare white walls of his office and expansive white desk left the Chief of Fabrication as the only color in the room.
His close-cropped hair was almost as light as his eyes. Rather than command-red, he wore a space-orange shipsuit. It strained across his massive frame and declared his power as head of the space-workers who constituted most of Stellar One’s remaining population. Had it not been for that orange, Ri might doubt she’d ever lived in a world with color.
Merkar’s thin lips twisted into what must pass for his smile. Like a snake about to strike.
“I mean, Officer Jeffers, I have no damn use for a security officer who barely comes up to my navel. I sure as hell don’t need your protection. I have nine-thousand six-hundred and twenty-four people who report to me on this ship. You have what, six?”
He anticipated her next comment.
“Oh yes, you are in charge of your precious biomes, ever since the chief biologist got toasted along with the rest of the Earth. That puts you up to almost twenty. You take care of your little biomes, Officer Jeffers. I’ll take care of my ship.”
Ri opened her mouth to protest, but she might as well have been on another planet. Merkar flipped on his viewer. She couldn’t see the screen, but the sounds of some old tri-dee about war or sports blasted out into the room, laying down a carpet of noise that would cover anything below a shout.
And she’d be damned if she’d give him the satisfaction. She stood and turned to the door. The door slid open before she could have gotten in range of the sensor. He’d triggered it to help shoo her along her way. The desire to beat and pound against him finally found expression when she turned and raised her middle finger to him.
He laughed above the clamor of rending steel and gunfire of the Prison Gladiators playoffs. “Smartest thing you’ve said all day.” And then she was wholly gone from his attention.
She folded her finger back into her fist, and strode out into the blessedly empty corridor. Once clear of the door and a dozen paces along the hall, the throbbing of his tri-dee finally faded, and Ri collapsed against a wall. Someone bustled by, but didn’t stop to check on her. She hated being weak in front of people who were probably all Merkar’s minions, but they hustled on as if she were invisible. How many people collapsed after meetings with the Chief of Fabrication? Was she but the latest in a long line of victims?
What she really needed was sleep. No one, except perhaps Chief bloody Merkar who apparently never got off his ass in that sterile office, had slept in the six weeks since The End, as it had been dubbed despite Captain Conrad’s insistence on calling it anything else. The scramble from emergency to emergency as they struggled to keep the ship functioning had worn at them all. Twice they’d been within six hours of the death of all aboard. And when they’d managed to avert each crisis, there was no cheers, no celebration, just a weary acknowledgement and moving on to the next disaster.
One more stop. She could find the energy for one more stop. If she did, it would be the first time she’d completed all of her rounds in a single day. Ri pushed off the wall and turned to anti-spinward, but there was no way she was going to go past Merkar’s office again, no matter how tired she was. Staggering spinward until she reached a dropshaft, she stepped on a passing footpad and held onto the guideline.
She dropped down through the layers of Ring Four in the smooth, well-lit shaft. The Coriolis twist, as she descended from a half gravity to eight-tenths gee induced by the spinning ring, wrenched at her gut as always. She’d never liked heights and even worse was the tumbling feel of the lifts. She clung tightly to the dropshaft guide and clenched her jaw until the ride from the fourth level nearest the core down to L1 was complete and nearly collapsed as she stepped out into the corridor.
The L1 corridor was quiet and empty. A small repair team, toolbelts swinging from their hips hustled by in a blur of brown shipsuits with barely a nod. They were gone as fast as they’d appeared and all was empty again.
Ring Four Level 1 was about as far as you could get from Command back in R1. Beyond the lack of people, it looked quite different. Ri knew the corridor was the same fifteen meters high and twenty wide as the other rings. But without all of the finish work, the nice planters and artificial parks, it felt industrial. Nothing green grew here. The shop fronts were just that, empty fronts with unfilled spaces behind. A noodle shop filled one space and down the corridor someone had set up a makeshift bar in a wide spot in the corridor that would one day have been a park, but now looked dirty and abandoned.
Her feet echoed in the unfinished space as she trudged anti-spinward toward the last biome. She’d been avoiding the Arctic habitat for over a week. Carla was so sad. They’d become good friends in the frigid dark of the Arctic’s wintery night, but so much of the habitat had still been left down on the Earth’s surface that it had never achieved sufficient biodiversity to stabilize. Now Carla fought a losing battle to save an incomplete ecosystem.
Even then there were too many problems. The genetically miniaturized polar bears didn’t have enough fat for insulation and had to lie beneath heaters for hours after each swim. Also, while genetics could make the bears smaller, science couldn’t make the ice float lower in the water. The bears couldn’t climb out of the water without assistance. Their food sources were the least well-stocked animals before The End.
When she could, Ri would join Carla for stolen minutes to watch the slow sunset of her brief winter day. They were both inured to the cold, she from struggling for survival among the street gangs of a destroyed Japan, Carla from her years of Arctic field work. It had become a common bond, and while Ri still couldn’t talk of her past, they’d become friends. Silence was a comfort between them. Conversation rarely followed ship news, but rather chased lazily down the trails of science and biology. But with the creeping death of her habitat, Carla had closed down more and more until she was as quiet as her frozen world.
Ri squared her shoulders. A week was too long, no matter how busy she was, she should not have avoided her only friend. The corridor jogged to the side as the massive biome space filled the width of the ring. A narrow access corridor ran along the side of the biome at the outer edge of the ring. Halfway along the biome, the heavy airlock squatted in wait.
She laid a thumb on the pad. And nothing happened. She had to double-thumb to open the security door. This door had never been locked down before. While the outer door closed and the lock cycled, Ri pulled on heavy boots and a parka. With her diminutive frame, these covered her almost as well as the bulky coldsuits.
It was full night when she stepped through the inner door. The stars glittered in the clear, Arctic night. Her breath puffed out in little clouds. The starlight lit the space better and better as her eyes adapted to the dark. To her right, the thirty-megaliter ocean glittered and twinkled as the waves crashed onto the beach and dragged back with a soft, gravel-rattling susurration.
The crisp cold hurt her lungs, yet tasted so clean. Ri threw back her hood and inhaled deeply. The air here didn’t feel as if it had been rebreathed by ten thousand people. Even though she knew it was the same ventilation system, the chill Arctic had washed it clean of the ship’s smells. The air would taste harsh and thick for hours after she returned to the corridors.
Ri clicked on the flash she’d grabbed on her way in. The dim red filter didn’t completely ruin her night vision, but it did make the biome look as if it were bleeding. Picking her way among the rocks and ice of the shoreline, she worked her way toward the center of the biome. Perhaps Carla was asleep, or back in the lab at the rear of the landward side of the biome. But if she were in the biome, she’d most likely be up on the central promontory of rock that overlooked the ocean.
Carla had designed a long sloping shelf of rock that reached out into the ocean and rose to a height of several meters. Humans could scale its heights from the landward side and the polar bears had climbed up where it reached down into the water.
Now there was little life in the Arctic biome beyond a few lichens. The miniature seals had died, the genetically-engineered elk, the birds, and plants had never arrived. Even the fish in the ocean were eaten by the sickly bears or had died.
Ri aimed her flash at the top of the outcropping. It bathed the rock in a red light designed to not destroy any adaptive night vision. The rocky height was covered in frost, glittering like frozen blood in her light. For the first time, ice had built up along the top of the rock.
But it wasn’t ice. Ri launched herself up the slope.
She knelt beside Carla. Her friend lay naked upon the face of the rock, her pale skin coated in the white frost of her last breaths. Her long, Nordic-blond hair spread white across the frozen surface. As pale as the fur of the last miniature polar bear, barely as large as her torso, who lay dead beside her. Ri lay her ear to Carla’s breast, hoping against reason for a single heartbeat. A single sign of life. Her own black hair spread over Carla’s icy skin, the night and day. Nothing. Ri wrenched at Carla’s hand, but it remained locked deep in the dead animal’s fur. Clenched and frozen.
She had to get her free. Get her to safety. Save her. The nearest comm was back in the airlock. She tore open her parka and tried to heat Carla’s frozen form with her own heat. Another friend must not die on her watch. It couldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let it happen. She would be the one to die. She should be the one to die.
Too many had fallen before: mother, leader, hunter, cadre, and savior. All dead because of her. Each tortured soul whirled about her dark of the Arctic Night. Each crystal shard of her heart froze harder as she chafed Carla’s arms and legs seeking some form, any form of life.
“Tinai!” Her scream echoed off the Arctic sky. Her leader dead beneath Ri’s blade, her head rolling free of her body, freeing her from the years of torture she’d suffered on Ri’s behalf.
The cold tore at her throat as she cried once more against the merciless stars.
# # #
Hands held her, supported her, covered her. Conscious of little more than the aching pain in every frozen joint, Ri struggled feebly against those who guided her. At last she was allowed to collapse on a bench in a corridor so brightly lit that her eyes screamed as loudly as the throbbing in each knuckle. Cold. She’d never been so cold, not even on the long, lonely watches in the streets of Nara, awaiting unwary prey in the winter’s cold of those ruined city streets.
Shivers wracked her body as she lay against the wall. People passed by, little more than blurred shadows in the brightness. So cold she couldn’t control the flailing of her limbs at first. Cold that penetrated. Cold that—
“Carla!” She forced herself upright only to be restrained by strong hands.
“She’s gone. They’ve already taken her away.” Ri should know that voice, knew the voice, but could only stare at the vast airlock before her. The one that had not kept her friend safe. The one she should have passed through days ago. Then she might have saved her, given her hope rather than avoiding confrontation with her sadness.
Ri shrugged free of the hands and turned to face the speaker. Captain Devra Conrad sat beside her. Her face lined with age that hadn’t shown six weeks before when the stars will still ahead of them. They’d been aged by the trials of survival, by death. Carla also had been aged to death, a whole span of life lived in just those weeks. She had been the hope and joy and laughter that had begun to crack Ri’s hard exterior shell she’d developed surviving the street gangs and the hunters in the rubble of Japan’s last city.
The shell cemented by the bitterness of her final parting from the Angel-lady who had made Ri the sole survivor of the entire Japanese race.
“Is everyone out?” She managed little more than a whisper from her strained throat.
The Captain nodded.
Opening her heart had been a mistake. Knees screamed in protest and sharp needles of pain scraped at every joint as she staggered away from the aging face of the Captain. Ri crashed a shoulder into the wall next to the airlock commpad and thumbed in with both hands.
“This is Chief Security Officer Ri Jeffers,” another death wrapped in her last name. She’d never made her peace with the Angel-lady. Suz Jeffers, who’d given her a second chance at life, now resided forever upon a scorched Earth.
“Full security lockdown. No one enters. This entire biome is sealed. All entries.”
Ri had to leave the past behind sometime. She lay back against the wall, exhausted by the effort, by the day, by the struggle to survive.
The Captain had not risen. Her immaculate shipsuit was now wrinkled and stained. Smears of lichen, dead brown in the corridors, stretched down her legs and arms. The Captain had come for her without a parka or other protective gear. Anticipating her question, the Captain spoke softly.
“You missed your watch, the last place you logged into the system was right here.”
Ri had just locked the door against the Captain as well. Perhaps not. Devra Conrad and sub-commander Olias probably had override codes, but that hadn’t been Ri’s intent. She wanted no one in her past, including herself. She opened her mouth and snapped it closed. It was too hard to explain. She pushed off the wall and staggered spinward toward the nearest lift.
# # #
Ri sounded the ringing gong over the ship-wide address system. The deep rumble and shimmering overtones sliced through the soft conversations of the command center. The room was silent by the time the gong faded into silence.
Captain Conrad stood by her chair, immaculate once again in her formal spacer’s black uniform. The pips on her shoulder showed her rank, and the emblems of the four planets she’d touched on, each sparkled above her breast. Just below, the various class of craft she’d piloted and commanded. She was far and away the most decorated person still alive.
Her face was less lined than it had appeared hours before outside the Arctic biome. Her finger-length of gray hair made her appear wise and commanding rather than aging and worn. Her short stature did nothing to diminish the power of the Captain standing at the command chair of Stellar One. At her nod, Ri opened the pickup at her station.
“This is Captain Devra Conrad, commanding. I greet the entire crew of Stellar One on this last day of 2092. I also greet the eight members of the Icarus Two crew who are still enroute to us from their solar observation station. It has been six weeks since we were marooned together on this desert island. For six weeks we have struggled together. For six weeks we have sought life and we have won. It is thanks to you and your efforts that we achieved so much with so little loss.”
Ri scanned the room. Three hundred and six had died since Engineer Johns took that first fatal blast of radiation while seating a new communications dish on Ring Five, totally exposed.
No. Carla. Three hundred and seven. She closed her eyes and struggled for composure. Just an hour ago, she had attended the Captain’s final service for Carla before she was sent into the reclaimers. Her nutrients and water would be spread through the ship within days.
Ri forced her eyes open and her back straight. Carla may have given up, but by god she’d be the last person to die if Ri had anything to say about it. There’d been far too much death in her life. She was done with it. Her eyes lit on the woman at atmosphere control. Ri couldn’t even remember her name.
Henri Mercer should be there, but he’d walked out an airlock the prior week. As the man in charge of their breathing air and drinking water the pressure had been on him like no other. Many felt it had been too much for him. But as the biome leader, she’d worked closely with him. The man had hope and drive. Ri held the minority opinion that he was simply so tired that he’d walked out the airlock by accident, too exhausted to recall that he wasn’t wearing an environment suit until it was too late.
“We feel this loss like an ache in our souls.” Captain Conrad’s words jerked her back to the moment.
“Yet look what we have achieved. Our habitat is stable and safe. Our supply of food and energy is at last secure. That is your achievement. That is something to be proud of. I, for one, am immensely proud to be serving with such fine people. Without you, I too would now be gone as are our sisters and brethren on Earth.”
The Captain nodded to her. She told Ri to be prepared, but she hadn’t said for what. Temporary assignment of a staff of twenty to augment her tiny security team. Ri had debated different options and finally scattered them through the ship as observers. Her seat creaked loudly as she settled in and opened the pickups throughout the rings. The silence in the room took on a depth as the sounds of ten thousand held breaths filled the room.
“Earth. It has been a topic of much debate.”
A soft murmur agreed from the pickups.
“All efforts to communicate with possible survivors have proved unsuccessful. Thus far I have not yielded to the pressure to launch a probe. We have very few resources and once they are gone, they cannot be replaced. I have decided, now that our safety is secure, we must also solve this dilemma once and for all so that we may move on.”
Another nod, this time to Olias. He slid in beside her and activated a data queue. Odd that he should have piloted the probe rather than Rejash. The pilot, with little to do on a spaceship without engines, would have been the natural choice. But he had also been the most vocal of the command crew in favor of finding a way of returning to Earth and abandoning Stellar One.
Olias didn’t glance at her, not even one of his over-the-shoulder glares. So the news was bad. This shouldn’t surprise her, yet she could feel the weight of it land upon her.
The main viewer flashed white. And resolved into the cloud-shrouded Earth. As the probe descended, the viewer filled with a wash of orange glow. The atmosphere once again heated into incandescent heat with the probe’s descent.
“This mission was flown nearly two weeks ago. I have chosen to withhold these images until we were sure of our own survival. But before we look to our future, we must come to terms with our past.”
As if on cue, the flame subsided and the probe slide into a gliding dive. But the readout showed only five thousand meters, barely half the height of Mount Everest. Other murmurs both in the command center and over the open pickups showed that others caught the meaning. The clouds were still far below. There was less atmosphere than there should be. The outer layers had been ripped away by the solar storm.
Ri gripped the edge of her console and gritted her teeth as the probe fell. It hit the clouds and she gasped against the impact. The display jerked wildly from side-to-side as thermals buffeted the craft. At last it broke free of the cloud layer at a thousand meters with a gut-wrenching twist. A wide vista of white was spread before them. The twisted wreckage of a city lay spread across the screen.
A caption flashed on. “Paris. Temp: 40°C. Wind: 240kph. O2: <1%.”
That was it. All that mattered. No oxygen, no life as they knew it. Some deep sea sulfur-based ecosystems might yet exist. Perhaps the oceans still held life. But that question was answered as the probe skittered out over the Atlantic. Icebergs cluttered the ocean. Between the ice blocks as large as cities, the water had the impossible bright blue of a child’s spilled paint set. She’d seen it before. Carla had shown Ri the difference between dark, tropical water teeming with life and the crystalline blue of the Antarctic lakes that held little more than the occasional bacteria. This color made the pre-disaster polar regions look lush. Nothing that needed oxygen was left.
The locator reported 32° north latitude as the probe skimmed along. The longitude was nearing the Angel-lady’s home. Ri didn’t recognize the Bermudan islands at first due to the dropped ocean level. All the water that was tied up in the ice and clouds had left the coral reefs far above sea level.
Great Bermuda no longer needed its many bridges to keep it connected. The entire Bermuda Rise was now a single brown and gray blotch high and dry above the crystalline blue. No palm trees waved upon the face of the world’s former capital. Only the slightest hints of her temporary home, of the Angel-lady’s unburied grave existed. The fire and the tempests had erased the governing palace as if it had never been. The temperature was only a few degrees above the freezing point of seawater.
Sounds filled the room. Low curses. At first she looked to Rejash, but his lips were sealed, thin dark lines squeezed so tightly that white showed all around his mouth. The pickups. She returned her attention to the monitors as the probe rode into the night of the radioactive remains of the North American continent. The greatest failure of American science had destroyed the land from the Rockies to the Appalachians. The sullen green glow of the entire Mississippi Basin was diminished beneath the darkness of the death of the world.
Someone wailed with a soul-dead sorrow. A chill rode up Ri’s spine only to be overrun by the sound of someone retching far too close to an audio pickup. It took her several moments to isolate and silence the Ring 3 Level 4 North microphone. Her stomach, already twisted from the crazy jerking of the probe’s image, nearly spread its contents across her console. But she hadn’t eaten in hours, beyond a token at Carla’s funeral, and managed to hold it down.
A few deep breaths calmed her stomach enough as the probe shot across the West Coast. No border cities, no phosphorescent algae in the great sea farms to mark the transition from land to sea. At first Ri feared that Olias might have tracked northwest toward Japan, but he continued due west, overflying the shattered remains of the Hawaiian supercity. Once again, the volcano surged forth, freed of its thermal conversion cap.
The glow of the Chinese mainland still marked their final nuclear civil war. Following the coast south, the probe arrived at Hanoi Launch. Olias froze the image.
“Hanoi Launch. Temp: +5°C. Wind: 350kph. O2: <1%.”
Ri turned her head one way and then the other attempting to interpret the altered picture of the last place she’d touched Earth. The lush forest was gone. The kilometers of go-downs and squalor where she’d hid her sorrow after the deaths of Japan were swept clear as well.
“This is the center of Hanoi Launch.” Captain Conrad’s voice filled in from somewhere in the background. “The large crater marks the fuel storage depots. The launch rails are the twisted lines heading to the lower left. The openings low in the crater are the ends of the destroyed emergency bunkers. Anyone who reached them wouldn’t have survived more than a few moments. When the sun’s fire reached the rocket sheds, they ignited the fuels and everything within a kilometer was instantly destroyed.”
Olias ran a brief tape of the Earth on fire once more. Ri groaned along with the rest of the ship as the fire raged again before them. Olias overlaid outlines of the continents and a rough circle marking Hanoi Launch. A great plume of fire flashed white and shot high above the surrounding cloudscape. All the energy of enough fuel to reach the stars spent in a single instant.
He mercifully killed the image and the viewer was once again filled with the white, cloud-cloaked Earth.
“That is the last image we received from the probe. Moments later a 500 kilometer-per-hour gust slammed it sideways into Mount Fan-si-pan.”
The Captain remained tall and erect, allowing the silence to stretch. As soon as the murmur rose on the pickups, she cut across it.
“Our fuel is gone. Even if we had a craft and could survive the journey to the surface, there is nothing left on Earth for us. Our engines are gone. Our past is gone.”
The ship began another collective groan.
“But our future is not!” Devra Conrad was up on her toes as she leaned into the wind of hopelessness that threatened to plow them all under.
“We are alive! By our own resourcefulness, we are alive. Mechanical and biologic systems are in place. We have air, food, and water. We have tools, and most importantly we have people. Ourselves.
“To wish you all a Happy New Year might seem laughable at best. But I do wish us a Happier New Year that will find us prosperous and successful in our endeavors. The last message we received from Earth was simple, ‘All our hopes live on in you.’ ”
It had come in even as the surface burned. The only clear-text portion of a massive, encrypted transmission. Once the crisis had passed, she’d attempted to crack it, but it was beyond her abilities and she’d left it to sit in storage since.
“We don’t know who sent this message,” the Captain continued. “But I can assure you that I am still filled with hope. The Command Crew is still filled with hope and my greatest wish is that each of you find yourselves filled with hope.
“By this time next year, I intend that we once again reach for the stars. Do I know how? No. But we will find the answer. And I therefore declare this not 2093 of the Current Era, but rather Year One of our journey.
“Year One A.A. Ad Astra. To the Stars.
“Captain Devra Conrad commanding. Out.”
The command crew burst into applause as Ri cut the Captain’s microphone. Devra signaled them to silence and moved up behind Ri. The cheers of the command crew were not echoed widely through the ship. There was only scattered applause.
Weeping, cursing, but most of it soft, little stronger than the dead waves on a dead world. There was discord, but she had trouble locating it. Her scouts flashed green from their various station in Ring One and Three. Most of R2 followed quickly, with the area around the R2 East blowout being the last to follow.
She killed the audio everywhere except R4. There was no applause. No cheering. Several fistfights echoed into the room as pounding of flesh on flesh, but most of those died as fast as they started. By the time she had the visual pickups where the fights were happening, the combatants were being torn apart. Two of her scouts flashed green, another flashed yellow twice before going to green. Not good, but not awful. R4 West went dark without going to green first.
She signaled the nearest scout to rush over and assess the situation. Most of the activity was off one side of the corridor where her pickups didn’t quite see, but the roar of many unhappy voices was clearly audible as it crested over the silence of the command center.
CHAPTER THREE
1 January 01 A.A.
Bryce collapsed back against the wall and would have slid to the floor if the empty beer keg hadn’t been there to catch him.
“All my hopes live on in you.” The Old Bastard had reached out from the grave to lay that curse one last time across him like the final blow in a public stoning. The one that leaves you conscious, but well aware that you are about to die. How many times had his parent told him that as he twisted Bryce’s life in his own image? Rammed his memories into his clone’s brain until there were times he couldn’t tell who owned his body, his parent or himself.
Over the last six weeks since the death of the Earth, he’d slowly carved out a place in the empty corridors of Stellar One. And now the Old Man was reaching his long arm out of the grave to grasp Bryce’s psyche once more and wrestle with it like a mad dog destroying a stuffed toy. Never letting go. Never satisfied. Even being burned along with his planet had not stopped his parent, the last and most powerful dictator the Earth would ever know.
Even from the grave, he still reached for his clone. His one great hope of living forever.
Bryce could hear the Old Man’s memories murmuring just below conscious thought, struggling to take control of a body they knew so well. The only protection Bryce had ever find against the foulness that was Bryce Randall Stevens Sr. was a careful layer of blasé between himself and the world about him. When that didn’t work, he applied a salve of alcohol that, if it failed, at least made him not care. So much.
But the Old Man was dead. That much was clear. Nothing could have survived what happened to Bermuda or Hanoi. After twenty-five years was he finally free of the bastard? After all those years of having his own memories browbeat by those implanted by his parent, had he finally found freedom?
He reached out and held onto the edge of the plas sheet that served as a bar. The spinning of the ring rolled him up one side of the craft, upside down through space and down into the great gravity well on the down side like some mad carnival ride. He tumbled like some lost game piece rattling around inside the great spinning hoop of Ring Four. Stowaway in space. Stowaway to the stars. Trapped around a dead planet but, for the first time, free.
Bryce wiped the wet bar rag across his face to clear the chill sweat and stumbled to his feet. He drew a fresh liter from the tap and knocked back a deep swallow. While one part of his mind cataloged that he’d beat back the hoppy aftertaste with this batch, the other wondered at his freedom.
Some part of him had feared that the Old Bastard was safe aboard some spacecraft and it would only be a matter of time until he showed up aboard. But only Bryce Sr. could have sent that message, would have sent that message. And he had sent it well after no craft could have escaped the atmosphere. The Lazy Jane hadn’t managed to escape even though Hanoi Launch was on the side opposite the flare’s impact. Nothing from Bermuda, ground zero for the sun’s scorching breath had stood a chance.
He was free. At long fucking last he was free of the Old Bastard. A laugh ripped out from deep inside him, a little hysterical that stepped-back part of him thought, but a good laugh nonetheless. It had taken the destruction of the Earth, but he truly was free. And he didn’t have a goddamn clue what to do about it.
“Joke’s on me once again.” He focused back on the bar, suddenly aware of his shouted outburst. But it had gone unnoticed in the general roars about the bar. In place of the wreckage of Hanoi Launch a clock now counted the last seconds to midnight New Year’s Eve.
The bar full of ag-workers waved their beer mugs and slapped each other’s backs releasing puffs of dust and dirt. Six weeks ago these had been the highest paid construction workers in all of Earth orbit. Flying high on a six-month tour. Now they worked in the agriculture bays struggling to raise the food to feed the surviving remnants of humankind.
In moments the false joviality would dissolve into the disappointment and then the anger that always bubbled just below the surface. Hell, it was right out in the open, it just hadn’t dissolved into one of the occasional brawls that swept through his bar. He began drawing beers as fast as he could, there would be a huge demand in moments. If he could meet that, maybe the crisis would pass unbeaten.
A young woman came sprinting along the corridor, and stumbled to a halt before the seething mass that was just looking for an excuse to let loose. Her brunette hair emphasized the lack of color in her face, white with worry or fear.
One more cheer swelled and faded too abruptly and the crowd as one turned to the bar. The workers grabbed their liter tankards and tossed credits like a rattle of gunfire into the brass spittoon that one of his regulars had scared up from who knew where. By the time the first tide had washed back from the bar and others were able to belly up he had caught up with the bar’s thirst and was able to watch the crowd while he poured.
His joy at finally being free was not reflected in a single face before him. They took their beer and the first half was gone before they had even turned back into the rippling mass of grey, blue, and brown shipsuits. Not a single white manager, just a few greens from the jungle biome, mostly spacer orange, soiled to rust brown.
And the one black spacer off to the side. The woman remained at the outer edge, just watching. Her pale face had regained some color, and her breathing had slowed from her mad dash to arrive at his bar. But she didn’t come forward for a beer, even now that the worst of the press had abated. Instead she raised her wrist and he saw her commlink flash from yellow to green. Then, with barely a backward glance, she was gone. Well, a non-patron was certainly no concern of his bar.
His bar. His. Not the Old Bastard’s. No share of it belonged to Bryce Sr. He alone, Bryce Jr., had created it out of scrounged and bartered bits and pieces. Yes, his parent had kept close enough tabs to know Bryce was aboard Stellar One rather than sharing the fate of Cappy and his friends on the Lazy Jane. But he was dead and gone. This was Bryce’s bar.
The tap sputtered at him and he slapped it closed. He closed the CO2 feed, wrapped the towel around the keg’s feed, and let the last of the pressure spray out its last gasp. Kicking the empty keg aside, he rolled another into place, locked it in with a sharp twist, and reopened the CO2. The first mug splattered and sprayed until the line was filled. Dumping the foam, Bryce drew a fresh brew.
A roar sounded around an arm wrestling competition somewhere in the middle of the floor. Another table he’d have to fix in the morning, it would be in pieces soon enough. Bryce held the plas mug so that the light of the corridor shone through it, a dark amber flash, like the sparkle from a single, faceted diamond revealed the clarity of the batch. No sediment swirled through the liquid. He rolled a long swallow around his tongue, a solid feel without the clingy thickness of a porter. He swallowed.
The aftertaste. Now that was a bit elusive. The aftertaste was clear, as clear and clean as the beer itself. It wasn’t the fruit that he’d expected from the rotten bananas he added late in the batch though that was there.
The aftertaste was like a breath of fresh air. It was the taste of a future laid out clean before him. Damn he was good. It would have been nice to have someone to share it with, but he only knew one person who would really appreciate it. And Perry was gone along with his restaurant in the South Pacific.
Bryce filled a few orders as the crowd settled back into its usual rowdy, drinking self. As if they hadn’t just seen that the Earth ripped forever out of their grasp. As if he hadn’t just gained his freedom to run his own bar.
There it was again.
His bar.
About time he named the place.
# # #
Ri released her teams and shut down the security console. There was nothing else to do for now. The command crew milled about a bit seeking some purpose, but it was well after midnight. Now that the parties were all dying down, there was nothing much to do.
A cool breeze washed across her back and the murmurs in the room slowly faded away as if they’d all been swept out to sea in those still moments before the storm struck. She turned to follow the others gazes.
Chief Evan Merkar filled the entry hatch. His immaculate orange shipsuit emphasized his role as head of all the spacers trapped aboard. The two flunkies on either side, one male, one female, looked more like over-muscled attack tanks than humans. He surveyed the scene until his steel-grey eyes lit upon the Captain and he moved forward with the rolling gait of someone now spending too much time sitting on his backside.
His two sidekicks stationed themselves like broad-chested statues at either side of the door.
Ri had the nasty feeling that even if anyone were to brave the passage, they would not be allowed to depart.
“Ah, Captain Conrad. A fine speech. A fine one.” He shook her hand and then, without releasing it, surveyed the room again before returning his attention to her.
Ri recognized the look and could feel the anger, and shame, burning against her cheeks. The man was so arrogant that he dared dismiss the Captain as lightly as he had done to her this morning.
“That Ad Astra bit was a nice touch as well.” His gaze fixed on the chair the Captain had vacated to greet him rather than upon the woman who stood before him.
“Thank you, Chief Merkar. I’m glad you were pleased. It seemed to have been well received, especially considering the sad news I was required to reveal.”
“Ah, yes.” His gaze was fully back on the Captain. “That is what I wished to discuss with you. Now that our future is firmly locked aboard this craft, we need to decide how it might best be, shall I say, managed.”
Ri had placed the security teams in the wrong places. She should have placed them here, instead of spreading them loosely through the ship and then releasing them. If she restarted the console, how many could she still reach? And what could they do, even if they were here? Volunteers from the biomes and maintenance crews who she worked with directly. No trained personnel. And brute force wouldn’t help this situation anyway.
Captain Conrad recovered her hand from Merkar’s great paw.
“Yes, I agree that discussion needs to take place, but this is neither the place nor the time. Tomorrow there will be a meeting of all department heads and section leaders. We shall hear all voices at that time.”
“I think there are only two voices we need consider.”
“You are wrong, Chief Merkar. Good night, and Happy New Year. Sub-Captain Olias, you have the watch.” The Captain turned on her heel and made a point of exiting between the two orange gorillas rather than her private lift.
Olias rolled from the chair beside her and squared off in front of the seething Merkar. “Is there some way I may assist you, Chief?”
Merkar glared at him, but where Merkar was a big, once strong man. Olias was a mass of muscle that stood lightly on his toes in a fighter’s poise. His slight smile twisted his scarred face into snarl. Even Merkar, though a hand taller than the Sub-Captain, could see that Olias was dangerous in the extreme. Ri had sparred with the great Commander Levan, and Olias was still someone she would not have wished to challenge.
Merkar slashed out a curse and spun on his heel. Without a signal, his henchmen slid in behind him as he exited down the corridor. After the door closed, Olias remained poised a moment longer. Then he turned to the crew.
“Drama’s over. Get along to your parties or your racks. I have the watch until four o’clock, then you’re on Rejash.”
The slender Indian pilot nodded and was the first to leave the room.
Ri followed the others as they drifted from the room. Olias was positively grinning. He’d enjoyed his chance to piss on Merkar’s humiliation. She couldn’t decide if she was glad to see the man knocked down a notch, or if she now had real reason to fear her next meeting with him.
The others moved along faster than she did, and in a matter of moments she was the only one left in the corridor. Without the normal bustle of the crews, the corridor was a vast, echoing space. It was all built on such a grand scale that it was easy to forget she was on a spaceship and not in one of Earth’s great supercities.
The main corridor ranged from ten to twenty meters wide and swept upward in a leisurely curve both ahead and behind. Small shops, restaurants, amusement parlors were tastefully spread along the sides. Gyms, always one of the most popular entertainments in space, had a great deal of frontage along all the levels of the ring. Great clear panels let the muscle enthusiasts and the corridor passers-by observe each other’s progress.
Ri was losing her edge. Her daily workouts with Commander Levan and the most elite guards on the planet had been replaced by a desperate need to keep Stellar One functional. Well, it was a new year and it was time she did something about it. But she didn’t want to be on display like the few muscle-bound crew working out at even this hour, striving to submerge the depression brought on by the last view of Earth.
She continued to follow the corridor through tastefully planted meeting gardens and a clutter of clothing stores. Ri lived in her shipsuit, had no need for anything beyond the spacer-black of the command crew to brush up her ego. She enjoyed her position on the crew. And especially after what Captain Devra Conrad had done to Chief Merkar, she was proud to be a part of that team. Now if only she could learn to do that herself.
Her mastery was tangential strikes. Head-on confrontation was a hazard to be avoided among the street gangs of Nara. She smiled. Nor had it worked for Merkar in the command center.
The red trimwork that indicated the command sector gave way to the green and brown of the Ring One ag-bay as she moved to anti-spinward. The central corridor now split into two narrow side corridors to skirt the massive agricultural bay that grew so much of their produce. Most of the livestock was over in R2 and R3 ag-bays, these were filled with the fruit trees and vegetables enough to supply R1 and then some. But she needed somewhere to workout, and the ag-bays would be no better than the corridors, or the gyms.
She followed the corridor as it jogged around the ag-bay. There to her left, just around the corner, a maintenance hatch was set inconspicuously in the wall. Ri thumbed through and slid down the short ladder.
The Level Zero maintenance corridor was a clutter of green and brown pipes that fed the ag-bay. Behind her she could see the red walls of the command sector. But in the center there was a clear corridor, wide enough for two maintenance teams in service carts to pass side-by-side. It appeared to travel both directions, beneath both command sector and the ag-bay with no turns or obstructions.
Ri trotted anti-spinward between the feeders and drains from the biome. She pictured all that greenery above her, reaching for the artificial lights of the manmade sky. Beneath her feet, a few meters of radiation shield, a triple hull, and the depths of space. She broke into a trot and stumbled as she gained speed, nearly tumbling to the deck. In the narrow passage, the ceiling only a few meters above her, the curve of the ring made the upward-curving horizon close and sharp. It was as if she were running uphill.
As she broke out of the trot, she felt lighter and stumbled again. Anti-spinward. Her speed was decreasing the effective rate of the ring’s rotation. Their gravity came from the spin of the ring, and going to anti-spin negated a small part of that. She slowed back to a trot and finally turned at a slow jog back toward the command sector. As she brought her speed back up, she could feel the weight increase.
Ri ran the numbers in her head. L1 was about three-quarters gee, and L0 was eight-tenths. A decent run could increase her weight as much as, she did the numbers again to make sure, at least another tenth-gee. Nine-tenths gee running uphill, or at least appearing to, the upward curve of the corridor was enough to fool her eyes and body.
And here there were no gawking crowds. No ultra-engineered gym equipment, no perfectly designed surface of the low-gee track around the outer edge of L5, barely a half-gee. Here there was nothing fancy, nothing dressed up. It reminded her of the streets of Japan.
If she narrowed her eyes, she could pretend that the scattered worklights were little more than reflections of the sun off the occasional unbroken window. The haphazardness of the pipes were reminiscent of the debris cast across the face of Nara on which she and her cadre of hunters had run so often.
If she closed her ears to all but the sounds of the wind in her ears and the slap of her shipshoes against the deck, she could almost hear their bare feet padding along behind her.
Ri leaned into the hill and reentered the red zone.
# # #
“We need to replace them goddamnit.” The drunk at the far end was roaring loudly enough to be heard half down the length of the bar.
Bryce just kept filling orders while the raving continued. He wasn’t the loudest, only the closest.
“Thish bloody crew failed. Didn’t shave Earth, can’t get us to the stars. Damned failure. Get ‘em outta there. Then we get things movin’.” His blue suit marked him as science and research. He turned on the greenie to his left.
“Come on, Parrot Man. You know they’re all full of crap. Earth is prolly down there all beautiful and they juss want to keep us under their control. Keep us here where they’re in charge. Protecting their friggin’ status quo.”
Bryce worked his way down the bar, wiping the surface clean with a damp bar rag. Parrot Man. Bryce should have recognized him. Just six months before, Bryce’s shuttle had brought the first load up to the jungle biome which had included this man and his parrot. They’d had to sedate the man to stop his screaming. Now he was sitting as calmly as could be at the end of the bar, his beer perhaps a quarter gone.
“Well now, Samnal. I don’t know about that. The Captain seems to be an honest woman. What purpose could be fulfilled in lying to us?”
“Purpose? I juss tole you their purposh. Theys in charge and wanna shtay there.”
Samnal turned on the ag-worker to his right and was confronted with a broad back, its owner far more intent on the short brunette he was chatting up. While the technician tried to process that there was someone in the room not listening to him, the Parrot Man took a swallow of his beer, tossed a credit to Bryce, and slid away.
Bryce dropped the warm coin into the spittoon and moved off.
The drunk swung back, the empty stool even more confusing than the indifferent expanse on his other side. As he focused down into his beer, Bryce heard him curse once more.
“Fuckin’ biome dweebs. All uselesh.”
A half-dozen orders pattered across the plas as he worked his way down the bar. Just beyond the far end a smashing redhead leaned her chair back against the wall. Her long legs were crossed casually over a chair before her. Her beer rested, half-finished, on one of the tables that had survived the night intact. A big ag-worker, covered in a liberal dusting of pollen, strolled up uncertainly on legs well softened by alcohol, and placed his hands on either side of the table. He leaned toward the redhead across its narrow surface, his loose height looming over her.
Bryce moved down to wipe that end of the bar so he could hear the pitch.
“Hey baby, how about you and me find out if I’m the right one to be sittin’ here?”
Bryce almost laughed. He’d used a lot of lines, but never one quite that stupid. At least he hoped not. One thing he’d sure learned was that “right for you” was all an illusion of false comfort. Reality was, it worked nicely until things went wrong. And they always went wrong.
To Bryce’s chagrin, the stunner kicked the chair loose from beneath her feet and managed to shuffle it around to the far side of the table. The ag-worker settled in like he’d just spiked the ball in the proverbial end zone, which he had. Once he was settled with a happy grin splashed wide across his besotted features, the redhead rose.
She winked at Bryce as she casually, out of her suitor’s view, lowered the front opening of her shipsuit revealing a startling amount of cleavage. With a turn and a forward lean that must’ve sent the man’s head spinning, she cornered the ag-worker.
“You,” she slid a long, fine finger down his cheek, “just wait here and Ms. Right-For-You might just come along. Then we’ll both know if you’re supposed to be sitting here.”
With a turn somewhere between panther and python, the redhead eased out through the crowd. A passage opening before her, brushed aside by the wave of her blatant sexuality. Just before it closed behind her, Bryce felt a chill. She had looked back at him with amusement. Had someone recognized him? What would the crowd do if they knew who his parent was? What he was a carbon copy of?
# # #
The crowd had thinned and the ag-worker was long gone, headed off to his quarters alone. Samnal snored noisily at the far end of the empty bar. Bryce had cleaned up most of the place before he noticed her return. Ms. Right-for-you. That was the illusion they all sought. That was what he should name this place. Offer them the illusion they came to find and never would.
R4U. It worked well along with his bar being on Ring Four. Maybe he could even get someone to stamp it on the mugs.
The redhead sat with a female constructor, still in her faded spacer oranges. Welder, according to the faded patch on her arm. He was gathering empties and the line of them at their table was impressive. He eased one of the toppled tables back into place and collected a few scattered mugs from the floor.
“Shit! Ya know we had it good.” The welder with short blond hair barely kept her head aloft with the support of her planted elbow and the palm under her chin.
“We wuz pullin’ down good creds, girl. ‘Nother tour, maybe two, and I’d’ve had ‘nuf set ‘side to settle in, ya know. Find someone good for me and jus’ cruise. Now, those fuckin’ scientists. Shit. They get it wrong and now it’s all fried up and blown away.”
Bryce circled in closer and kept his ears perked.
“Would you rather be toasted? Cooked like all those poor bastards down on the rock? Come on.”
The redhead’s speech was slurred, but still careful. Her breeding showed, she wasn’t likely a plas handler, despite the claim of her patch sewn so neatly above one of her perfect breasts.
“Naw. That ain’t it. I’m glad I din’t burn, or turn into an icicle like that Arctic Lady. But shit, Emilia. This place is no great shakes either. Jus’ give me a moly torch and a couple hunnert meters o’ plas. Poetry, I’m tellin’ ya. Fuckin’ poetry. Diggin’ dirt in a goddamn box to raise goddamn food. Well it just sucks, thas all.” Her chin slipped off her palm and she was lying with her cheek just missing the beer slick on the table by the thickness of her forearm.
Emilia rose to her feet and stretched with a joint popping reach that showed off every glorious curve of her body.
Bryce knew that she was teasing him, but for the life of him couldn’t figure out why. He took the tray back to the bar. Emilia followed him.
As he loaded the mugs into the cleaner, she leaned against the bar. Less cleavage than before, but still that incredible sensuality. She glanced around, but they were the only two at this end of the whole space other than the sonorous presence of Samnal. The next nearest was her welder friend who had also just lost the battle with consciousness.
She moved in closer. Bryce found himself leaning across the plas countertop even though every alarm in his head was screaming danger.
“Hi, Brycie.” Her eyes sparkled like some little girl who’d just won the prize at the carnival. “You don’t know me.”
She laughed and danced back a step from the bar and twirled lightly on her toes. A part of him awoke. A part deep inside. A part he didn’t like. His parent looked out of Bryce’s eyes and lust and knowledge coursed through him in a wave of heat and anger. Anger that this woman was alive and free. Only by conscious control was Bryce able to keep his hand on the bar. The demon within. The demon that was Bryce Randall Stevens Sr. wanted to reach out and snag that hair. Grab her. Control her.
“Celia.” He barely breathed her name, but she flinched like the Old Man had gotten loose and slapped her.
For a moment, her shoulders hunched and that incredible inner light switched off. She closed her eyes for a moment and then stood a bit straighter.
“Sorry, Brycie, that was stupid. I shouldn’t have said anything. Too much of your good beer, I suppose. Please don’t tell.”
It all made sense. His father’s memories of breaking Celia Wirden’s spirit was as clear as the night he’d killed her husband to gain the premiership of the Earth. She had found an escape. She’d changed her looks and stowed away on Stellar One and headed for the anonymity of space. She hadn’t reached it, but just as good for her as for him, his parent was dead beyond torturing her.
“No one to tell,” he offered. “Wouldn’t anyway.”
She visibly relaxed and, after the briefest of hesitations, settled onto one of the bar stools. He started to draw a beer, but she shook her head, then indicated a half. He slid hers across, and took a full one himself.
“You always were a good boy. And, damn, Bryce, you always were incredibly handsome.”
So easily she blurred the line between the nightmare of memories pumped into his head and the person he had struggled so hard to create. Separate from the Old Bastard. Separate from the remembered past that wasn’t his.
His hand reached out, but it wasn’t Bryce Jr. moving it, so he pulled it back. He took a long pull of his beer.
“Look, there are some things I can’t do.”
She reached out to stroke his hand, but he shifted farther away. Her eyes narrowed, and he could see by the shift in her shoulders that she was preparing to attack the challenge of him.
His memories crowed with avarice.
Bryce moved back another step.
“I have memories.” He’d never told anyone what was going on inside his head, except one woman who’d tried to kill him while he slept later that night. Never told anyone that the world’s most brutal dictator had planned to gain immortality by moving his memories into his clone’s body and then driving Bryce’s memories out. And he’d almost succeeded. Another year, and the Old Bastard’s pet scientists could have excised all that was Bryce Jr. Then he truly would have been a younger version of his parent. But the world had ended too soon.
“Yes,” Emilia agreed. “I remember that night he did something to you. You looked horrible afterward. He was a cruel man, so we just won’t mention him.” She reached again, but it was only a token gesture. He hadn’t offered the reception she’d expected and she was still puzzling it out.
“Celia.” That got her full attention. “That was the night you figured out I was his clone.”
She nodded. “That’s where you got your fine looks. But if you think that matters—”
He pressed a finger to her lips. The soft, familiar feel of them brought a flood of remembered sexual memories to the fore. Bryce Sr. had actually seduced her, or she him. Either way, well aware that he was plunging deep inside her at the very instant her husband and his friend, the World Premier, finally succumbed to the poison Bryce Sr. had used. Bryce snatched his hand back and wiped it on the bar towel.
Celia crossed her arms around her belly and leaned back from the bar, the whites showing around her irises.
“I…” he wanted to explain. He truly did. “Just don’t come near me. There are things that you must not know. Don’t want to know. They nearly drive me insane, and I’m the one inside my head.”
He slammed back the rest of his beer, cast the mug to the floor, and stumbled to the door behind the bar. He coded it open, staggered through, and held his breath until it slid shut. Let it block out the beautiful, desirable woman who was driving his parent’s memories wild with Bryce’s denial. He leaned against the hard plas and struggled to breathe, his body burning with lust pounding up from his throbbing groin.
He could feel her still sitting at his bar, waiting for and perhaps fearing his return. To distract himself, he checked the brewing tanks he’d set up in the crammed space. The tall gleaming shapes filled the room, rich hop odors coming from the standing tank assured him that this batch was on track. The temperature was riding at just thirty-six degrees, just skin warm. That was… high? low? he didn’t even know at this moment. He looked at the hammock, but no rest awaited him there. He’d be up and back into the bar thirty seconds after he lay down.
No longer able to stand the strain, he pulled open the floor hatch and slid down the ladder into the maintenance ring. He secured the hatch behind him and even set it for a full hour’s lockdown. Even if there was a crisis he couldn’t reopen it to return to the bar. It was the least he could do to protect her. If she returned, he didn’t know if he’d be able to again win the battle with his inner needs.
He strolled to anti-spin with nowhere to go. Some timeless amount of turmoil later he arrived beneath the blue and white piping of the Arctic biome. Frozen to death. They’d carried the Arctic lady out of her dead biome still ice solid just this afternoon.
Hell of a way to go.
# # #
“That concludes the status reports. Any discussion?” The Captain set aside her commpad and surveyed the room.
Ri followed her gaze about the R1L3 North conference room. The sunken central floor was occupied by a large holo of Stellar One with every bit and piece in place. The remains of the unfinished R5 hung still, as if latched to the central core. The other four great spoked ring-wheels rolled in mesmerizing circles, completing a revolution once every minute. Even the antenna completed by Johns during The End could be seen on the edge of R5.
As she watched R1 flip through a full circle, her stomach flipped empathetically. At this moment command was at the top and they were all upside down in the real-time display. No sensation of that while running. No sensations at all but the wind and her breathing.
She dragged her eyes away and observed the gathered leaders of Stellar One seated in a circle. Their chairs perched in a ring a step above the central floor.
The ship’s command crew, the leaders of air, water, and maintenance divisions, the chief scientist, head agronomist, the six remaining biome leaders, and Fabrication Chief Evan Merkar.
He had threatened to leave when Captain Conrad refused to allow his henchmen to dance attendance upon him. When she offered to run the meeting with or without his presence, he grudgingly relented. In retribution, he had not said a single helpful word during the meeting, even when asked direct questions. His occasional sarcastic observations were ignored by the Captain, and as no cronies were there to laugh them up, they fell flat until finally the man just stewed in silence.
“Is there any way we can get the mess in R2 East cleaned up?” James Roder asked. His dark tan from the desert biome made him harder to see in the depths of his chair.
Maintenance Chief Tina Clark shook her head. “It will be a while until we get to that. First, we’re still fighting problems in a dozen other systems. Second, I’m not willing to risk essential maintenance crews until the chief of fabrication can assure me that the breech in the decompression zone from R2L2 section 14 through R2L3 section 5 have been properly resealed.”
The head of maintenance cast a tentative glance at Merkar who was busy inspecting his fingernails. She shrugged her apology to Roder, whose biome was closest to the blowout that had killed two hundred, including five from his own crew.
“I will send a team to make sure that it won’t spread to your biome.”
Roder nodded his thanks. “At least if I know that, I’ll sleep better at night.”
“Anyone else?”
Jaron, the leader of the jungle biome unlimbered himself from his chair and stepped down to stand before the holo of Stellar One. He moved about it as if studying it carefully until he stood before the Captain. He turned to face her.
Ri tried to guess what the gangly man found so urgent. He’d rarely been able to speak in her presence, let alone in front of a group. She half expected him to sidle up to the Captain and whisper his question to her so that she could repeat it aloud. But he didn’t. He stood tall before her, his Adam’s apple giving away his nervousness, but his voice was steady when he spoke.
“You have asked us to once again dream of the stars. You have asked this group to focus all of their efforts upon this seemingly impossible task. That,” he waved a hand toward the holo behind him as if they were not inside it at this moment. “That has no engines. No fuel. Nothing with which to make any form of propulsion known to the greatest scientists of the Earth, never mind our humble collection here. No offense intended.”
He didn’t quite turn to face the various scientists he had just attacked. That the chief scientist Kurt Bamker was considered to be one of the greatest thinkers of the age and had been aboard at The End apparently made little impression on the jungle man.
“First, Captain, first we must fight to preserve what we have. How many have died aboard?” He might have been asking how much milk to put in her tea.
“Three hundred and seven,” the Captain answered with an equal calm.
“How many species?” He whirled to face Ri. His voice had acquired an edge, it was clear what he cared about.
“Over a hundred and fifty, I think, across the biomes and ag-bays.” She should know, but it was such a depressing task maintaining the extinction database. And she didn’t have the training. Marcus James did, but he died on the final gathering mission for the forest-and-lake biome when the Earth burned.
“One hundred and sixty-two.” He moved around the circle until he was toe-to-toe with the ocean biome specialist. “Forty-three in your biome alone, Yerke.”
The tall, Nordic blonde hung her head until her hair slid across her broad face. “Forty-four. The last Echinarachnius parma died about five hours ago.”
Ri opened her message queue on the chair arm commpad. There it was. The last sand dollar was gone. No viable germ plasm had yet been added to the banks. There’d be no cloning. No test tube baby creatures. No more sand dollars. Ever.
Jaron had the decency to pause for a moment. She barely heard his whisper.
“I’m sorry.” They both hung their heads for a moment.
Then, as if stabbed with a cattle prod, the stick-figure burst to life and rounded once more on the Captain.
“We must fight to preserve what we have. All our energies,” he sent an accusatory glance at the maintenance chief, “must be applied to the survival of all the species which have come into our care.”
“Of course we struggle to preserve life. But we must also look forward to humanity’s future. There we—”
“Humanity’s future.” It took a brave man to cut off the Captain. Even Merkar hadn’t yet dared such a thing. Jaron ranted on.
“What future does the sand dollar have? Or the misbegotten travesty of genetically-engineered polar bears? We are failing those species that relied on us. That we ripped from their good, safe Earth and transported into this space vehicle. That is what you must fight for Captain. Not that… thing.” He waved a hand at the holo behind him.
Then, as abruptly as he’d come to life, he wound down. Suddenly the meek jungle man was cowed under and clearly wondering how he’d landed in the center of the room. He scuttled toward his seat, passing through the holo of Stellar One as if it weren’t there. His body temporarily replaced by the image of the whirling machine, left Ri with the impression of a man with no feelings for humanity, more mechanism than flesh and blood. He settled into his seat quietly next to Yerke, careful not to disturb her continued retreat from the human company in the room.
Into the waiting silence, the Captain at last offered some words.
“We do not, and will not ignore the survival of all species aboard this craft, both Homo sapiens and others.” She paused but Jaron offered no nod of acknowledgement.
“For the time being, I ask that you all look to your systems. We are out of danger. Let’s get a safety margin and an equilibrium established. Perhaps this will be our last loss and we may then look to a future where both the stars, and the precious burden we wish to carry to them, are within our grasp. That is all.”
Captain Conrad rose and disappeared into the darkness at the back of the conference room.
Ri watched the members disperse. Yerke left alone, though several of the other leaders hovered in her wake. Close enough to show support, but not so close in case her problems proved contagious. No one accompanied Jaron, but Ri didn’t think he’d notice the lack of mere human companionship.
Merkar glared at the hologram of Stellar One until the room was empty but for the two of them. It was like a child’s staring contest, Ri mustn’t leave until he did. But this was no game. What the man was thinking? Did she care? She’d better. Before she could speak, he rose and circled slowly around the spinning model. Apparently ignoring her, but she knew better. Her senses were alert, triggered as they only were when hunting with the cadre or sparring with Levan.
He stopped at the end that showed Ring One. He moved his hands until they hovered above the spinning ring. Like some god who could reach out and jerk it to a halt, tumbling about all those inside. Wrenching control for himself.
“You think I should cooperate with your Captain.”
It wasn’t a question. He didn’t face her. He continued to watch the ring spinning within the curl of his cupped hands. Either a yes or no would be twisted until she was somehow wrong. Word games and political maneuvering were not her strengths. Give her an enemy, her cadre on the streets, and none could beat her. Words? Elusive, tricky, filled with double, even triple-meanings that always wandered out of her grasp.
“If you say yes, I will ask you to prove why her ideas are any better than mine. If you say no, that I should follow my conscience for the betterment of humanity, you fear what that unknown might be.” His eyes were upon her.
“I watch people. I see what you are. You are the Captain’s steel. Her sword of truth. You would die to defend what she commands. Where does that loyalty come from? Where do you come from? There are no records of you. No database entries. No history. Just your slitted eyes and dark skin. I know where you are from but not how you came to be here.”
Merkar shifted his weight, but his eyes didn’t leave her.
“You are the enigma aboard this ship, not me. I fought my way here. I dug my way out of the rubble of Darwin, Australia, ruined by the tsunami from the earthquake that destroyed your country. Orphaned at eight after spending two weeks in a collapsed building. Two weeks before any help came. We fought for food and water. Those who needed medicine were out of luck. I climbed up through the corps of the WEC by being the toughest son-of-a-bitch, and usually the smartest. I’m your worst nightmare. I’m granite. I’m iron. Tell your Captain that her damned steel blade had best take care if it doesn’t wish to get snapped.”
He glanced back at the model. The command sector passed between his hands and he smacked them together with a crushing blow that echoed about the room. Ri ducked, she couldn’t help herself. For a moment it seemed that Merkar had crushed the room.
He laughed and was gone without glancing in her direction again.
How had he known? None had been there but Ninka and the Angel-lady at the moment of her greatest failure. Ninka hadn’t survived the hour. Suz Jeffers had died with the Earth. No one else knew that she had shattered the sword of her ancestors against the iron chain confining her cadre’s leader, the only mother she’d ever known. Unable to free her from her prison, Ri had used the steel blade to kill Tinai, to release her from the torture of Diabutsu-den cadre. Her life’s blood sprayed upon the hard granite of the underground chamber.
The chair beside her creaked forcing the past aside. The Captain settled into the cushioning and scanned the empty room for a moment before facing Ri.
“He is such a charmer. Analysis, Officer Jeffers.”
Ri glanced at the other empty chairs before meeting the Captain’s gaze.
“Jaron is not a problem. He is passionate about life and its preservation. However skewed, he is on our side.”
The Captain raised her eyebrow.
“On the side of… I can’t think of the right word.” Why did she always demark groups into our side or not? Think Ri, you fought for your life and the life of your cadre every day until you were fourteen, that just might have something to do with it. Then Commander Levan drove you to the limits to make you the best fighter he could. To protect a woman now dead with the world. Futile. She shook her head to clear it of the weight of her past, but it still hung heavy, heavier than any mere crushing weight upon her body could possibly attain.
The Captain watched her with raised eyebrows.
“There are those who are concerned for their own good. And there are those concerned for the good of others. Jaron MacAndrews is a great leader of the jungle biome because the life within that biome comes before all else, human or not. Preferably not.”
Devra Conrad smiled at the last.
“Security risks are those who don’t care about the greater good. We haven’t heard the last of Evan Merkar, but I’m sure that you’re aware of that. The problem is that we have no direction. We are past raw survival. We have food, air, shelter. Now what? The real problem is how to survive until we find that direction, that common goal we had in reaching for the stars.”
“How did you come to this ship, Ri Jeffers?”
“You signed me aboard.”
“Yes,” the Captain slid down in her chair and stared out at the spinning holo that still filled the center of the room.
Ri hadn’t even known the Captain’s spine could bend, much less slouch. She covered her mouth to hide her smile.
“I signed you aboard. But why are you here? Why do you speak of a longing for the stars?”
Now it was Ri’s turn to watch the rings spin in their minute-long loops.
“I long…” for so much. “I want…” to be hunting with the cadre. Chasing down the streets of Nara, Mad Dog Cadre scampering out of their way. No one risked angering Tancho Cadre when she had led them. Their packs bulging with enough food for a month. Laughing together around the heat of the book-fed fire in their ruined bookstore that they had won with blood and cunning. To once again have Ninka and Tinai about her. She wanted to hear their laughs, their battle cries just one last time.
“I came to Stellar One seeking a new beginning.” She’d been thrown off the planet of her birth without a single word of protest. Chaff on the wind had led her here.
“A new beginning.” She tested the words, felt how the rolled across her tongue and tasted like the fresh buds of spring. “Yes. That’s it.”
“I’m glad you’re sure.” The Captain was once again inspecting her carefully. “I signed you on for my father’s sake. He sent a message saying you were the best. That’s all he said. And from him, that’s praise I certainly never earned.”
“The best. At what?”
“He never said. Just that. Levan Conrad was never a man of many words.”
Ri felt as if her gut had just been rammed through the back of the chair. “Levan? Commander Levan was your father?”
“Commander? That’s about a dozen ranks too low. The most decorated man in the WEC. Ever. He led the entire fighting corps until about five years ago. I heard that one day he just quit. Hadn’t heard from him personally for nearly a decade until he transmitted that one message. ‘I send you the best.’ That was all.”
Captain Conrad faced her and leaned in, all sense of relaxation gone from her rigid frame.
“The best at what? That’s my question, Officer Jeffers. I need a great deal of best at the moment.”
Ri could still feel the thousand bruises she’d received while sparring with him. The one man she’d never been able to outsmart or outmaneuver, despite years of trying. Never good enough. Never meeting his standard.
“What was it like to be his daughter?”
“That is not an answer.”
Ri looked into the round, blue-gray eyes. As implacable as Commander Levan’s, they demanded. Why hadn’t she recognized those same eyes before?
“I don’t know. I fight well. I’m very hard to kill.” She choked on her own words but couldn’t look away. “I just kill everyone around me, especially those I love most.”
At last she hung her head. Tears stung at her eyes and she blinked them back. Stare at tight fists. Hard center. Tighten the center. Wrap the pain up in layer upon layer of black cloth. Black like the night the Ninja had ruled. Black like the pit of her soul.
“Ri.”
She couldn’t respond.
“Officer Jeffers!” The command snapped out with the drill sergeant manner that Levan had used when he was most frustrated by her. She snapped to her feet and managed to resist the urge to dive away and run. There’d been no escape from Levan’s retribution if Ri showed the slightest hint of cowardice.
Captain Conrad stood before her, eyes as hard as crystal boring into her.
“I need you to fight, Officer Jeffers. I need you to be the best. You are the one who knows the ship. Did you know that you are the only member of the command crew to go past Ring Two in over a month except during emergencies?”
“Ma’am. No, Ma’am.” She shook her head still unable to release her body from its strict attention.
“I need you to fight. Fight for our lives, for they are in the balance far more than either of us imagine. Not only our two mortal bodies, but that of every member who remains in the circle of humanity.”
She reached out a hand so that it almost brushed the spinning rings of Stellar One just as Merkar’s had moments before. But with caress rather than greed.
“You are hereby charged with fighting for our lives, with full authorization of the Captain. I will trust my father’s judgment in this matter. Whatever it takes, you must do.”
The Captain walked around the model, despite its ephemeral existence, and exited the room without looking back.
Ri watched the rings swing through turn after turn. The never-changing rhythm relentless rather than soothing. Hadn’t the Captain heard her?
She’d always killed those she was meant to protect.
# # #
Jaron stepped out of the lift and headed for the jungle. Ring Four wrapped about him like a cocoon. He never felt like himself when he had to journey all the way to R1, even the smells there were wrong. The ocean biome added a different flavor to the air in R1 than his jungle did here in R4 despite the filtering. There was a richness, a solid texture to the air. Perhaps it was the additional oxygen the huge biomass of his jungle supplied to the station. Though at the moment, it smelled more like stale beer.
The bartender was standing in the middle of his bar. The various tables and chairs had been resurrected from the New Year’s battering they had taken the previous evening. He stood, arms crossed, before a clear expanse of wall.
A single light had been twisted to shine there and three characters had been scrawled across the beige surface, “R4U.” The “R” and “4” had been mated together, but the blocky letter “U” didn’t flow properly. Though Jaron could see many sketches across the wall, none of them worked.
“Make it fly.”
“What!” A marker flew from the bartender’s hand as he turned and it landed near Jaron’s feet.
Jaron jumped back and almost turned for the jungle, but then, he had drunk the man’s beer the prior evening.
The man moseyed over to retrieve the marker from beneath a table. He straightened up and looked at Jaron. He was tall and quiet, leaving space for Jaron to regather his thoughts. But his original point eluded him.
“Make it fly?” the man prompted gently.
Jaron swallowed hard to clear his throat, he’d already talked more in this afternoon’s meeting than he typically did in any single day. Except when he was talking to his assistant Robbie about the jungle.
“Have you watched the parrots fly?”
When he shook his head, Jaron couldn’t help himself.
“Haven’t you been in my jungle?”
Again the silent negative. What did he have to say to this man? One who hadn’t even bothered to cross through an airlock only a few hundred meters away. He was turning to leave when the man mused quietly.
“Make it fly.” He turned back to the wall and erased his latest attempt at the final letter. With quick, bold strokes, he turned the upstroke of the U into a sweeping parrot’s wing. Poised at the top of the downstroke for launch, feathers formed quickly, cupped downward to catch the most air. The pinfeathers spread wide. He painted in the first letters with a bold red and was working his way up the majestic wing before Jaron found his voice again.
“Yellow band across the middle, blue out to the ends.”
With barely a nod of acknowledgement, the bartender continued, switching colors at just the right moments. Climbing on a chair to reach the high end of the wing. When it was done he moved to stand beside Jaron. For a long time they observed his handiwork in silence. The winged “U,” twice the height of the “R4” rose nearly to the ceiling to catch the air. There was a liftoff and hope.
“Thanks, that was making me a bit crazy. I meant it as a joke. But seeing it there, it might be something else. C’mon, I’ll buy you a beer.” As he moved to the bar, Jaron heard him as if whispering to himself. “Hope. Now there’s a new idea.”
It was late afternoon, the meeting in R1 had taken forever, and he was eager to get back to the jungle. But his throat was dry. Another species had died aboard, gone forever. He’d almost managed to forget that.
Jaron followed the man to the bar. He slid a cool mug across the plas.
“I’m Bryce.”
“Jaron.” He sipped the cool liquid which soothed his parched throat like an afternoon rain pattering into the thirsty jungle soil.
Bryce kicked a keg into place and leaned back against the wall behind the bar.
“Tell me about your jungle.”
# # #
The bar throbbed with humanity by the time Jaron left. Bryce had tried to continue their conversation about the variations of the jungle trees reproductive cycles, but the calls for beer finally overwhelmed him.
As Jaron departed, the bartender waved and Jaron was a bit surprised to find himself waving back. He was the only one headed away from R4U, he’d forgotten to ask what it meant. Another time.
Singles, couples, small groups all streamed toward the bar as he headed for the jungle. He thumbed through the double airlock.
At the head of the ramp he stopped to breath in the rich scent of the vegetation. The healthy jungle. He could tell just by the smell that they’d succeeded in creating a stable environment in the unlikely place of a giant plas room in space. A hundred meters wide, half that tall, and four hundred long. Four-and-a-half hectares.
The jungle reached up with the curve of the ring until the green canopy seemed to flow onward forever. Except for the slight discontinuity where the upward curving jungle was cut off by the artificial sky of the inner hub, they could have been standing in the Venezuelan wilderness he had left just six months before.
This jungle averaged only six percent less biomass per hectare than mother nature’s finest. And they’d only lost four species during The End that had killed the Arctic and damaged the Ocean. Regrettably, he’d lost his bats. But increasing the parrot population and the night-time moths had replaced the pollination niche his bats had carried out. The change troubled him, but it appeared to be working.
He reached for a commpad from the rack and glanced quickly down the reports. Robbie was meticulous about keeping the daily logs and he could see at a glance that she’d kept the crew right on top of the work despite his absence. The team researching pollination viability showed a high success rate, still a few percent below what the bats might have achieved, but well within tolerances.
He slid the pad down into a thigh pocket. His machete hung alongside the lock, instantly identifiable from the others by the immense wear on the leather harness and the wooden handle. Everyone else had plas blades, he was the only one who still swung metal. His feet echoed strangely on the ramp until he reached the jungle floor and moved out onto the yellowed soil and the muffling carpet of decomposing leaves. Before he moved under the edge of the trees, a shot of blue and red fell upon him from the sky.
Harold backwinged to brake his plummet, his wings arcing so like the bartender’s drawing that it was uncanny.
“Har-on! Har-on!” The scarlet macaw shuffled foot-to-foot across his shoulder and attempted to preen Jaron’s hair but actually was hurting a bit in his excitement. He hated it when Jaron was gone during the day. The night too for that matter, he often slept in their old tree from the true jungle to keep the bird company.
After he’d rubbed the Harold’s belly and calmed him down, Jaron waved him aloft. Harold protested until Jaron pulled his machete out of its sheath. The parrot knew better than to hang about when there was clearing to be done.
Robbie always left the outer loop trail for him. A colony of Rosalia scattered up the nearest tree chattering the whole way. The golden tamarins were thriving aboard ship; they made incredible leaps in the lighter gravity of the jungle’s upper stories. They had adapted well from their Sumatran jungle.
It had been a delicate task blending the Earth’s various jungles into a single biome as Robbie had insisted, but it was working. He stopped and watched the ballet, more graceful than any mere human dancer, until the tamarins were out of sight.
He swung the machete free and moved toward the trailhead. Had to keep after this jungle or the trails disappeared in a fortnight, just like its Earthly predecessor. Yet another mark he’d designed this biome well.
His blade caught the evening sun as he swung it aloft. Harold called from somewhere far above as Jaron slashed down through mango leaves encroaching on the biome’s path. They dropped to the trail and rustled underfoot as he chopped at an overzealous liana vine. For Robbie, he avoided the ones with epiphytic orchids. She was partial to them. The rest of the crew, even the best ones, were not as careful. He preferred to clear as much of the trail himself as possible.
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