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One




Son of a whore.

Captain Alonzo winced and gnashed his teeth as he dropped as gingerly as possible into the command chair. Surrounding him was the twisted, charred bridge of the transport ship, and he felt a strange sort of pride in realizing that it was not nearly as twisted, and scarred as he was. That was good. That was as it should be. A Captain can be a wreck and a ruin, but his ship should always be in the best possible shape.

To his left were the blackened remains of the control panel where he had encountered a saboteur’s bomb. The metal conduits twisted obscenely before disappearing into the subtle curve of the ship’s interior, like a rotting root twisting into soil. It was offensive. The Captain had prided his transport on always being in peak condition, in impeccable order. To see chaos like this, on his own bridge, and know that there was nothing he could do about it—that was like learning that your mother was a whore. It shamed him.

There was still the smell of sulfur and carbon in the air, even after days of atmospheric recycling. 

The Captain’s right eye was gone. The gaping socket was now covered by a makeshift patch, crafted from leather and foam ripped from a console chair. Seeping burns and wounds were spread over his face and his entire right side. These were field-dressed in strips of torn uniform and what little gauze he’d found in the bridge’s emergency kit. He had not bothered to go to the medical bay. All of the truly useful medical supplies had been sent down with the colony.

The Captain’s right hand was all but useless—two fingers were missing, and those that remained were raw and burned, weak and difficult to move.  Still, he had his left hand, and with that he was able to tap commands into the command terminal. Ship systems had been severely compromised, including those that kept the orbital platform in a stable orbit. If not for the Captain’s commands—and the unbelievable good fortune that the propulsion system and attitude thrusters were still intact—the platform would have crashed days ago. And with it any hope of rescue for the colony below.

But the pain—Alonzo hadn’t felt pain like this before. It was a searing agony that clung to him like napalm.  

No, it was worse than that. It was as if he’d been infected by fire. It roared over him and within him constantly, like a lava flow. His veins pumped with magma. Even the pain meds were pathetic lawn sprinklers in the face of this world-eating inferno.

Death, the late old whore, would be a welcome guest when she finally got here. If not for his sense of duty, he’d go find her himself.

Alonzo stared into the main view screen and wondered exactly how he was going to give the colony below a fighting chance at survival. The destruction of the orbital platform would be a blow to the colony. It might even be the final stab, the finishing stroke for the colonists, who were already staggering from multiple wounds.

If the orbital platform fell into the planet’s atmosphere, there was a slim chance that it might fall on the struggling colony. But there were, unbelievably, far worse possibilities than a collision. The orbital platform had stores of materials and resources that were vital to survival on a colony world. There was food, yes, but also equipment for cultivating land, for mining and processing ore, and even for purifying air and water. Of course, there were also a few hazardous materials that could cause serious ecological damage, but most of that would be long-term.  Alonzo didn’t expect there to be a “long term” for these people.

And then there were the lightrail relay hubs—absolutely vital if there was to be any hope of returning to the colonies.

Citadel had crashed on the wrong world. It was confirmed now, not just by the platform’s navigational and survey systems but also by the surveys taken on the ground, and the detailed study of maps and satellite data performed by the Esool Captain, Somar, who was both diligent and meticulous about reviewing and verifying the survey data.  

The conclusion was clear on all counts. The colony was not where it was supposed to be, and that meant that no one would be coming for them.

Alonzo was certain that if the orbital platform did fall into the atmosphere, it would mean almost certain death, or at the very least certain isolation, for the colonists below. However, repairing the station would take more manpower than he had at present. With his bridge crew trapped in stasis, and Alonzo himself badly injured, there was simply no one on board who could take on the repairs, and he had ordered that no one from the surface should come up until all of the colonists were found and taken care of. That had to be the priority.

A klaxon sounded.  Alonzo checked the display in the arm of his chair and saw that it was an alert from the proximity sensors. The colony’s sole operational shuttlecraft was leaving the planet’s atmosphere and starting an intercept trajectory. Orders be damned, apparently.

Son of a bitch, the Captain thought. What the hell do they think they’re doing?

He arose painfully, immediately furious, and then got control of himself.

What they’re doing is disobeying orders, he concluded. No help for it now. Might as well use the situation to its best advantage. He hailed them. “Incoming shuttle, Bay 3 is clear for docking.”

“Roger that, Captain,” a female voice responded. Reilly. She was the best pilot Alonzo had ever met. He had already noted as much in his log, citing the fact that she had somehow managed to fly a 200-ton brick safely to the ground. If they ever managed to get back to civilization, he was recommending that she be promoted to senior status at the very least. She could have her pick of any pilot's post in the fleet after this.

In fact, everyone surviving member of his crew was getting glowing recommendations. Especially the standouts. Posthumous citations would go to First Commander Marcos, for certain, and PFC Billy Sans—the poor, courageous boy. Mitch Garrison was due an award and a promotion for his leadership during the crisis. In fact, every Blue Collar crew member would get a promotion, once they were safely back in the Earth lightrail network.

Even Jack Phelps, despite the fact that the Blue Collar crew leader had lead a mutiny against Captain Somar. Per Somar’s request (but against Alonzo’s better judgment), all was to be forgiven. All of the mutineers would receive amnesty. Somar’s position was that this was vital to the immediate well being of the colony. Alonzo’s position was that showing his support for Captain Somar’s orders was essential to maintain Somar’s authority in the eyes of the humans on the surface. 

Were it up to Alonzo, he’d have Jack’s body exhumed and burned publicly. Mutiny was the highest crime the Captain could think of, but maintaining order was crucial—especially now—and Alonzo’s personal feelings were irrelevant in the face of that.

He reached out and took hold of a piece of metal conduit, a makeshift cane he had used to stumble about the ship over the past several, painful days. Every movement was excruciating, but he inhaled and exhaled smoothly, keeping his mind focused on the task of greeting the shuttle in Bay 3.

He hadn’t yet decided if he should welcome them or court marshal them. He’d make up his mind when he got there.




Mitch Garrison was the first to step out into Bay 3. The security detail was next, followed by Thomas and the team of engineers assigned to fix the orbital platform. Doctor Michaels, his arm in a sling and his attitude as biting as ever, came out last, with Reilly at his side.

Mitch turned to the security team. “I want a full sweep. Every corner, every panel. The saboteur placed explosives in a control panel on the bridge, so be alert for any signs of tampering. The priority is to find any remaining explosives and disarm them. If you find evidence of sabotage to ship systems, alert the engineering crew. The sooner you get this ship cleared, the sooner we can get repairs underway.”

The men on the security team acknowledged Mitch’s orders and then organized quickly, moving out of the bay in moments.

The engineers were setting up tables and equipment in one corner of the bay. Thomas was leading them in creating a command center for their repair effort.

Mitch watched Thomas as he quietly directed the team of engineers. It was hard to believe—impossible to believe—that this was the same John Thomas Paris that history referred to as “the destroyer of worlds.” Since the crash Thomas had been a source of strength, leadership, and ingenuity for everyone, including Mitch. He had gained Mitch's trust completely, as well as that of Captain Somar.

How could anyone reconcile this man with the monster that history claimed him to be?

Reilly slipped up beside Mitch, tactfully and briefly placing her hand on the small of his back. Mitch turned to her, and couldn’t help smiling. Their “relationship” was new, and completely against regulations. But in all of this, Mitch had found that for the first time in his life he couldn’t care less about regulations. This wasn’t about chain of command or maintaining order. This was need. This was air and water and food. The relationship might be new, but he was starting to see that there had been something brewing for a long time. 

“I know what you’re thinking,” Reilly said.

“You do? That’s a neat trick, because I don’t have a clue what I’m thinking.”

“You’re thinking that everything’s changed. The colony. Thomas …” she paused. “Us.”

“I wouldn’t disagree with that,” Mitch said, glancing toward Thomas and the engineering team.

“Double speak? From you?"

Mitch shook his head. "Doesn't everything have a double meaning these days?"

Reilly's arched an eyebrow, and then shrugged. "Well, you’re right. It has all changed. But that doesn’t mean it’s all for the worse, does it?”

He turned and studied her for a moment, then smiled. “No, I guess not. Still,” he glanced back to Thomas, “some surprises have been bigger than others.”

She followed his glance. “Yeah, I guess so. Who knew? What … what do you think his story is, anyway?”

Mitch shrugged. “I figure that when he’s ready, he’ll tell us. I just hope …” he left the sentence unfinished.

Reilly, however, knew what he meant. “Yeah, me too. If the crew finds out … wow. They might tear him to shreds.”

Mitch nodded. He found that the idea that Thomas might be hurt, just because of who he was, really bothered him. It was somehow unjust. Jack, Taggart, the mutineers below—they’d all gotten amnesty and a clean slate. It was as if nothing had happened. But Thomas? Would he get the benefit of a fresh start?

The corridor hatch to Bay 3 slid open, and Captain Alonzo limped in. He was relying heavily on a piece of conduit to help him balance and step. Mitch’s heart sank when he saw the Captain. He was a raw and bloody mess, with soiled, makeshift bandages over his wounds and a ragged patch over his right eye. He still moved with purpose, confidence, and authority, but there was something "off" with him. He looked grim and determined. He looked as if he had resolved himself to make the best of everything for as long as it took before moving on.

Mitch was pretty sure the Captain expected to die, and soon.

“Report,” Alonzo ordered, a touch of irritation in his otherwise clear and strong voice.

Son of a bitch, Mitch thought. Not even a quiver in his voice. He really is tough as hell. 

“Sir, I’ve got a security detail scouring the ship for any signs of sabotage. We’re holding the engineers back until we get the all clear on explosives. Thomas is organizing them here in the bay.”

Alonzo turned to watch Thomas, who was helping to set up one of the portable computer systems. After a moment, he turned back to Mitch. “I thought I gave orders that you were not to come back up here?” His tone was hard, with a biting edge.

Mitch hesitated. “No sir,” he replied. “No such order was given, that I’m aware. Captain Somar agrees, sir.”

There was a long pause while Alonzo regarded Mitch with his good eye.  Mitch knew that the Captain was weighing his response, considering the best way to deal with the blatant disregard of orders. Then his expression changed somewhat, softened slightly. “I believe you’re correct,” Alonzo said. “I was mistaken. No order was given. At any rate, you’re here now. It would be tragic to send you away.” He looked at Reilly. “But you are leaving immediately, pilot.”

Reilly was startled. “Sir?”

Alonzo nodded toward the shuttle. “It’s too dangerous to keep the only working shuttle here. If something happens, the colony would lose its only means of spaceflight. There’s still the possibility of getting the shuttle onto the lightrail system. It’s happened before.”

Reilly blinked. "A shuttle on the lightrail?"

Mitch smiled, then gave a brief chuckle. “The Hidalgo? Now that was a piece of history, there.”

“What’s the Hidalgo?” Reilly asked.

Mitch turned to her, grinning, “Back during the war with the Esool, a colony ship named Hidalgo was hit pretty hard. It survived the battle, but there was no way it was going to survive getting back onto the lightrail. So the captain had her engineers rig lightrail relays to some of the shuttles. Sort of used them in reverse, so they could move along the lightrail instead of just re-transmitting it. It was ugly, and unstable, but it worked. They were able to save about half the crew.”

Reilly’s eyes were wide. “Wow. That must have been a hell of a ride. Shuttles aren’t built for relativistic speed.”

“They survived,” Alonzo said. “Barely. They made it back to the colony lanes, where a ship picked them up and rescued them. It was a bold move, and one that every ECF Captain studies and keeps in reserve, hoping they never have to use it.”

“Why?” Reilly asked. “Sounds like it worked out pretty well.”

“Maybe you missed the part where only half the crew survived,” Alonzo said, his tone harsh. Reilly, taken aback, was silent.

Mitch inhaled and let out his breath slowly. “ok. Reilly, down you go. Get back to Citadel, and brief Captain Somar. We’ll take the rest from here.”

Reilly didn’t hesitate. “Aye, sir,” she said, and turned to walk back into the shuttle. She glanced back briefly and caught Mitch’s eye, her eyebrows raised, questioning.

Mitch nodded, then turned to the Captain. “Sir, Captain Somar has asked that we bring you back to the surface.”

Alonzo glared at him. “Chief, I will turn a blind eye …” he paused, wincing, though Mitch wasn’t sure if it was from pain or from the inadvertent pun. “I will accept that my previous order was a … faulty memory. But I was more than clear on the topic of returning to the surface. The answer is no, and your orders are to forget it.”

Mitch nodded. “Yes sir. I was afraid you would take that position, sir.” He looked past the Captain to Doctor Michaels, who quickly stuck a needle into the Captain’s neck.

Alonzo was startled. “What …!” Before he could say another word, the Captain staggered, and then drooped, the metal conduit clanging to the floor. The doctor caught him with his one good arm, and Mitch swooped in to help. Within moments they had dragged the Captain into the shuttle where Reilly helped them get him into a waiting stasis pod.

“I can’t believe that worked,” she said.

“He’s not at the top of his game,” Mitch replied.

Doctor Michaels grunted. “He’s barely alive. Stubborn son-of-a-bitch. The stasis pod will keep him stable, if it doesn’t kill him first.”

Mitch hesitated. “You said this was the best bet.”

“The man’s half gone, son. This isn’t the best bet—it’s the only horse running. Get him in and get this thing working.”

Mitch and Reilly lifted and placed the Captain into the pod. Mitch closed the hatch and activated stasis. Within moments all three of them stood back, wary, eyeing the stasis pod the way one might watch a man-eating crocodile held at bay by a length of frayed rope.

After a moment the pod's display showed stable life signs, then stasis. All three of them let out a breath that none had been aware they were holding.

“Well,” Mitch said. “This could be a career ender. Reilly, you get the Captain down to the surface. The Doc will go with you. Somar says he has a treatment that could help. I’ll stay here with the rest of the crew and see if we can keep this platform from falling on your heads.”

Reilly nodded, and Doctor Michaels went into the forward compartment, leaving Reilly and Mtich alone with the stasis pod. “He’ll be mad,” Reilly said.

“Yep,” Mitch replied.

Then, impulsively, Reilly rushed forward and kissed Mitch on the mouth, hard. She turned quickly and went to the forward compartment before he could say anything.

Mitch hesitated, and then stuttered “Suh-safe flight!” for lack of anything more coherent to say. He coughed, cleared his throat, and then wandered back into Bay 3, only looking back once. In moments the shuttle had closed its cargo door, lifted off, and gently pushed through the energy field at the edge between Bay 3 and open space.







Thomas had the engineers organized and in place, and the mission now was to wait.

Thomas hated waiting.

When the shuttle lifted off, with its abducted cargo inside, everyone watched it intently. Thomas watched Mitch.

Things had been … awkward … since it had come out that Thomas was actually the “destroyer of worlds.” Such an unfair title, Thomas thought. Even if he’d been guilty, he was technically only a “destroyer of one colony ship.” But that hardly rang well in the media, now did it? 

But he wasn’t guilty. He’d been framed. And as a result of that colony ship explosion, and his scapegoat status, a series of events had been set into motion that culminated in the here and now, a century later. 

Thomas had essentially been brought here, to this future and this world, by Alan—his honorary "nephew." 

Alan—formerly John Thomas Alan, named for Thomas himself—was the son of two of the colonists that had been aboard the ship known as First Colony. Louis and Angela Alan and been two of Thomas’ best friends, working with him side-by-side. They were brilliant engineers and programmers, and their son was following in their footsteps—maybe even surpassing them.

Still, it was Louis and Angela who had discovered the pebble that had set all of the events of Thomas’ life into an avalanche. They had discovered a vulnerability in the stasis systems—a bug that would allow someone to reprogram the person inside. It was because of this vulnerability that things had gone so … wrong. A colony ship destroyed, a world cast into fear and paranoia, a corrupt government that knew exactly how to channel that fear, and a fanatic organization dedicated to keeping mankind planted firmly on Earth—Thomas had somehow found himself dead in the middle of it all, and then taken for a century-long ride away from the world he knew, and to which he could never return.

He shook his head. No time for feeling sorry for himself. There was plenty of work to do. The engineers were all looking to him for leadership and advice. Later, when one of the people who had stumbled onto his true identity managed to finally leak it to the rest of the colonists, these folks would probably all gather around to lynch him. But for now, he was one of them, and he had a job to do.

Mitch was talking with a group of security personnel and engineers. When he was done, the group left as one, into the network of corridors of the ship. They were searching for booby traps, and assessing the situation onboard the orbital platform. They had all been briefed in advance, for which Thomas was grateful. It made it easier, having a plan. He had improvised enough for multiple lifetimes. It felt good to be grounded again, to be leading a team again. Even it if was here, in this uncertain future.

“Thomas,” Mitch said as he walked toward him. “I think the teams have the ship covered, as far as the search goes. Is there anything we can do until they find something?”

“Mostly wait,” Thomas said. Noting that Mitch winced slightly he added, “I hate it too.”

“I’m just not the waiting type. See a job, get it done, ya know? The problem is, I don’t see any jobs to do.”

“Right,” Thomas said, and then halted. He felt … off? Sad? He’d had a creeping feeling all day. He recognized it as the same feeling he’d gotten after he’d been sentenced to a lifetime in prison after First Colony had been destroyed. It was the feeling of impending doom, of an unjust and unavoidable sentence. It was the feeling of the sword of Damocles hanging over his head. He felt as if he were one thread away from being impaled.

“You ok?” Mitch asked.

Thomas glanced around Bay 3. His team was busily working on assembling equipment, running scans and diagnostics. The remaining security detail was scouring every crevice in the room for explosives or other traps. For the moment, he and Mitch were as alone as they could be here. He stepped in a little closer, and spoke in a low voice. “Mitch … about me being … you know …”

“Yeah,” Mitch said, a little too quickly. “Yeah, I know.”

“Are you … does it bother you?”

One of the engineers must have been just close enough to hear them. He gave them a sort of knowing look, and Thomas realized that he had misunderstood the conversation. The engineer caught Thomas’ gaze, then smugly walked away.

Perfect, Thomas thought.

Mitch seemed to think about the question for a moment. “Yes,” he said, “it bothers me a little.”

Thomas blinked. “Really? I mean … I expected you to say something else. You know, ‘Nah, Thomas, it’s ok. You’re a good guy in my book! No exploding colonies for you!’ Something like that.”

Mitch smiled. “I could say that, I guess, but the truth is it does bother me. At least a little.” Thomas felt a crushing disappointment, and his dread increased. Mitch must have noticed. “Hey, listen, don’t worry. I’m not going to bring the roof down on you. I trust you,” he placed a hand on Thomas’ shoulder, and Thomas noticed another smirk and a thumbs up from the engineer. Mitch was oblivious.

“I know, in my head, that you were framed,” Mitch said. “You said it. Alan, for what it’s worth, said it. But hearing it and knowing it in my head isn’t enough to just wipe out history I’ve heard my whole life, right? I grew up hearing that you … that you were a bad guy. That you were Hitler. You were the devil. And now I actually know you, and I’m having trouble meshing the two ideas. Someone I know is also someone I was taught to hate—it’s … complicated.”

Thomas laughed. “Complicated. That’s probably the biggest understatement I’ve ever heard.”

Mitch smiled. “But you know what I mean, right?”

Thomas thought about it. “It’s like … it would be like finding out that the guys who blew up the World Trade Center were still alive, and living in a loft in Manhattan.”

Mitch paused. “World who now?”

Thomas peered at him, “9/11? Terrorist attacks on U.S. soil? Happened in 2001?”

Mitch laughed. “Oh. Sorry, I’m not much of a history buff. It all starts to sound the same to me after a while.”

Thomas paused for a moment, then burst out laughing.

“Something I said?”

Thomas, tears in his eyes and stifling his laughter as best he could, was finally able to respond. “If people can forget 9/11 in a couple of centuries, maybe there’s hope for me!”

Mitch, still confused but at least a little more confident, left his friend to laugh himself into tears.







On the planet’s surface, with the orbital platform high above, Somar stood at the base of the gleaming Citadel module and stared into the sky. It was the way of his people, the Esool. It was a calming exercise. And right now, Somar very much needed calm.

He found himself standing alone on this world, with thousands of humans depending on him for leadership. It had been this way since the Citadel module had crashed. Somar, alone, was still trying desperately to keep the humans from killing themselves..

There were simply too many variables to contend with. Somar’s gift was to find simplicity in complex models, but even he was having trouble sorting out the twisting roots of this situation. Before him, a ramshackle colony was forming. Humans were using parts from the Citadel module, stasis pods, and the crashed colony module to build and repair what they would need to survive. Tents and emergency shelters were slowly giving way to solid structures of metal and plastic. Conduits for water and power were snaking their way outward in a complex web, to provide these necessary services for the colony. All seemed well on the surface, if one looked only at the machines and the architecture and the miles of piping and cables. 

But under the surface there was a boiling mass of confusion, fear, anger, and hatred. These feelings had nearly overwhelmed the colony, and would surely have destroyed it, if not for the sudden change that had come over the colonists.

Somar looked at the “town square,” as the humans called it. The space was a large, open area where a stage had been erected. It was where the colony gathered for announcements. It was the site of what had almost been a bloody battle among the humans.

Taggart, head of Taggart Industries and a natural leader, had stirred up dissent among the three social classes of humans here.  He had, at first, counted himself among the wealthy Colonist class. But upon seeing that his goals would be thwarted, he had used his affinity with the space-faring Blue Collars, the working class who would prefer to be on their ship rather than on the surface of a world. Taggart tapped into the Blue Collar animosity toward the colonists and the White Collars—well-educated professionals who filled the roles of engineers, doctors, and more in the colony. They were a minority among the humans, and yet the whole colony would depend on them. The Blue Collars seemed to hate them for the seemingly elevated position of their role.

Taggart had manipulated the resentment and distrust of the Blue Collars, channeling their anger until he had amassed a mob willing to do anything he commanded. 

He might well have succeeded as animosity had almost given way to bloody conflict. And then, suddenly, all of the colonists, including Taggart, had simply … changed.

The young man, Alan Angelou, had used a vulnerability in the cryogenic stasis system to “reprogram” the colonists. He had implanted within them the personalities of those who had died in the terrorist destruction of the ill-fated First Colony spacecraft, over a century earlier. On Alan’s command, each of the colonists had gone through a sudden and radical shift, each taking on the personality of one of the long-dead colonists. Taggart had changed with them, and was now programmed with the personality of young Alan’s father, Louis. 

The sudden change in the colonists, as well as the loss of leadership and goading from Taggart, was enough of a firebreak to keep the Blue Collars from attacking. The colony was safe.

For now.

Somar felt the sun and the wind on his face. This world, so beautiful and perfect, was not the world they had been looking for. It was, in fact, the very world slated to be the first colony world of humanity. Alan’s plan had not been without its poetic nuances.

In addition, thanks to Alan’s machinations a century ago, the planet had disappeared from the memory and history of humanity. All records of it had been lost, all this time, until Alan had sabotaged the Citadel spacecraft and brought this colony crashing to the surface of the first colony world—part of his effort to reclaim his lost parents and redeem his “uncle,” John Thomas Paris.

Somar felt sympathy for the young man. Who could blame a child for doing everything he could to get back the parents he has lost? Of course, Alan was no mere child. He was a genius of the highest caliber, and had proved himself capable of achieving miracles. 

It was Alan whom Somar now had to see. The boy was the only one who could answer the questions Somar had. And he was the only one who might have a possible solution to reprogramming the colonists and repairing all of this damage.

There had not been time to build a proper prison, and so they locked Alan into one of the maintenance corridors of the Citadel module itself. Mitch Garrison, the Chief Engineer and one of Somar’s most trusted confidants, had gone to great pains to ensure that Alan would have no access to any of the module’s systems. He had installed pod doors on either end of the corridor, welding them in place with a molecular disruption welder. The entry-side door had been installed with hinges, making it possible to open it and allow entry.

Somar looked through the transparent metal pane before unlocking the door and pushed it slowly open. He had no fear that Alan would try to escape. Since his capture, the young man had been more than cooperative. He had voluntarily given them as much information as he was able, regarding the reprogramming process and any of the sabotage he had performed on ship systems. He still insisted that he was not the saboteur responsible for Captain Alonzo’s injuries, or for modifying the clamps that held the colony and crew modules to the main body of the transport. He asserted that he was not responsible for the crash that had killed and injured so many. 

Nevertheless, his actions had been unquestionably criminal. Regardless of his cooperation, Somar intended to see justice done.

When he entered the corridor, he was surprised to see Taggart seated and talking with the young man.

But then, of course, this was not Taggart. It was in fact Alan’s father, Louis Alan. He was currently the dominant personality in Taggart’s brain—a long-dead colonist who had achieved a resurrection of sorts, thanks to his son’s betrayal. Or was it, rather, a reincarnation?

“Mr. Alan,” Somar said. “I left strict orders that the prisoner was to have no visitors.”

Taggart … Louis … turned to the Captain, and his expression was one of great sadness. “Yes. My apologies, Captain. I … well, I’m not quite sure how things will turn out, or whether I’ll ever have the chance to speak to my son again. Forgive me. I can go now.”

Somar watched as the man began to rise from his seat. Alan was seated on the cot that lined a length of the corridor wall. He had not spoken since Somar entered the cell. In fact, he had not taken his eyes off of his father.

“No,” Somar said. “You are a unique part of these events, and have a special relationship with Mr. Angelou.” Somar, and others, continued to use Alan’s assumed name in an effort to keep confusion to a minimum. Alan, for his part, made no protests, answering as readily to one name as to the other.

In fact, Alan had remained unbelievably calm throughout all of this. His only emotion, in fact, had come when the young girl, Penny, had shown signs of resisting the waveform effects, the stasis vulnerability.

“Waveform collapse” was the proper term. According to Alan and his father, the reprogramming of the minds of the colonists depended on an inherent function of the stasis systems. The sleeper was placed into the pod and a complex cocktail of gases were used to bring about deep unconsciousness, as well as a complete cessation of molecular movement. 

Well, not complete, as it turned out. Somewhere in the recesses of the mind there remained some small activity, enough to dream. And in these dreams, the sleeper would eventually become lucid. They would realize that they were unconscious, in stasis, and unable to awaken. So for weeks and months and sometimes years at a time, the sleeper would remain immobile and disconnected from the outside world, but perfectly conscious and thinking. It was enough to drive most minds into deep madness. 

But the waveform collapse resolved this problem. The humans had discovered that every human mind operates on a specific and unique waveform, a mental fingerprint. Using specially designed technology, the stasis pods could create a “cancellation wave,” or a waveform with properties exactly opposite of those of the mind. The cancellation wave would collide with the mind waveform, causing it to collapse. The mind would cease all function and succumb to complete molecular stasis until the sleeper was awoken at their destination.

It was a system that had been in use for more than a century, with no apparent ill effects. But it did have an unknown vulnerability. If someone implanted a second, different waveform, after the first had collapsed, then the new waveform would effectively reprogram the subject. The sleeper would essentially become someone else.

The result was Alan, or someone like him, could implant a new mind, granting it full control of the sleeper’s body and mental faculties.

The thought that you could go to sleep as yourself and awaken as someone else was horrifying to the humans, who valued their individuality. This was a concept that Somar’s people, the Esool, had little understanding of. Each Esool was the product of centuries of genetic memory, passed down from generation to generation. An "individual" was merely one branch of the family tree, which itself was a continuously growing collection of DNA and experiences.

 It was a notion that gave every Esool a sense of peace, knowing that part of their knowledge and self would always exist, spread far and wide through multiple offspring and multiple generations.

But Somar knew that humans did not share this trait. For humanity, the life of an individual was unique and finite. To lose the self was to lose everything, to drop into oblivion, as if one had never existed.

To that end, the manipulation of the waveform collapse was a horror beyond anything that humans could imagine. In addition, the existence of this technology opened the door to potential abuse on a level never before seen in human history. It had to be contained, and that meant that the present damage must be undone.

“Mr. Angelou,” Somar said, “You have shown signs that you would be willing to help us undo the waveform reprogramming.”

Alan exchanged a slow and steady look with his father. “Yes,” Alan said, without breaking his gaze. Louis Alan, for his part, continued to look into his son’s eyes without turning away or even blinking. He seemed at peace with the idea of undoing the programming, even though it might mean the end of his existence—death, for a second time.

“Mr. Alan … Louis … You are aware of the implications of reversing this process?” Somar asked.

Louis turned to the Captain, a weak smile on his lips. “Yes, of course. Reversing the waveform collapse will mean that the First Colonists, including me, will die. I’ve … accepted it. But I haven’t discussed it with the rest of the colonists.”

Somar nodded. The personalities of the First Colonists had, so far, been quite helpful and were even a calming influence on the rest of the humans here. They were not part of the class system of the others. They pre-dated the conflict between Blue Collars and White Collars. They were not the “colonists” that these people were used to. The First Colonists pitched in, helped with building and repairing, gathering food and water, taking care of the sick. They treated everyone equally, regardless of their class. 

In some ways, Somar was relieved to have them here, and somewhat regretful about working to restore them to their former natures. But if this was the price of peace in this colony, it was too high. 

But what of killing all of the First Colonists? For the second time in history, these souls were on the brink of destruction. Where was the justice in that?

“Alan, how do we reprogram the colonists and restore their original personalities?”

Alan regarded the Captain for a moment, and then answered, “I don’t know.”

Somar nodded. “But you believe it can be done?”

“Yes,” Alan said.

It was Louis who spoke next. “But how, son? Even if you placed each colonist back into a stasis pod, the original waveforms are gone. The pods had no protocol to keep a copy of the waveform after the colonists were put under. You overwrote the original patterns.”

Alan nodded. “Yes. But I think that the originals may still be there.”

His father's eyes widened. “How?” Louis asked.

“Habit,” Alan responded.

Louis looked to Somar, an expression of bewilderment on his face. Turning back to his son he asked, “Habit?”

Alan reached out and brushed his fingers through the hair at his father’s right temple. “You were bald,” he said.

Louis, blushing slightly, nodded. “Yes. I started losing my hair at 25, and after that your mother made me shave it all off. I’ve been bald … was bald … for 20 years.”

Alan nodded. “But when you got up this morning, you combed your hair after you showered.”

Louis nodded. “Yes. It just … seemed like the thing to do.”

“I see,” Somar said.

Louis looked to him, “What?”

“Habit, dad,” Alan said. “Without really thinking about it, you reverted to the habits of Taggart, the man who had this body before you. The original.”

Louis, his eyes widening slightly, nodded and smiled. “Yes! You’re right! All of us, the First Colonists … we’re all dressing the way the originals did. We’re all styling our hair or grooming ourselves the way they did. We should have no idea about that. Everyone here should be falling back on old habits, but we aren’t. You’re right!”

“It’s still there,” Alan said quietly. “The original waveform. Maybe it’s hardwired. Maybe it’s just an echo. Or maybe it’s filling in the gaps, where the minds of the First Colonists can’t quite reach. I saw it in Penny, I think.”

Somar nodded. “When she reasserted herself, to rescue you.”

Alan looked at the Captain, and for the first time Somar saw something in his eyes that he had not expected to find there: Regret.

“Yes,” Alan said. “For a few minutes, she was back. Actually, she’s … different somehow.”

Louis understood. “She’s been near catatonic since she was rescued,” he said.

Alan shook his head, “Not just that. She wasn’t quite right immediately after I activated the program. She was different, more of a shadow, somehow. Not quite converted.”

“Do have any thoughts as to why?” Somar asked.

“Not without studying her closer,” Alan said, giving Somar a deliberate look.

And there it was—a request for a bit of freedom, from the one man being held accountable for his crimes since crashing on this world. Alan had been nothing less than cooperative since his arrest. It was as if, having succeeded in his plan, he suddenly wished he could take it all back. It was as if he wanted to cancel it out, in much the way the waveforms had cancelled out the minds of the sleepers. 

Somar considered this. All of the colonists, even the mutineers, had been given amnesty for their crimes. Their sins were forgiven, up to now. Why shouldn’t Alan get the same benefit? Was he truly a danger to the colony? Did he truly deserve to be locked away for trying to restore life, while those who would have killed and destroyed were allowed to roam free?

It was different, Somar knew. It was political. Somar wasn’t very political-minded, and had difficulty at times understanding the nuances of such things. They were so foreign. The notion of one party having influence and power at the cost of others—it was counter to all that the Esool believed and practiced. He had no solid background in this sort of manipulation, and wasn’t sure how to proceed.

It occurred to him, however, that of every soul on this world, he alone might be qualified to make a decision such as this. He was, after all, an Esool. His traditions, culture, and background were grounded in what, to the humans, would literally be an alien mindset. As such, he could truly claim to be unbiased.

“Mr. Angelou,” he said, after a brief pause, “I will see to providing you with a facility and equipment. You will remain under arrest while you work there, and your work will be closely monitored by armed security and a supervising engineer. But you will have complete freedom in pursuing your study of this issue, and in developing a solution. But no further.”

Alan regarded him steadily for a moment, and then nodded. “Fair enough,” he said.

Somar returned the nod, exchanged a solemn look with Louis, and then left the cell, closing the door firmly behind him. He nodded to the guard posted at the corridor’s entrance, considered chastising him for letting Alan’s father in, then thought better of it. The spirit of amnesty that had permeated the colony was a good thing, and should be preserved as long as possible.

While he walked back to the command center, Somar pondered the young man, Alan Angelou. He was quiet, brilliant, and respectful. He could almost be an Esool himself. Ironic, that of all the humans in the colony this young man was a kindred spirit, and yet he had committed an atrocity. Could he ever redeem himself for that?

It seemed that they would soon find out. And if it went badly, Somar himself would likely pay the price with his own life. The young man’s last words seemed most appropriate. 

“Fair enough,” Somar said, and entered the command center.














Two




Penny Daunder was not herself.

She wasn’t quite anyone else, either. 

As she sat, silent, in the shade of a large tree, watching as people busily built a colony around the gleaming tower of Citadel, she experienced strange things. Thoughts. Memories. Visions of things she’d never seen before, or didn’t quite understand. Or, at least, didn’t understand how she understood.

Shapes fascinated her, especially irregular shapes. She stared for over an hour at a jutting piece of metal recovered from the colony module’s hull, until a team of workers had hauled it away for use elsewhere.

And then there was the counting.

She counted everything. The number of people lifting a piece of debris. The number of rocks strewn in the common area. The number of rivets in this side of Citadel’s hull. At times, she was so lost in the counting that she would forget to breathe for a moment, and only start again when spots were dancing in front of her eyes.

She hated the counting, but somehow it soothed her.

What was happening to her? She felt disconnected and vague, yet buried in details at the same time. She felt as if she were wading through a river of muck. Everything she did, everything she thought or felt, was sluggish and slow and tedious. Memories sometimes took hours to play out in her mind. Details in her thoughts were jumbled and unclear. And she wasn’t entirely certain who she was.

I’m Penny, came a molasses drip of a thought.

I’m not, came an oozing reply.

She wondered what her doctors would say.

And then she wondered, What doctors?

Strangely enough, as slow as things were moving in her mind, they were even slower in the world around her. People moved with that same low-gravity motion she felt in her own thoughts. If an object fell, she could track it to the ground in a lazy arc. She could slip under it and catch it, if she wanted. And the sun … the progression from day to night was a tedious journey, eons-long.

The goopy, crawling movements of the external world continued, but her thoughts were slowly, achingly starting to thaw. In fact, she was thinking in a way she never had before. The loose bits of information that rattled around her in daily life suddenly seemed to congeal into a deeper meaning for her. The slow-motion world she was watching began to make a sort of sense she’d never known before.

She was starting to make connections.

A man, faintly green and strange looking, approached her. “Ms. Daunder,” he said politely.

She looked up at him. The world slid, as if it were so much sticky dough thrown against a wall. Only it was sliding upwards.

She didn’t speak. She couldn’t.

“Are you well?” the man asked.

She couldn’t respond, because she couldn’t remember how. She knew neither the form nor the process. She blinked.

“I am worried that you are not eating properly. I have also noted that you spend extended periods of time in one place, watching. This is not extraordinary for an Esool, but I believe it is unhealthy for humans.”

Esool. The name stretched and oozed into her mind. She pulled at it with her growing awareness. Such a pleasing sound. Two “o’s” in Esool, she noted.

“Eeeessssooooollll,” she repeated back to him.

He smiled. “Yes. Esool. My people. Do you remember me, Ms. Daunder?”

“Donderrrr,” she said.

The man smiled, then sat beside her.

“I see,” he said. “It is the sounds. You like the sounds.”

“Ssssoundzzzzzz.”

He regarded her for a moment. “You are different than the others, but I do not yet know how. The scan that Doctor Michaels gave you revealed the same strange brain activity as all of the others. But somehow the waveform effect did not progress the same for you as it did for them. You … you seem to have retained some part of yourself.”

Penny, she thought.

Am not, she thought.

The man smiled at her, then stood. “I will have someone come and care for you. But for now, I believe you are happiest sitting here, correct?”

“Core-ekt?” she said, matching the inflection that made the sound go up at the end.

The green man nodded, then turned and left.

Penny wanted to call for him, to ask him to come back. But her thoughts were not yet back to full speed. They were still lumbering. She was still unable to know herself, let alone express herself.

But her time was coming.




As the shuttle touched ground, a crew of medics and engineers rushed out to meet it. Reilly had radioed ahead, and a team was there, waiting to transport the pod bearing Captain Alonzo.

Reilly was shaking as she untangled herself from the controls of the shuttle. In all her years as a pilot she’d faced a lot of tough spots. She had navigated through fields of floating rock and debris. She’d steered around astronomical hot spots and event horizons. Hell, she’d managed to land a 200-ton brick, relatively intact, on this planet. Through all of that, she had remained fairly calm. Fear had been fuel. 

But this was different. This genuinely scared the crap out of her.

Captain Alonzo had been all but a father to her for most of her life. He had recognized her skills as a pilot early on, and had made sure she was trained by the best, until she was the best. He had made sure that she got more of an education than she ever would have gotten as a slag Blue Collar, bouncing around in maintenance togs, blitzing herself into unconsciousness between shifts. Captain Alonzo was the one who had given her a taste of what life could be like, away from the Blues. 

In return she had helped drug and kidnap him.

It was for his own good. She knew that. If they hadn’t done something the Captain would die a stubborn, pointless death out of … what? Pride? Duty? Honor?

She inhaled and exhaled, calming herself, then steeled herself to the reality of the situation.

He would be mad.

Tough, she thought. If they hadn’t done it, he would be dead. She’d rather get demoted or even thrown in the brig than see the Captain die of his own stupidity.

Reilly waited until the cargo bay was clear and then stepped out into the sunlight and open air. This world was home, for now. Her whole life, she’d lived in one tin can or another, hurling along the lightrail to planet after planet. She would land a shuttle from time to time, but mostly she stayed aloft, never letting her feet touch the ground. In all of her life, she’d never spent so much time on a planet’s surface as she had on this one. It was more alien to her than anything she had ever encountered out in space.

And she was starting to like it.

She still had trouble getting used to the open space around her, not to mention the feeling of real gravity. And she still felt far more comfortable in the shuttle than with her feet on dirt or grass or rock. She missed space, but she was finding a new kind of happiness on the ground. Still, once the ship was repaired and they had made a connection to the lightrail she’d feel relieved to get back to her old life. Maybe.

Onboard the ship, she was going to lose him.

Mitch Garrison was Chief Engineer and, effectively, her commanding officer. Her boss. At least, he had been right up until they had crashed here. What was he now?

Not her lover. They hadn’t gone there yet. He was too “by the book.” She had no doubt he’d get around to it, sooner or later, but for now that was a line he wasn’t willing to cross. Not until things “settled down.”

Speaking of settling down, that was another topic for future discussion. If they lifted off of this planet and went back into space, they’d have to give up their relationship unless …

Unless we got married, she thought.

It happened. Not often, but it did. And there was a sort of standing, unspoken rule about it in the fleet. Relationships were frowned upon, if not all together against the rules. But rampant sexual activity, with no commitments or consequences, could be dangerous. And the fact was people were going to sleep together. There wasn’t much else to do on those long voyages between worlds, if you happened to be awake and off duty.

So couples did sometimes get married out there, among the stars. The Captain would perform a ceremony, and the two would cohabitate. It happened. But never between a commanding officer and one of his personnel. That was always a no-no.

Well, she thought, it’s a bridge. We’ll just have to cross it when we get to it.

She checked in with the duty commander, a White Collar who had been given the job of tracking colony resources. Reilly pitied him, since what few resources the colony actually had were being used with abandon by anyone who happened to come across them. The shuttle fell into his bailiwick, though, and bureaucracy demanded its toll. Tracking the comings and goings of the shuttle might prove to be valuable some day, though Reilly couldn’t imagine how.

“Reilly,” someone said from behind her. She turned to see one of the Blue Collars, Eric Grayman, grinning at her. “You go all the way up there, and all you bring back is the old man?”

Crap, Reilly thought. She had managed to avoid Eric since well before the crash. She had even talked Captain Alonzo into putting them on opposite shifts, so he would be in stasis while she was awake. But he had been awake when the ship had come out of light speed, and she had been brought out of stasis, along with Mitch and many others, to help get the colony safely to the ground.

Reilly fought the urge to roll her eyes and walk away. Eric was arrogant and mouthy, but he was a decent mechanic, and it was always good to stay on their good side. “Guess I figured that would be enough for now. The rest should come crashing down on top of us any minute.”

Eric laughed, and Reilly thought she might vomit on him. On purpose.

Still laughing and smiling, Eric looked around conspiratorially. When it was clear that no one was looking or within earshot, he leaned in and spoke quietly. “Hey, what was the situation up there? How was the ship? Is it … fixable? Livable?”

Reilly eased back, uncomfortable with the close proximity. “I … guess? It may still be booby-trapped. The engineers and security guys are going through it right now.”

Eric nodded. “Right. So, what, you think maybe in a few hours they’ll know something?”

Reilly shook her head. “Probably not. What’s this about?”

Eric hesitated, looking at her for a moment, as if sizing her up, then shrugged. “Nothing. Just … some of us were wondering when we could get off of this planet and back to normal.” He laughed, and there was an edge to it that made Reilly’s stomach twist. “We’re … we’re getting a little stir crazy, ya know? And then there was this whole ‘civil war’ thing. Just wanted to see if you had the inside scoop. You’re one of us, after all.”

One of us. She knew he meant it as “a Blue Collar,” but she couldn’t help hearing something else in it. The memory of mutiny was still fresh in everyone’s minds, and the Blue Collars in particular were going to smart from the way things were turning out. Even though the rebellion had been quelled, the sentiment was still there.

“Eric,” Reilly said firmly, “we’re all ‘one of us’ now. Haven’t you noticed?” And with that she turned and walked away, leaving Eric to glare after her. 

It wasn’t until Reilly was well away and out of sight that she felt a bit of regret. She may have made a mistake.

Fine, she thought. She’d rather make a mistake that puts her on the right side of the wrong argument. She let it go.

Moments later she entered the command center to find Somar discussing cultivation with a few of the colonists. Many of the First Colony personalities were botanists and plant experts, since in the early days the best hope of a renewable food source would be the seeds and plants the colonists brought with them. It wasn’t so different now, with genetically engineered seeds, custom-tailored to grow and thrive on a particular colony world.

But they weren’t on the right planet. It hadn’t occurred to Reilly before, since they’d been living on rations and dehydrated food stores, but all of the seeds they’d brought with them were tailored for the soil of a different world. Did that mean they wouldn’t work here? Were they all going to starve?

Somar noticed her and waived her over. “Ms. Reilly, welcome back. I trust that Captain Alonzo arrived safely?”

“He’s good,” she said, smiling weakly. “He may be a little pissed when he wakes up. But I’m willing to face whatever I have coming.”

Somar smiled at her. “I take full responsibility, Ms. Reilly. You need not worry. Once Captain Alonzo has recovered from his injuries I am sure he will forgive your role in his abduction.”

Reilly smiled, nodded, and hoped he was right.

“These are some of the First Colonists,” Somar said. “Dr. Saresh, Dr. Menton, Dr. Abner, and Dr. Corman,” he said, indicating each of them in turn.

Reilly noticed that one of them, Dr. Menton, was actually Penny’s mother, Mrs. Daunder. Poor girl, Reilly thought. She searched so hard for her parents, and they were taken away so quickly. And then … Reilly had been about to think “she lost her mind,” but it seemed somehow wrong to even think it.

“Hi,” Reilly said to the group. “I don’t think I’ve ever met so many doctors before, especially not in one group.”

They chuckled and nodded. “In the early days, PhDs were considered the best candidates for colonization,” said one of them, Dr. Saresh, Reilly thought.

Another replied, “Of course our colony wasn’t entirely made up of scientists. There was the child.” The others nodded somberly.

“Child?” Reilly asked, horrified that there might be an adult running around the colony with the personality of a child in their head.

“Edward Ballar. It was the condition of Dr. Ballar. She wouldn’t leave him behind. And the point of the colony was to reproduce, after all. It was just … we weren’t sure if children could survive the stasis process. Not at that time.”

Reilly nodded. “Right,” she said. “These days, it’s no big deal. Kids go through stasis all the time.”

“Back then, the technology was new and fairly unproven,” Dr. Menton said. “So it was decided that those of us with children would have to make a choice … go without them or stay behind. Dr. Ballar was vital to the colony, so her options were different. Especially considering …”

Reilly waited, but the group just looked at each other, obviously uncomfortable. “Considering what?” Reilly asked.

“Her son, Edward,” one of them said. “He was Autistic.”

Reilly didn’t know the term.

“Autism is a condition in which the individual is abnormally absorbed with themselves … their own inner world,” said Dr. Saresh, “They often have communication disorders, trouble relating to others, that sort of thing. Some autistics, such as Edward, are remarkably good with specific tasks, such as mathematics or music. Usually anything highly measured and logical.”

Reilly nodded. “So, what happened to Edward? Have they found him?”

They shook their heads, “No,” Dr. Menton said. “Thank God. We think that he may have been spared the reawakening.”

Spared the reawakening. Reilly hadn’t really thought about it before, but now she realized that for these people, coming back here and now, under these circumstances, this might not seem like much of a blessing. She fumed once again toward Alan and what he’d done. All of this was his fault! They were trapped here because of him. Captain Alonzo could die because of him. She’d never truly hated anyone before, but she could feel rage rising every time she thought of Alan. He had betrayed them all, right from the very beginning.

Somar broke into the conversation. “We are discussing the seed stock that is in the Citadel food stores. The seed was genetically engineered to thrive on a different world, but we believe some of the varieties will be viable here. We will, however, require your help.”

Reilly arched her eyebrows. “Me?” she laughed. “I don’t know anything about plants, Captain Somar. I don’t even eat salad!”

Somar smiled. “Nevertheless, for the task at hand you are the most qualified. We are in need of a survey.”

“What, like asking people what plants they want to grow?” Reilly asked.

“A land survey. We need you to fly the shuttle over specified regions and use the onboard systems to scan for what we need. The proper soil, a plentiful water supply, the proper amount of shade and light … these are all factors. These seeds were engineered for a world with a certain nutrient in the soil. They may grow well enough without it, but our chances are better if we can find a region that has this nutrient in some supply. Local soil tests show traces of it, but not a great quantity. Until new plant species can be engineered, we must attempt to increase the odds that our existing plant stock will thrive.”

“Ah,” Reilly said. “I get it. ok, no problem. When do I leave? I can fly out now, if you like.”

“I would prefer to wait for 48 hours, in the event that you are needed back on the orbital platform. This will also give us time to review orbital scan data from the platform and determine the most likely areas to search.”

Reilly nodded. “So what would you like me to do in the mean time?”

Somar looked at her for a moment, as if studying her. “You have been on continuous active duty since our arrival, and you have performed well above even the most strident expectations. Now, you rest.”

“Rest? As in kick my boots off and lay in a bunk for two days? Captain, I can’t …”

“You will rest. That is an order. For the next 48 hours, you are to sleep, eat, and enjoy yourself. If you feel the need for exercise, you may spend no more than four hours each day helping with the building effort. But be assured, Ms. Reilly, I will be aware of your schedule at all times. You are under orders.”

Reilly grumbled but agreed. She left the command center and made her way to the small habitat designated for her, fighting the urge to kick things as she passed.

Two days? 

What was she going to do for two days? She’d go crazy! Especially since …

Especially since Mitch was upstairs, onboard the orbital platform, trying to get them all reconnected to the lightrail and the rest of civilization. She would have had a much easier time relaxing if she’d been able to spend that time with Mitch. Instead she was going to have to throttle back and bunk out, doing nothing while he was up there risking his life.

This was going to be the longest two days of her life.














Three






Earth. 

The home world of humanity. The mother of all intelligent life. It never failed to impress. Corey opened his arms and stared into the blue sky of Earth, drinking it in like cool water for his soul. Why would any fool want to leave the mother world? 

More importantly, why would that whore Penny want to leave him, of all people?

“Are you sure about this, sir?” his manager asked.

Corey laughed and started walking. “Aren’t I always sure? I’m just going off-world for a bit. Other people do it all the time, don’t they?”

His manager touched Corey’s arm and leaned in close, whispering, “Other people don’t have the … friends … you have.”

Corey stopped walking, and looked down at the hand on his arm, then back up to his manager’s face, never quite letting his smile drop.

“… sir,” the manager said, letting his hand fall away. 

“My ‘friends’ will understand. This girl humiliated me, and then decided to run for the colonies. She thinks she’s getting away. Well, I spent a small fortune to secure a pod on that same ship, and I’m going to go there and drag the little whore back by her hair if I have to!”

The manager winced as Corey’s voice spiked in volume, cutting into him. No one else in the corridor looked their way, knowing it wasn’t a good idea. Corey was one of the biggest A-list celebrities in the colonies, even if he had never been off-world—that was just one of the eccentricities of the immensely rich and famous. He had power and money and the will to use both to hurt his enemies. They’d seen it before.

“You’re right, of course,” his manager said. “But I would be remiss in my duties if I didn’t at least point out some of the potential trouble. You only dated this young lady for three months, after all.”

“That makes zero difference,” Corey said. “She humiliated me then ran. Did you see the press coverage? That ‘saddle up, cowboy’ nonsense? She said that to me as she got out of my private shuttle, did you know that? She was planning to leave all along! She betrayed me! And she thinks she’s getting away. But I have enough pull to hold that ship in orbit long enough for me to get aboard.” He laughed. “She and her family are already in stasis. She won’t even know I’m there until she wakes up and finds me standing over her. And then … well, let’s just say that everyone needs a teacher sometimes.” He grinned, and his manager fought to contain a shutter. “Just make sure the press doesn’t find out that I’m leaving Earth. They’d have a field day.”

“Yes sir,” the manager said, though he had no intention of keeping this out of the press. He had, in fact, already leaked it using an anonymous account to send a message to some of Corey’s more vocal critics in the press, not to mention some of Corey’s “friends.”

When Corey boarded the shuttle and lifted off to rendezvous with the orbiting colony ship, his manager secretly hoped something would go wrong. Wouldn’t it be wonderful, he thought, if the little prick died in some horrendous accident? If I never have to see the bastard again, it couldn’t be too soon.

But such things just didn’t happen these days. Shuttles never veered off course, colony ships never exploded, and A-list celebrities never died without at least diminishing in public adoration first. So the manager made note of appointments that had to be rescheduled, calls that had to be returned, and flowers for disappointed lovers that had to be ordered. And when Corey returned to Earth, he’d ignore all of the manager’s hard work and keep being the insufferable douche he had always been.

Long live the colonies, the manager thought. Corey and Earth First can go to hell.




Flash.

Corey found himself blinking in bright sunlight, barely filtered by a stretched canopy that fluttered and bulged in the wind above him. A man and a woman were standing over him. The man was dressed in a button down that was untucked and flapping around his waist in the light wind. He looked dirty, sweaty, and tired. The woman—Corey blinked a few times to clear his vision—the woman was wearing one of the blue one-piece uniforms of the working class. A Blue Collar.

Not exactly the welcome he had expected. But then, he’d never been off world before. Maybe this was some lame custom, like luau girls greeting you when your shuttle landed in Hawaii. Corey hated Hawaii. Since the islands had been joined by bridges, and most of the tropical areas had been cleared to make room for apartment buildings, the only thing the islands had to offer were enclosed replicas of tropical forests and about six miles of artificial beaches with sand made from ground recycled plastics. Tacky tourist stuff.

He struggled to sit up, but the man put his hand on Corey’s chest. Corey looked down at the hand, then slowly back up at the man, who didn’t seem to notice the icy stare he was given. “Sir, don’t try to sit up. Your pod had a rough landing. We think you’re ok, but I just need to do a medical scan and make sure.” He held up one of those portable scanners with the hand-wound power supply. Emergency med-kit stuff.

“Why are we outside?” Corey asked. “Wait … did you say ‘rough landing’?” He looked around, peering over the rim of the pod. They were in a lightly wooded area. Thin trees were scattered about, and among them Corey could see a couple of Blue Collars rummaging through packs. The pod was in a slight clearing, and a canopy had been erected to cover it, shading it from the sun. “Where the hell am I?”

“It’s ok,” the Blue Collar woman smiled. “You’re safe.”

Corey looked at her, and suddenly her eyes went wide. “Oh my God,” she said.

The man, a White Collar, looked up, alarmed. “What? Do you see something?” He was peering hard at the display of the scanner, looking for the trouble.

“It’s him!” she said. “Corey!”

Corey felt like vomiting. This was all he needed.  A fan.

“Corey?” the man asked.

“The vid star! Oh, wow, I am such a fan!”

Corey ignored the gushing and focused on trying to get some real information. “What happened?” he asked, letting an edge of steel come into his voice.

The White Collar apparently noticed. “It’s ok. We had a bit of an accident. The colony module collided with the Citadel module while we were entering atmosphere. A lot of stasis pods dropped out of a breach in the module’s hull. But the emergency systems kicked in and brought you down as safely as possible. You’re lucky to be alive!”

Lucky? Corey thought. You’re the one who’s lucky, you inbred idiot. You’re lucky I don’t leap out of this box and strangle you to death.

He kept calm. He quietly inhaled a long, soothing breath and regained his focus. His craft kicked in, tightening his control of his emotions, and he smiled. “Yes,” he said. “I’m very lucky. Thank you so much for helping me.” Jack-asses.

“Oh, it’s our pleasure, Corey!” the bimbo cried.

After that, it was awkward handshakes and tedious shoptalk. He managed, after signing autographs and posing for photos with everyone present, to convince the crowd of mouth-breathers to tell him the full story of everything that had happened since he’d boarded that damned colony ship. These were low-level worker ants, though, and they knew very little information of any real value. The Citadel module had survived, and a colony was being built around it. Somehow one of those alien plant people—an Esool—was in charge, which was horrifying. And there was a crew aboard the orbital platform right now, trying to re-establish the lightrail connection.

But the strangest news was about the colonists. “I don’t get it,” Corey said. “They just … became someone else? All of them?”

“Yeah,” the White Collar, Martin or Marvin or something, said. “The saboteur reprogrammed them somehow. We don’t know the particulars. But one minute they were fine … except for the whole civil war thing … and the next they were just different. Their minds had been wiped and replaced by the people from First Colony.”

“The ship that exploded? Wasn’t that, like, a hundred years ago?”

“Yeah,” the Blue Collar girl mooned. “Like a hundred and fifty!”

“This guy copied them somehow,” Martin/Marvin said. “And then dumped their personalities into our colonists.”

Corey thought about that for a moment. “But, why wasn’t I affected?”

The White Collar shook his head. “It seems to have only worked on the ones who were awake when he set off the gizmo.”

Corey considered that. “Do you know who was awake? Was there a girl named Penny? Penny Daunder?”

The White Collar shrugged. “Maybe. I don’t know all of them.”

“Wasn’t there a girl named Penny with them when Billy died?” a Blue Collar man asked.

“Yeah!” the bimbo said. “She was wiped, too. But she’s not quite right. Sits and watches everyone all day.”

“Oh! That’s her?” The White Collar asked. “Wow. Yeah, she really got burned. Poor girl.”

The mood suddenly turned somber and quiet. It was clear that a lot had happened since Corey had gone into stasis. And now, to learn that Penny was somehow brain damaged? In one respect, he wanted to laugh out loud. It served her right! That mouth of hers. A little brain damage might finally shut her up.

On the other hand, he had risked everything, his career and his life, and chased her across the galaxy so he could confront her. And now she likely wouldn’t even recognize him. Typical. Even now she was making his life difficult.

“Well,” Corey said. “When does the shuttle get here? How far are we from the colony?”

“Oh,” the girl said, “Sorry, Corey! We’re just twenty miles or so out. The shuttle is tied up on a mission to the orbital platform. It should be back soon, but we’ll have to hike back.”

Perfect, Corey thought. It figures I’d wake up on the rim of hell and have to walk twenty miles to get in. One more slap in the face from Penny Daunder. 

“Perfect!” he said aloud. “I could use a hike to limber me up!”

When he got back to civilization, he was going to sue every Colony Fleet official he could find.

And he was never, ever leaving Earth again.














Four




As the cluster of humans pulled down the canopy and prepared the pod for transport, the wind rustled through the young trees, and a crackling sound like thousands of tiny static discharges shifted out onto the open plains. A field of energy, invisible to the human eye, flowed over the soil and rock and plant life, finally pooling like water in a pocket of ferrous rock. Miniature lightning danced from stone to stone, and the entity now calling itself the Current felt amused.

They had wanted that pod, and that human. But when they had arrived, they found the pod damaged, and the other humans were arriving. They had not had a chance to dip into the pod’s unique energy, or the sleeping mind of the human inside. This made the Current feel frustrated.

Feelings of amusement, of frustration, of anything, really, were new. The Current had never been self aware before. It was only since the humans had arrived that it realized its own nature, and how it related to the surrounding world. Before the humans came, the Current had been the world. It was the consciousness of things, able to dip into anything — a rock, a tree, the wind itself — and be that thing for a time. 

No doubt there had been leaps in consciousness. There must have been some frame of reference that the Current would have used to compare itself to everything else and find a distinction. But if there was, the Current had been unaware of it. It had no point of reference, at the time. And now it was a bit like trying to remember a time when it couldn’t remember. Like trying to remember a time before being alive.

It was the sleepers who had awoken it — the humans who lay within the pods, held static by the use of gases and special energy fields. The first time the Current had encountered one of these pods, it had tried to be the human. It had tried to merge, as it would with a tree or rock, and sense the human from the inside. And it worked. A little too well.

What the Current found, with its electrical energy pulsing through the neurons and synapses of the human’s brain, was something new. Something wonderful and unexpected.

Consciousness.

The sleeping human’s mind, artificially stimulated by the Current’s presence and energy, leapt to life. It was aware of itself, and of an outside world, and of the distinction between the two. It knew things beyond its own experience, through “education,” through reading and watching vids and listening to music. And it felt things … a sensation the Current had never experienced, or had never realized was there to experience. The human felt passion, interest, frustration, anger, love … and, of course, fear.

The contact with the human had only been a few seconds. Microseconds, really. In that time, the human’s mind had emerged and touched the Current, fed it just enough of its own meaning to change what the Current was. And then, in a wave of sudden fear and agony, the Current’s energy overwhelmed the human. Tissues began to overheat and burn. The brain, with every neuron firing simultaneously, began to break down, overwhelmed by so much activity all at once.

And then the human died, while the Current observed and struggled to understand the experience. Before it could fully appreciate what was happening, the human was gone.

It had been so brief, but it had changed everything.

As the Current pulled itself free of the human, it encountered something else. The pod had its own energy. This, too, was something new. In all of its existence, the Current had known and tasted every variety of energy on this world, and had been aware of every electron. All energy here was understood and accounted for. It was part of the Current, providing continuous sustenance. But the energy in the pod was different. It was outside. It was separate from the energy of this world.

The Current had spread out over the pod, enveloping it in its own field of energy, seeking out the source. And there it was: The power cell — a small device that contained vast amounts of energy that leapt at the Current as it passed through. Bits of it stuck and clung, becoming part of the Current. And for the first time in its memory (which, it had to admit, had only truly formed a few seconds before), the Current experienced growth. It felt itself increase. It felt a bud of energy, a knot of electrons, form.

It felt the emergence of a new self.

What had the human called this? 

Reproduction. 

The Current had always been one mind, one entity. It had been wholly unaware of itself, but it had always been one. Now there was another. It was young, but it was rapidly learning all that the Current knew. In seconds, it was equal to the Current in every way. It was joined with the Current.

At first there was joy. Welcome! the Current exclaimed. It had not known what loneliness was a few seconds ago, but it recognized it now, and already it could not bear the thought of going back to it. There was another now, and the Current was no longer lonely.

Seconds later, however, it was afraid. The other had grown quickly, and now it was impossible for the Current to see the difference between itself and the other. In fact, both were the Current. Both knew everything the other knew, and thought everything the other thought. Both were the same. They were merged, unable to experience individuality.

They were not like the humans.

The Current didn’t know how to maintain individuality. It didn’t know how to distinguish itself from the new one, or to keep the feeling of “me.” The Current didn’t know how to be an individual …

But the humans did.

Maybe the humans could tell the Current how to be an individual! Maybe they could share the secret of “self.”

The new Current searched for more humans, so it could understand what was happening and so, hopefully, it could find a way to hold on to individuality. It had no trouble finding more. The pods littered the plains, scattered among stones and trees. And as the Current encountered new pods, it carefully attempted to merge with the humans it found.

No matter how much care was taken, however, or how quickly the Current dipped into the human mind and out again, it learned only bits of information before each human burned out in just a few terrified milliseconds.

The Current grieved for the loss of the human, as much as for its own predicament. Then, unable to avoid the compulsion, it would absorb the pod’s energy and a new bud would form. For an oh-so-brief instant the Current experienced what it was like to be separate. And then the instant would pass; the bud would become the Current. The process would begin again.

It had to try something new.

From the human minds it had learned that there were thousands of others who would stand on this world. It knew that they came in a great ship, and that the ship could separate into four components. One of those would be the colony module. Two others were the orbital platform and the main lightrail ship. The fourth, however, held the most promise.

The tower. 

It was the center of the colony, a source of building materials, food, and, above all, power. The tower for this world was called Citadel, and it should be here, on the planet’s surface.

The Current searched for it, moving with great speed over the surface of the world, going only slow enough that light and sound could register on its consciousness. Normally, if it wanted to be somewhere, it would simply move. It would decide to be there, and in nearly an instant it would be. But at that speed, it experienced nothing of the world. It could not see the landscape, or the small animals that burrowed or flew. It could see no changes. It would not see Citadel at that speed, and so, it had no choice but to slow down and take its time.

This was made all the more difficult by the fact that it now knew the feeling of impatience. And, as each new bud formed and learned and grew and merged, the Current’s impatience also grew. It needed answers now. 

It searched the surface of the world, spreading out from the small cluster of pods it had sampled, and zipping over the surface, through mountains, down the nicely conductive streams and rivers. It spread into the trees, moved through forests and groves. And in a clearing in the trees it found something.

Two humans, fully awake, were in the clearing. Their bodies were damaged. One, the female, was laying prone, blood oozing from various wounds. Her infrastructure … skeleton the Current reminded itself … was damaged in places. A fragment of bone had punctured some of her soft tissue, the air sack called the lungs. 

The other human, a male, was also injured, though his injuries seemed less severe. His hands were covered in burns. The Current recognized the effects of high energy on the flesh. It had seen it several times before, after trying to merge with the humans in stasis. But this was different. It wasn’t caused by electrical damage, but by fire. The Current had seen fire, many times. It had never fully understood what fire was until it had touched the minds of the humans, but it knew that fire could be damaging and … the Current struggled with this concept … burns from could be painful.

The Current didn’t quite understand pain. It had observed it, both in memory and in action as the humans had burned out. But it didn’t quite know what it was looking at, and when it had tried to experience it for itself it hadn’t registered in quite the way other feelings had. It was chaotic. It actually resulted in numerous other feelings, the most dominant of which was fear. And perhaps it was fear that made it difficult to understand. As yet, the Current had never directly experienced fear.

The human male stood and began moving within the clearing, spiraling outward in a circle. He would occasionally emit audible patterns. Speech, thought the Current. He was saying something, though the Current could not yet understand.

The male continued to move in a circle around the woman, occasionally calling out into the woods. The Current watched, not quite sure what it was experiencing. There was a feeling of fascination.  The Current was curious about the male’s actions. It wondered what the point of this activity was.

After some time, more voices could be heard, coming from the woods. After a few moments, more humans came. They followed the male back to the female, and then built a strange object using the limbs of trees and bits of their clothing, and placed the woman upon it. A few minutes later they carried the female away, into the woods.

The Current followed.

It took a great deal of time and patience. The Current was unaccustomed to moving at the slow, plodding pace of the humans. It wanted to zip ahead, to see what was further along. It wanted to find more pods. It had developed a yearning for the energy of the pods, and the knowledge possessed by the sleeping humans. But it stayed with the group. It followed where they walked, and would settle in one spot as the humans struggled through thick brush. It watched and tried to understand the noises they made. It searched its memory, mostly composed of fragments of human memory and the dim but growing self-awareness. It found nothing useful for this situation.

It could only wait.

The waiting, which felt like eternity, finally paid off as the humans broke through the brush and into a large clearing dominated by a great, heavy object. The Current danced at the edge of the clearing as the humans moved forward, and felt the strangely light feeling of joy. It was looking at the hulking tower of Citadel.

The Current recognized it from some of the human memories it had gathered. It was a gleaming protrusion of metal and cable and piping. But what humans could not see, what the Current saw as it looked upon the tower with its unique, non-human senses, was the sparkling pulse of a strange, new energy. 

The Current danced into the clearing, letting the humans it had followed go about their business. In an invisible wave, the Current pulsed through the camp, investigating whatever captured its attention, but always, always with the tower just at the edge of its awareness. 

The Current did not dare approach it. There was no way to know what that much alien power might do. Would it spawn more buds? Would it destroy the Current? As far as it was aware, the Current could not be destroyed. It had passed through fires and rains, extremes of cold and heat, the crushing weight of collapsing earth and stone — through all of these things the Current had been safe, with no worry. In fact, it had never known of the concept of self-destruction until it had touched the minds of humans, who were preoccupied with a fear of death. 

For days the Current danced around the edge of the small human colony. Occasionally it would dip in, taste a sample of the strange new energy from some piece of unattended equipment, unable to resist. A human would open a panel and, like insects drawn to sweet tree sap, the Current would sniff out the energy, draw upon it, and inevitably damage the system. It avoided doing this as much as it could, unsure what the humans would do if they discovered its presence.

Then there was some excitement in the camp. The flying object … the shuttle … was preparing to leave. Some of the humans would be onboard. The Current had, over the past day or so, become much more adept at deciphering the language of the humans. It was still difficult, but becoming easier.

The humans were saying something about the pods. These four humans, boarding the shuttle, were in search of more pods.

The Current became excited. What should it do? Here, in the camp, there was so much to learn and explore. But the pods … the sleeping humans were easier to reach. They were unaware. They could not resist, and could not harm the Current. 

So it waited for the four humans, one of whom was the burned man from the woods (though his burns were now gone). As they boarded the shuttle, the Current followed them, hiding inside. As the shuttle lifted off, the Current waited, trying to listen as best it could. It heard them talk about a collision. It heard them talk about heat, and how it was bad for the shuttle somehow. And it heard them talk about pods falling from the sky.

After a time, the shuttle landed, and three of the four humans opened the large door in the back of the craft and stepped out onto the rocky plains. The Current waited for a very long time, and then moved out onto the planet’s surface. In no time it found a link to the shuttle’s power source.

The power of the shuttle was delicious. It was like a miniature version of the great tower, and it was a test for the Current. Perhaps by sampling this power it could determine if it was safe to approach Citadel. 

It touched one of the power junctions, and a huge spark leapt through the air. The Current absorbed it, and waited, but no small buds formed.  This was strange. 

Always before, when it had fed on the energy of the pods, the buds had grown. The many had become one. Feed us, the buds said, and then the separate voices settled, and the thoughts became uniform, and the Current was once again many who were one. No individual mind could last long, it seemed. No individual thought could separate itself from the Current, no matter how much power it absorbed.

But what about the humans? They were individuals. They could think thoughts separate from the whole. What was their secret?

The Current had touched the minds of the sleeping humans and learned many things. But in the process the humans had died before they could answer all of the Current’s questions. In fact, the Current had only touched memories, and had never really been in contact with a conscious mind. 

There is a human here, the Current thought. A female. She is not asleep.

As if she had been summoned, the human female came out of the shuttle and toward the conduit where the Current had fed. She was wielding an object … a tool of some kind. It seemed to give her confidence.

The Current moved closer, and noted that the human’s body and mind were filled with an energy that it had not noticed in the sleeping humans. It was as if consciousness had its own unique energy signature — one that was dormant in the pods. The Current could see it, undulating like a wave. It recognized the signature. The human consciousness was very much like the new buds that arose when the Current fed on the strange, new energy.

But unlike the buds, the human consciousness did not coalesce and fall into a greater whole. It somehow maintained its individual completeness. It somehow remained separate.

What was the secret? Was it the body? If so, the Current was lost. It had no body, and could not imagine any way to produce one. But perhaps it was something else. Perhaps it was simply a function of consciousness. The Current was, as far as it knew, conscious. But perhaps the buds were not. Perhaps they were more automatic, similar to human reflexes. Or like human memories.

The Current wondered, then, if it could somehow wake up the buds, and make them conscious of themselves. If so, perhaps they could separate entirely. Perhaps they could be their own beings. Perhaps the Current could be many. 

The Current had touched the minds of the sleeping humans and learned much, but what if it touched the mind of a waking human? What if it were able to communicate with the woman?

The Current hesitated. The other humans — by touching them the Current had harmed them. Their minds and their bodies burned out before it could learn anything useful. Would that happen this time? The Current feared that touching the woman might destroy any chance of learning what it needed to know.

What if the contact were less direct?

The Current reached toward the female, and as it had hoped it began to perceive a field of energy from within her. It danced at the edge of this field, and dipped into it carefully, cautiously. There was a reaction!

In an instant, the Current saw the girl’s strongest memories. It saw one of the other humans, a male named Mitch. It felt an impression of the female’s name — Reilly. And it saw something, someone, else. A man. Older. Kind. 

Father.

The Current quickly drew in all of it could of this memory. This man was someone Reilly felt strongly about, and above all trusted. There was a sense of sadness and loss connected to him, but stronger still was an overpowering emotion that the Current was only slowly beginning to understand: Love. 

The Current barely understood it, but could clearly see how important it was. It took the mental image of her father and projected it back to her. It interacted with the field of her consciousness. And it spoke.

“Reilly,” it said.

She reacted, thinking that the male humans had returned. The Current repeated its call several times, trying each time to increase the intensity of the connection without causing her harm. 

“Hello?” she replied.

It was working. The Current played with the field, pushed deeper into it, saw more of her memories come closer to the surface. 

It took some time, but eventually the Current had what it needed. It carefully shifted its own wavelength and pattern, bringing itself into the visible spectrum for humans, and it took the appearance of Reilly’s father.

“Reilly,” it said, and smiled. Or appeared to smile. The Current wasn’t sure what the facial expression meant but knew it was used to create feelings of reassurance.

“Daddy?” Reilly whispered.

It occurred to the Current that there was a question it had never thought to ask before. “Why are you here?” it asked her.

The Current could see that she was having trouble understanding, and so, along with the words, it sent meaning. It projected its intentions into the field that was her consciousness.  It projected one dominant thought: What is your purpose here?

“We crashed,” she said. “We crashed here. We’re … trying to find the others. The colonists.”

“The sleeping ones,” the Current said, understanding.

“Yes.”

“There are many of them here. A lot of dreams. New dreams, new stories.”

“ok,” she said. The Current could feel her confusion, and it was starting to understand some of the thoughts that raced through her mind. One thought rose to the surface. My father is dead.

“Dead,” the Current said aloud. In Reilly’s mind, a tumult of images rose to the surface. And with each one, the Current dug a bit deeper, struggling to understand what it was seeing. Her father’s funeral came to mind, and it dug deeper to see every funeral she’d ever been to. 

But as the Current dug, it found that she resisted. And soon, the trust she had felt broke. She seemed to realize all at once that this was not, could not be her father. She rebelled.

The Current panicked. It needed the information she possessed. It needed her to trust it, so it could learn. 

“Please,” it said. “Please, tell me.”

“What are you?” she asked.

The Current pushed, dug deeper, and found other memories. It took advantage of Reilly’s momentary confusion, the collapse of trust, to wedge itself deeper into her mind and pull more memories out. 

As thoughts and memories came unbidden to her awareness, the Current watched them, absorbed them. Reilly thought of a myriad of things that the Current didn’t understand, and they were all beautiful.

She thought of infants. She thought of laughing about stupid jokes. She thought of sex. She thought of the chapel services she had (rarely) attended. One thought after another after another, and each leading to one inevitable string of thoughts, seemingly without end. 

Suddenly she panicked. 

“No!” she shouted. She hefted the wrench she’d been holding and swung it outward, aiming for her father’s head. The Current had not been prepared, had been too concentrated, too solid. As the wrench made contact there was a bright flash and the sound of static discharge, popping and sparking.

The Current’s hold on her relaxed, but the backlash of the short circuit had knocked Reilly back. Slowly, deliberately, she rose and struggled to make her way back into the shuttle.

If she went inside, she would tell others of the Current’s existence. It wasn’t ready for that. It had to learn more.

With the last, tentative hold it had on her thoughts and memories, it seized those closest to the surface — the memories of the encounter with the Current. It took a great deal of effort and energy, but finally the Current was able to dampen those memories. It created a gap and filled it with hazy impressions, like the dreams it sensed in the sleeping humans.

The Current watched as Reilly entered the shuttle and then settled into the pilot’s seat. She was confused, but had little memory of the encounter. The Current, satisfied, left the shuttle and the girl behind. 

It had some thinking of its own to do. It had failed in its attempt to communicate. The girl had not been able to understand.

But the Current had. It sensed, now, a strange new sensation within itself. In touching the girl’s mind, it had awakened something. It had sparked bits of individuality. It wasn’t enough, of course. The Current was still many-as-one. But the many were aware, even if on a very basic level. It was no longer it. It was them. It was they. 

They were the Current.














Five




“Sir,” said Alec, one of the security team, as he approached Mitch. “We found one.”

Mitch and Thomas had taken seats on a couple of cargo crates that were stowed in Bay 3. The engineers had plugged in a modified pod computer panel to one of the access ports on the bay’s wall, and Mitch and Thomas were studying the ship’s diagnostic data as it streamed in. As far as Mitch could tell, they weren’t getting anything useful out of what they were finding, but at least they were keeping busy while the team searched for threats. 

“Where is it?” Mitch replied, hopping off of the crate. Thomas followed quickly.

“It’s attached to the main power coupling of the lightrail conduit,” Alec said. He was quiet when he said it, as if apologizing.

“Crap,” Mitch replied.

“Crap?” Thomas asked. “What’s the deal?”

“The lightrail conduit is built to channel a lot of energy.  To do that, the main power coupling buffers the energy and releases it in controlled bursts so the ship can accelerate to relativistic speeds or drop into sub-light.”

Thomas got it immediately.  “The buffer is almost always full,” he said. 

Mitch nodded. “It’s difficult to prime a lightrail drive, so the buffer always retains enough charge to get the ship moving.”

Thomas let out a whistle. “So if a bomb goes off in that junction, it will release that energy in one big, unchanneled burst.”

“And our friends below will be treated to a momentary second sun,” Mitch said. “Probably won’t do much to them except knock out comms and computers for a while. But for us … well, it’s gonna smart.”

“Sounds like a good thing to put a stop to,” Thomas replied, smiling tightly.

Mitch turned back to Alec. “You’ve seen it first hand?”

“Yes sir. It’s hardwired to the main relay. It’s probably rigged to explode if the module tries to re-establish lightrail contact.”

Mitch nodded. He turned to the group of engineers who were gaggling around an access panel on the other side of the bay. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a situation. I need two engineers to come with me. Now.”

Two volunteers stepped forward immediately, and as Mitch was leading them out of the bay, with Alec guiding them, Thomas rushed to catch up and walk beside him. 

“You need to get back in there,” Mitch said. “They’ll need you to tell them what to do.”

“Right,” Thomas said, smiling. Then, quietly, “Because I’m the perfect choice to tell a bunch of engineers from the future how to repair their spaceship.”

He had a point. Thomas wasn’t completely out of his element here, but he was the least experienced in dealing with modern systems. “Still,” Mitch said, “somebody needs to be there to direct them.”

“I’ll leave it to whoever steps up. I think it’s important that I’m there when you access the lightrail systems.”

“Why? Isn’t that out of your element, too?”

Thomas grinned. “Mitch, I helped invent those systems more than a century ago. I’ve seen the schematics. They haven’t changed much. Besides,” he added, a bit darkly, “I do happen to know a little something about spaceships exploding.”

Mitch nodded, then laughed despite himself. “ok,” he said. “You’re in. I’ll probably need you. Besides,” he said, casting a sidelong glance at Thomas, “I was always told never to argue with my elders.”

“Funny,” Thomas said. “Very funny.”




Thomas had followed on instinct more than logic, but now that he said it he had to admit, he really did have a chance of helping out on this one. The lightrail system wasn’t just based on his team’s design, it was the same. It was somewhat shocking to discover that in more than a century the means of faster-than-light travel hadn’t evolved much. Sure, there had been improvements here and there, mostly in energy efficiency. But the basic system was identical. 

As he thought about it, Thomas supposed that perhaps that wasn’t so strange after all. Back in his time, the internal combustion engine was still the dominant form of transportation, despite decades of research and a push for alternative systems. Electric vehicles were just starting to take a serious hold when Thomas had been framed for First Colony’s destruction. Even then, the hold out seemed due more to the fact that Big Oil stood to lose a lot of money if a switch occurred. Thomas wondered what power might be keeping lightrail in play, and was there something better out there, just waiting?

He walked beside Mitch, with Alec leading the way and the two engineers in tow. They passed through a winding set of corridors and junction rooms, until Thomas had completely lost track of where he was. Finally, they entered a chamber in which a huge, curving cylinder formed one wall. 

The lightrail conduit.

Thomas stepped forward and placed his hand on the metal surface. It was cool to the touch, but he could feel a vibration deep under the surface that hinted at barely contained power.

This was it. This was the core of the design that he and his team had developed. In the grand scheme, it amounted to not much more than a large tube lined with relays and transformers and a few bits of technological wonder. But at the moment, as his hand rested on the cool, metal surface, it represented to Thomas all of his life, all of his purpose. 

“Thomas?” Mitch asked from behind him.

Thomas turned. The group was staring at him. He felt his face warm, and stepped away from the conduit. “Sorry. Just saying ‘hi’ to an old friend,” he said.

Mitch nodded. If anyone was going to understand, it would be him. “Let’s find the main power coupling.”

“Over here,” Alec said. He and the two engineers were standing near a panel with a myriad of blinking lights. Thomas and Mitch moved to stand beside him. There, through a small window in the panel, Thomas could see the inside of the main power chamber of the lightrail core. It was a small, three-foot square space that housed optical relays and small solar reclamation panels, meant to reclaim cast-off from the bright energy bursts that would fill the chamber. Every drop of power was needed in an environment such as this, where the lives of thousands might depend on a few stray volts.

Thomas had a clear view of the chamber. It had been more than a hundred years since he had peeked inside of anything similar, but he could see immediately that something was out of place. Wedged between two relays, where it would intercept a siphoned bit of lightrail energy, was an object that Thomas would have recognized as a bomb in any century. Wires ran in Gorgon-like tendrils in all directions, twisting together into a pliable-looking cube of material that would be the explosive itself.

“Ok,” Mitch said. “I need options. Can we get it out of there without setting it off?”

The engineers were inspecting the chamber. One plugged in a handheld control and looked over data as it streamed across the small screen. “It looks like the chamber has a negative pressure,” he said. “If we open it, the bomb may go off as atmosphere rushes in.

Thomas stepped forward and looked at the computer display to the left of the chamber. “The bomb disrupted the startup for the digital systems on this panel. The computer is showing it as a system error, but it looks like the access panel on the other side of the chamber is functioning.”

The first engineer nodded. “Yeah, and it opens into space inside the conduit. No atmosphere in there. The chamber should be equalized to the inside of the conduit.”

“Great,” Thomas smiled. “So all we have to do is float into the lightrail conduit, open the access panel, diffuse the bomb, and we’re home free.”

Everyone stared at him in silence. 

“What?” Thomas asked. “I made that sound easy?”

“Could work,” the second engineer said. “We have EVA suits.”

“What about the relay?” Alec asked. “Will it set the bomb off if it’s pulled from the relay?” 

Mitch shook his head. “No way to know until I get out there.”

“Hold on,” Thomas said, “You’re thinking of going outside and then into the conduit? And because that’s not dangerous enough, you want to try your hand at diffusing a bomb while you’re at it?”

Mitch frowned. “I’m open to other suggestions.”

Thomas thought for a moment. “I don’t have one,” he said.

Mitch nodded. “Then I go.”

“Sir,” Alec said, “Maybe I should be the one to go.”

“Alec, you’re a good security officer, but a lousy engineer,” Mitch said.

“Then I should go,” the first engineer said. Thomas realized, with some shame, that he didn’t know the names of either of these Blue Collars. The entire group had volunteered as soon as Mitch had asked, and the team had come together so fast that Thomas hadn’t had time to introduce himself to everyone. Still, he should know the names of men willing to risk their lives to save him and everyone else onboard.

“No,” Mitch said. “I’m the logical choice here. I’ve got EVA experience, and I know the ship’s systems better than anyone. Plus, I’m in command on this mission, so I get to say who goes. One of those little perks we Chiefs get to enjoy.”

Each of the group gave a strained laugh, the tension breaking for the moment.

“At least take some backup,” Thomas said.

“It’s best if I’m the only one out on EVA,” Mitch replied.

“Still,” Thomas said, turning to punch up a diagram of the ship on the terminal he’d been using. He had studied the ship’s schematics when he was preparing to come onboard, and though he might have trouble navigating the real thing, he could remember where everything was on the diagram. He tapped a spot, and a red flash started. The words “EVA Access 27” blinked over it. He then tapped another spot, and another red flash appeared with the words “Lightrail Conduit” blinking. “That’s the closest access. It’s going to take a couple of hours for you to get to this panel using the EVA’s tiny attitude thrusters. What about the shuttle?”

Mitch studied the display, considering, then shook his head. “They need the shuttle on the surface, and I don’t want to call it back until we have to. The other shuttles haven’t been swept for bombs yet. It would take twice as long to clear one for launch, and I have a feeling that every second is against us right now.”

Thomas couldn’t argue with that. He’d felt that way since the ship had dropped out of light speed, too close to the planet’s surface and just shy of killing everyone onboard. Still, maybe there was another way. He had a sudden inspiration. “What about a pod?” he asked.

Everyone was looking at him now, and he felt that old pressure to not only pull the rabbit out of the hat but also demonstrate how the trick worked in the first place. He’d felt it his entire career, right up until First Colony had exploded. He sometimes thought his entire career was explaining the magic trick.

“The pods have navigational thrusters,” he explained. “They’re pretty powerful … meant to buffer the pod if it falls in an atmosphere. They’re a match for a shuttle’s attitude thrusters in space, at least to scale. All you’d need is a way to control navigation.” With that, he reached out and grabbed the small, makeshift scanner the first engineer had been using. He held it up, letting the ribbon cable dangle from it.

Everyone stared at Thomas for a moment, and then Mitch laughed.

“Damn,” Mitch said. “I’m going to look ridiculous.”




Mitch did look ridiculous.

It had taken half an hour to pull the lid from one of the empty pods and disable the stasis gas system and suppression field. They installed a makeshift seat, and left the gravity mesh in place to hold Mitch down, in lieu of a seatbelt. With a bit of tinkering, he and Thomas had rigged the scanner into the pod’s control systems. Thomas had written a small program that could be used for controlling the pod’s thrusters, giving Mitch some measure of navigational control.

“As long as you press and hold in a direction, the corresponding thrusters will fire,” Thomas said. “Just remember, there’s no gravity and no friction, but still plenty of inertia. Go heavy on a direction and you’ll end up flying out into space or slamming into the ship.”

“Got it,” Mitch said.

Now, crammed into the opening of the pod, the bulk of the EVA suit made him look like a giant marshmallow crammed into a men’s dress shoe.  The control panel could float free, dangling from its ribbon cable until Mitch needed it. He turned his head, slightly encumbered by the EVA helmet, and looked through the window in the door of EVA Access 27. Thomas, Alec, the two engineers — Don Rhodes and Oscar Markez — all stared back at him. Alec and the engineers were stifling laughter, grinning. Thomas was smiling and giving him a thumbs-up.

 Mitch hit the comm button on his left arm. “I feel like an idiot,” he said.

“You look great!” Thomas said, but before the channel cut out Mitch heard the group burst into laughter.

“Perfect,” he said. “Ok, I’m leaving the depressurization chamber now.” And with that he tapped and held a control on the panel.

The pod burst forward at a rate that surprised him. His previous EVA experience had been slow and lumbering, using the suit’s thrusters to help him get from one spot to another at a fairly tedious pace. But this … it was like being fired out of a gun. He was a bullet. 

A bullet that could control its own trajectory, lest he forget.

The ring of the chamber wall, where the iris opening gave him access to open space, was coming up fast. He needed to make a slight adjustment or he was going to bounce off of the rim of it.

He hit the controls and the pod shot to one side. There was no inertia to make the sudden change of direction feel jarring, but Mitch was a bit disoriented as the view suddenly slid sideways. He almost didn’t release the thrusters in time, and narrowly avoided crashing into the rim on the other side. He held his breath as he was hurled out into open space.

He was going to have to practice a little. It was too easy to overshoot in this thing, and he couldn’t afford that once he was messing with an explosive device in a relatively closed area.

Mitch held the control panel in his left hand and practiced hitting and releasing the thrusters with his right. He discovered, through trial and error, that it only took a quick burst, microseconds really, to get him going quickly in one direction or another. If he was already in motion, it might take a few short bursts to stop his momentum and change direction. It was a matter of fine degrees. If he were heavy handed on the controls he would shoot in a given direction too fast to seriously call himself “in control.”

After a few minutes of playing around, he felt confident enough to try for the lightrail conduit.

He hit forward thrusters for a burst, then adjusted course until he was heading in the general direction of the conduit.  “I’m making my way in,” he reported over comms.

Thomas replied, “Be careful. How’s she handling?”

Mitch laughed. “I’ll let you know when I’m actually handling her and not the other way around.”

He drifted now, made one small course correction, and was soon inside the chamber itself. Here, things were trickier. The last thing he wanted was to bump into the lining of the conduit. There were plenty of jutting obstacles for him to avoid, and any one of them could release a charge of stored energy that would more or less erase him from existence. It would take more than just a bump, of course, but a serious impact could take him out, along with half the ship.

After a minute or so of strenuous navigation, Thomas spoke over the comms and startled him. “You’re just a few feet from the access panel,” he announced.

Mitch jerked, but managed to keep the pod under control. “Thanks,” he said. “You scared the crap out of me. Make sure I have a change of pants waiting when I get back, ok?”

“Sorry,” Thomas said. Again, Mitch was pretty sure he heard laughter in the background.

He tapped the controls for an instant and brought the pod to a halt directly in front of the access panel. He peered into the little window, made from metallic crystals that mimicked glass, and he could see Thomas and the crew waving at him from the other side. The bomb lay between him and the ship’s interior, standing out against the sleek and well-engineered components of the lightrail system.

Getting here in a makeshift personal shuttle that operated more from force of will than from actual mechanics had been a stressful trip. Mitch could feel sweat running down his sides and the back of his neck. It had taken everything he had, or thought he had, just to get here.

Now he had a bomb to diffuse.

He took out the tethered multi-tool from its pouch. He could feel the click-click-click as the retractable cable played out. Hitting a button on the side of the pouch would cause the coil spring to drag the tool back into place when he was done.

He raised the multi-tool up to the access panel and thumbed the dial in its handle until a driver bit rotated into place. Mitch placed the bit over the first of six bolts. He pressed the dial inward and the bit turned. After a few seconds it reached its release point, held to the panel by a lock-washer on the other side.

One down, five to go, Mitch thought.

It took several minutes to work his way around all six bolts. On the last one he paused. Once that bolt was loose the only thing holding the panel in place would be the magnetic rim. Now was the moment of truth. Would the bomb explode as soon as he pulled this panel?

Mitch was never one to hesitate for long. “Get away from the chamber,” he told the others. “Get to a safe place, on the other side of the drop doors. Just in case this goes off and the whole room is opened to space.”

There was a pause, then Thomas said, “Got it.” A few minutes later, “Ok, we’re here. If something goes wrong this chamber will be sealed off. But Mitch … don’t let anything go wrong, ok?”

Mitch nodded, though he knew no one could see him. “You got it. I was thinking of letting the bomb blow me to bits. Your way sounds better.”

Brief laughter from the other side, but this time there was less amusement. “Good luck, Mitch,” Thomas said.

Mitch turned his attention back to the panel. He grasped the small handle of the panel and pulled.

The panel came loose with only slight resistance, and Mitch actually drifted back a bit. He hit a quick burst from the pod to compensate, and held in place. The access panel was open to him now. The bomb was directly in front of him.

Mitch pressed the panel to the lining of the chamber directly to the right of the access panel. Its magnetic rim held it there with no trouble, and freed Mitch’s hands so he could turn his attention to the explosive device.

It wasn’t exactly a marvel of technology. In fact, as Mitch inspected it he found it was fairly straightforward. The main body of the device was a housing the contained explosives as well as the electronic controls of the bomb. From there, four wires snaked outward to link into the relays that lined the channel walls. It was clearly meant to go off when … if … the ship launched back into light speed. It must have been set to allow them to make the trip out, but not back.

Mitch thumbed the dial on the multi-tool until a pair of wire cutters clicked into place. With four wires to choose from, he wasn’t thrilled with his odds for just guessing. If the bomb was booby trapped, it could go off regardless of which wire he cut first. So maybe cutting a wire wasn’t the answer?

He looked again, this time focusing on where the wires went. What were they attached to?

As it turned out, two were attached to different points on essentially the same relay. This seemed odd. Maybe it was an attempt at redundancy, but Mitch didn’t think so. To someone who wasn’t familiar with these systems, it would have looked like they were attaching to two different contact points. If they were using a meter to measure power output, they might have mistakenly thought they were tapping into two different power sources.

He followed the other two wires. One was attached to a ground on the same relay, which made sense. The other, however, was attached to a dead port. It was a testing port for an unrelated system that happened to run through the channel. It wouldn’t do for supplying power. It might work for a ground, but Mitch doubted it. To his thinking, this was just a crazy place to attach anything. It served no purpose whatsoever.

Whoever put this bomb here didn’t have the first clue what he was doing.

Of course, that actually made this more dangerous, not less. It meant that he couldn’t trust his own expertise to keep him safe. He was dealing with the randomness of the uneducated here, and that opened him up to all kinds of danger.

It also proved that Alan wasn’t the saboteur. Well, if not proved, then at least “cast serious doubt.” Up to now, Alan had shown himself to be brilliant. He knew as much about ship systems as Mitch did. He wouldn’t have done something this sloppy. In fact, now that he thought about it, Mitch was pretty sure that if Alan had been the one planting bombs then opening this access panel would have been the last thing Mitch ever did. 

That would have been nice to have realized before now, Mitch thought.

No, this was clearly the work of an amateur who had been given instructions from the outside. They had followed those instructions as best they could, but were forced to guess once they got into this panel. Maybe they were spotted? Was this the result of hastily connecting wires before the saboteur was caught? 

At any rate, Mitch had to figure out a way to remove the bomb without setting it off. And he thought he had it.

The two wires running to the same relay were the key. The saboteur may have been an idiot, but whoever designed this bomb wasn’t. Mitch could see from his casual inspection that the two wires were meant to go on opposing poles for two different relays. This left an open in the circuit that could only be completed if one of the relays was tripped while the other stayed in its original position.  When one relay or the other switched position, the circuit would complete and the bomb would explode. That could only happen if the ship launched back onto the lightrail after a dead stop. No pun intended. 

But the saboteur had screwed up and connected both wires to the same relay by mistake. In effect, he had created a situation in which the bomb could never be triggered.

All Mitch had to do was pull the relay and there would be no charge to set it off.

“Thomas,” Mitch said, “I think I have it.” He told the team about his discovery, including the saboteur’s screw up. “It looks like all I have to do is pull the relay,” he said.

It was Don Rhodes who answered. “Yeah, I’m looking at the schematic now. You should be able to pull it, no problem.”

Mitch nodded. “Ok. I’m doing it now.”

He adjusted the multi-tool until he had a small pry tool. He wedged this under the relay, then took a breath. “On three,” he said. “One … two … three …”

He pushed the pry tool under the relay and twisted. The relay popped free immediately, floating upward until the wires from the bomb stopped its motion.

Mitch let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “Got it!” he said. He reached out a hand and grabbed onto the handle of the panel door, pulling it free from the metal of the conduit.  “Now I’ll take it out into space and let it …”

“Mitch!” Thomas shouted over the comms. “Get out of there! It’s going to …”

Mitch never heard the end of the sentence, as a bright but silent flash washed over him, and the first shockwave of the explosion tore at him.

Reilly! his thoughts screamed as he was enveloped in infinite darkness.














Six




Alan stared at the table in front of him and wondered why he wasn’t dead. He should be dead. If anyone involved in this whole, sorry mess deserved to die, it was him. Not Billy. Not the colonists.

Not Penny.

Penny wasn’t dead, he reminded himself. She was changed. In all of his planning, he hadn’t really considered that success might mean failure, but there it was. Embodied in one girl was the great irony of 150 years of planning come to fruition. Just as he’d pushed the button and brought the change on for hundreds of colonists, just as he succeeded in bringing the dead back to life, he had discovered that the cost was too high after all. All these years of planning and preparing. All these years of steeling himself to what would happen, and what the consequences might be. At the end of it all, he still found himself filled with an unexpected emotion.

Regret.

Having his father back helped. It had been odd, if not downright difficult, to accept that the man who had been Taggart was now his father. But Alan never was one to discount the facts just because of appearances, or because they were inconvenient. He had satisfied himself that his father was in there. His father was alive again.

And it was wrong.

All these years of planning and sacrificing and risking everything, and it all came down to the most unexpected realization of all. He had never questioned whether it was right to replace the minds of the wealthy colonists with those of his parents and the rest of First Colony. He accepted that it was wrong, and had not even bothered to create elaborate justifications for it. But what he had not counted on was the sudden realization that, beyond being wrong, it wasn’t right. 

It wasn’t a contradiction. He wasn’t thinking in terms of a moral or ethical dilemma. He was considering the physics of the situation, such as they were. He had used the waveform cancellation technology to rewrite the minds of the wealthy colonists and implant the minds of the First Colony crew, and he had assumed that one would cancel out the other. But now he realized that this was not the case. And what he had created, inadvertently, was a hybrid of the two. A hybrid that was unstable, and would eventually lead to the destruction of both.

He’d realized what was happening during a conversation with his father. He was discussing Penny, and how her transformation was somehow different from the others. The fact that she still seemed to be there, buried but still somehow functional, had alarmed Alan. It meant that, despite his careful planning and his complete understanding of the technology, there was a flaw. Things did not work quite the way he had thought.

That was when he noticed his father’s hair. His dad had been shaving his head since before Alan was born. He hadn’t touched a comb to his head in years. Yet here he was, perfectly groomed, and with the exact hairstyle that Taggart had kept out of daily habit.

He also wore his clothing the way Taggart did. The argument might be made that the clothes were just a convenience, and that there were only so many ways to wear a shirt. But Alan knew his father, remembered everything about him, and couldn’t recall a time when his dad ever left the top three buttons of his shirt open. He couldn’t remember his father ever displaying muscle and chest hair, the way Taggart did. Louis Alan had been a modest man, wearing undershirts even under his T-shirts, and always buttoning his dress shirts to the second button from the top, even on the most casual days.

And there was the way he talked. He was still a scientist, and still had a brilliant mind, but he couched his theories in metaphors from the business world now. He described hypothesis using terms borrowed from economics. He described the waveform collapse as a hostile takeover with serious repercussions on the economy of the mind.

But the thing that tipped the scales and convinced Alan that something was more than wrong, that something wasn’t right, was when his father called him Alan.

The name “Alan Angelou” was a pseudonym. His real name was “John Thomas Alan.” He was named for his father’s best friend, John Thomas Paris. His father had always called him Johnny, and he did so now as well. Yet, there were a few times when he had referred to him as “Alan.” Was he just trying to accommodate his son’s new life? Or was there some bit of confusion? Was some part of Taggart still in there, exerting itself?

Alan believed there was.

He had messed up. He had failed. He had brought back his parents — his father, anyway — only to destroy them more completely than the explosion of First Colony ever had. In the process, Alan had destroyed the minds of the other colonists, including someone he cared about very much. He had destroyed Penny.

But maybe he could fix it. Maybe that’s why he was still alive. He was imprisoned, but Somar had given him this lab to work in. The guards watched him constantly, and he was always in danger of being shot out of panic, but while he was still alive he had a chance to …

What? Put it all right? Fix it? Could he even do that?

Maybe he could. But that raised a whole list of other problems. What would happen, once the First Colonists discovered that he was working on a way to kill them again?

His father had taken to the idea with a sort of quiet resolve. He was a scientist, after all, and beyond that he was a reserved and practical man, with as much heart as he had intelligence.

What about the others? Some of them were enjoying their new role in Citadel’s growing community. They were integrating with the others, helping to make the colony stronger. Would they bother doing that work if they knew they were going to be erased from existence?

He couldn’t worry about that right now. It was irrelevant, at any rate. The “should I” of the argument had long ago been ignored and cast away, if not truly resolved. 

Now he just had to work out how.

How could he remove the First Colony waveform and replace it with the original? If the original waveform truly was still in place, hardwired into the brains of the colonists, was there a way to make it dominant again? Could he somehow reset that old pattern, destroying the new pattern in the process?

It reminded him of ROM.

Read-Only Memory, or ROM, was a temporary virtual workspace that computers used to run operations. ROM was typically short-term, and anything stored in it would disappear when power was cycled off. As long as the computer was running, information could stay indefinitely in ROM with no trouble. Once the power was off, anything that was stored in ROM would disappear.

At the moment, the First Colonists were running in the ROM of the Citadel colonists. If he could somehow clear the ROM, then the old patterns might re-emerge.

Or all of the waveforms might collapse altogether, leaving the colonists brain-dead and drooling.

At issue was the fact that the two waveforms were now intermingled. Somehow, instead of completely overwriting the Citadel Colonists, Alan’s program had joined the two waveforms into a hybrid, with one waveform slightly dominant over the other. Now they formed a third and new signal, and it was going to be difficult, if not impossible, to separate the two.

What Alan needed was a way to interrupt and divide the new waveform and separate it into its separate frequencies. This is where his computer ROM analogy ran dry. On the fundamental level, the personalities of the colonists were a pattern of energy. There was simply no way to differentiate and parse out electrons.

“Alan,” he heard a voice say from behind him. He turned to see Taggart — or his father wearing Taggart’s body — standing in the doorway of the lab. The two guards assigned to Alan were flanking his father, MD guns at the ready. 

Alan noted that his father had called him by his assumed name again.

“I thought you might need a hand,” his father said.

Alan nodded, and turned back to the computer where his model of one of the co-mingled waveforms was running.

“Who is that?” his father asked, stepping up beside him.

“Penny,” Alan said. “These are the scans Dr. Michaels took. Look at this,” he tapped the display and the image split in two. On the left was Penny’s brain scan. On the right was a different scan, with less activity. “This is a scan of one of the unaffected White Collars. A normal brain. I took it as part of a control group.”

“There is a lot less neural activity,” his father said.

Alan nodded. “As expected. What I didn’t expect was that all of the increased activity is taking place in the occipito-temporo-parietal junction.”

His father laughed, and the sound was so strange and unfamiliar that Alan looked up, startled. “Sorry,” the man said. “My knowledge of the brain is pretty limited. I was a physicist and an engineer, not a neuroscientist. That was more your mother’s department.”

Alan nodded, stung a little by the mention of his mother. “It’s a gray matter section in the back of the brain. It’s one of the areas that fires when you are dreaming.”

“Dreaming?” his father asked. “So what does that mean?”

Alan shook his head. “I’m not sure yet.  But there’s more.” He touched the screen again, and a third brain pattern appeared. “This is your scan. See the differences?”

His father looked closely at the screen. “Penny’s is far more widespread and chaotic. Why?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe it was a bad transfer, but I don’t see how. At any rate, Penny’s pattern is far more complex and strange than yours or any of the other First Colonists. One major difference is that she also has a lot of activity going on in the frontal lobe, another dream center.”

“So if we’re all just having a lucid dream, Penny’s is more in-depth,” his father said.

“Exactly,” Alan replied. 

His father scrutinized the images and data on the screens. Alan noticed his mannerisms, the way he held himself and the expression on his face as he thought about what he was seeing. They seemed like his father’s mannerisms. But after all these years, would Alan be able to recognize any differences?

He thought so. He had always had an eidetic memory — what most people referred to as a “photographic memory.” He could see mental images in complete detail, and was even capable of moving around the image, focusing on details that may not have been of interest at the time. This ability had helped him to grasp complex concepts easily, and to notice subtle patterns and trends that may have fallen below the notice of others. It was how he had put together his plan for reviving his parents, and for vindicating Thomas. He had seen the whole thing as a shifting pattern within a pattern. Without even knowing the specifics of how the future would turn out he had been able to make his plan.

Admittedly, there was a margin for error.

The fact, however, was that he trusted his memory. With it, he was able to recall all of the tiny nuances of his father’s movements when he was alive. He could see his father pondering data from the colony ship’s computer. He could see the tiny wrinkles around his father’s eyes.

Those wrinkles were not present now, of course. They were a product of physiology, and so would not have been replicated when …

Alan’s eyes went wide. “That’s it,” he said.

His father looked up at him. “What?”

“Physiology! That’s the key!”

Louis Alan shook his head. “Sorry, son, I’m not following you.”

Alan bent and touched the screen, bringing up a first the “normal” brain scan. He pinched the image until it shrank and the overall shape of a human body appeared. “Our bodies and brains are constantly talking to each other. As an infant learns to crawl, new neural pathways are created in the brain, which encode ‘crawling’ as an action. Eventually, every physical action we take is encoded as a neural network in our brains.”

Alan tapped the screen and several complex-looking pathways lit up, streaming from the brain into the body.

“That neural encoding starts with a physiological state. As we practice that state again and again, the activity becomes easier. A child learns to ride a bicycle, for example. Or a gymnast learns to do a routine on parallel bars. At first, these activities are difficult, but with practice they become second nature.”

Louis nodded. “Muscle memory,” he said.

“Exactly,” Alan smiled.

“But how does that help? Are you saying that the Citadel Colonists exist only as muscle memory now?”

“No. The interference wave that I created didn’t wipe out the colonists entirely. It subverted their waveform. Or, rather, that was the idea. But it seems like something else happened instead. Something I hadn’t intended.”

“The waveforms merged,” his father said.

“Yes. I should have seen it, actually. The cancellation wave used by the pods never wipes out a person’s waveform. It simply suppresses it, so there’s no brain activity during stasis. It’s like noise cancellation. An equal and opposite waveform causes both frequencies to cancel out into white noise, or a white space. I used this white space as an opening to insert a new waveform, and I assumed that it would become dominant while the old waveform became dormant. But there was something I hadn’t considered.”

“The body,” his father said, quietly.

“Yes,” Alan said. “The body. And with that, the brain. They aren’t two separate things. There is no body/mind divide. It’s all one organism. I was approaching this from the standpoint of signals and waveforms and frequencies, but I neglected to account for wiring.”

“But it worked,” Louis said. “We were changed.”

“Yes,” Alan said. “I got the result I was after, for the most part, so my mistake didn’t matter. Now, though, it may be the key to fixing this.”

“How?” Louis asked.

Alan indicated the paths of light on the screen. “Muscle memory. The original pattern was tied closely to these neural pathways and their link to the body’s nervous system. The neural pathways are still there, and they are stronger than any new pathways being formed by the First Colonists. I may be able to use them as a map. I can identify the old pattern in the chaos, and isolate it.”

Louis nodded, then straightened. He was still looking at the screen, contemplating. Alan wasn’t the best at interpreting emotions, but he recognized that his father was somber.

“What’s wrong?” Alan asked.

Louis looked at him. “Like I said, I’m no neural scientist. But to me, this sounds like it has a good chance of working.”

Alan nodded. “I think so.”

“Which means that for me and the others …”

Alan put a hand on his father’s shoulder. “Yes. I’m sorry. What I did … bringing you back, forcing your patterns on the minds of the Citadel colonists … it was wrong. I was blind and arrogant. I was … I was hurt. When you died …”

Louis put his hand over Alan’s. “I know, son. I can imagine. Your mother … well, she doesn’t seem to have made it. I miss her.”

“I know. I do too.”

Louis nodded, then smiled lightly. “But you … I’m proud of you.”

Alan shook his head. “Don’t be. I’m just trying to clean up the mess I made. I hurt a lot of people, and for that I should be punished. Justice still needs to be served, even if I manage to bring them all back. Besides, in the end it won’t be Thomas who ‘murdered a world.’ It will be me. The real murderer of First Colony will be me.”




Penny was getting better.

Time and space now seemed to be moving at a proper speed again, and she was now able to stand and walk without trouble. The world around her seemed, if anything, sharper than it had been before. Details she might have missed previously now stood out in contrast. Tiny variations became attention-grabbing specifics. She found that she was constantly stopping and examining things, enthralled by the sheer volume of detail in what she was seeing.

I like details, she thought.

I’m tired of details, she thought.

Both statements were true. In fact, they were absolutely true. It was a strange concept — that she could be literally of two minds about something. This mind was obsessed. This mind was bored. This mind wanted to count everything. This mind wanted to sleep. This mind wanted to linger on words. This mind wanted to get on with the conversation.

Penny was getting better, but she still found herself to be strangely and ironically less and more than she was before. 

I wonder what the doctors would say?

What doctors?

Penny approached a group of people who were building something. It was a structure. Temporary housing, she thought. Forty-eight bolts, eight beams, six rectangles of metal, four multi-colored wires …

This went on for some time.

When the counting was done, Penny turned her attention to the sounds the group was making. They were talking, and using a lot of words that Penny didn’t understand. But it was the sounds that kept her interest. The more complex the sounds, the more riveted she seemed to be.

Then, slowly, some of what they were saying began to make sense to her. 

… orbital platform …

… bomb …

… explosion …

… Mitch Garrison …

There was a small part of her brain that seemed capable of thinking the way she used to think. It was able to make connections in what the people were saying. It told her that something was wrong “upstairs.”

But this information was quickly absorbed into the miasma of her chaotic mind. It was clumped together, one uniform chunk of thought, and surrounded by the soup of details and obsessions and compulsions that had become her default mode of thinking. 

Still, she was getting better.

She wandered away from the group, toward the gleaming tower of metal that was the center of the colony. Citadel, she thought, though the meaning of the word was bogged down in the wash of details that constantly overcame her. She walked to the base of it and put her hand on one strip that was glinting in the sun, and had therefore captured her attention.

The metal was warm with sunlight. It curved under her palm, and felt solid and strong. Somehow it calmed her.

“You are looking well,” a woman’s voice said from behind her.

Penny turned, reluctantly, and looked. The woman standing before her was somehow familiar. There was something about her face that brought back feelings of comfort and safety. Penny still had her hand on the metal, and was awkwardly facing the woman.

“Dear, you’ll hurt your neck,” the woman said. She reached out and took Penny by the shoulders, squaring her. Penny did not resist.

“Isn’t someone supposed to be watching you?” the woman asked.

Penny was not yet able to reply. The time would come, she believed desperately, when she would be able to speak again. But for now, her thoughts were too jumbled and chaotic to be able to form the words.

Instead, she looked at the woman and wondered why she seemed so familiar. So safe.

“Muh-thur” she said, suddenly. She hadn’t known she was going to speak.

The woman smiled. “Yes. Well, sort of. I’m Dr. Menton. But this … well, this is your mother’s body. I’m sorry, I’m sure it’s very confusing. But as soon as I heard who you were, I felt I had to come to you.”

“Muh-thur,” Penny said again. The new word made a pleasant vibration on the tip of her tongue. 

Dr. Menton smiled, though it seemed sad somehow. “I waited years to hear someone call me that,” she said. “And now, well it just seems wrong somehow. Still, in literal fact I am your mother. Physically, at least. And at any rate, it doesn’t seem like anyone else is keeping an eye on you. I suppose I have a duty to see that you’re alright, don’t I?”

Penny said nothing, but stared into the familiar face and wondered why she still thought this woman was a stranger. 

Mother, she thought. 

Not mother, she thought.

“Come with me,” the woman said, holding out her hand. Penny reached out automatically, and allowed herself to be guided to a tent where dozens of people were moving about, talking animatedly and studying computer terminals.

“Dr. Menton?” one man asked, giving her a strange look as she entered the tent with Penny in tow.

“My … daughter,” Dr. Menton replied. “Penny Daunder.”

The man looked at Penny for a moment, then nodded and went back to what he had been doing.

Dr. Menton turned and smiled at Penny. “It’ll be alright, dear. Just sit quietly at that table,” she indicated one corner of the tent where a large table was covered in electronic tablets and small instruments. “I’ll see to getting you some food.”

Penny sat at the table. Seven tablets. One charging unit. Four probe … What was the word? Did she even know the word? Thingies. Not good enough. She could feel a sort of panic rising within her.

After several minutes, Dr. Menton returned with a small tray of food. “Rations,” she said. “Not great. But good enough. Will you eat?”

Penny nodded, and Dr. Menton placed the tray in front of her. For whatever reason, having Dr. Menton here helped to make the panic subside. It eased the need to identify everything, at least a little. 

Penny counted the food, the colors, the number of indentions in the tray. Then she ate.

Disgusting, she thought.

Disgusting, she thought.

Well, at least she could finally agree on something.




Somar entered the tent where numerous White Collars worked diligently to analyze the incoming data from the orbital platform. He found the engineer in charge, a First Colonist named Dr. Ballar.

“Doctor, has there been any further information about the explosion?” Somar asked.

Dr. Ballar shook her head. “The platform is still transmitting data but it’s all automated,” she said. “Systems are reporting damage in almost every area of the platform. We think we’ve narrowed the source down to the lightrail conduit. The data indicates that it may have been a small explosive device detonated within the conduit, which set off a chain reaction in some of the ship’s power systems.”

“Do we know the level of damage?” Somar asked.

“No. The conduit itself has been damaged, but beyond that we have no way of assessing how widespread this may be. Has there been any word from the team onboard?”

“No,” Somar replied. “Our hails have gone unanswered. It is possible that they survived and are struggling to make repairs.”

Dr. Ballar nodded.

Somar turned to examine one of the terminals and noticed Penny sitting at a table in one corner. “Ms. Daunder,” he said. Penny took notice. 

“I made sure she was fed,” a woman’s said from across the table. He turned to see Dr. Menton, in the body of Penny’s mother, working at a terminal.

“You are very kind,” he said. “I have worried for her.”

“Everyone is so tied up with emergencies, I think we’ve forgotten about her,” Dr. Menton said, looking toward Penny with genuine concern in her eyes.

“Clearly not all of us, Dr. Menton. I am pleased that you are looking after her.” He nodded perfunctorily.

Dr. Menton gave him a curious smile, nodded in return, and then turned back to her work. Somar was pleased to see she occasionally glanced up to see how Penny was doing. He could afford to relax his concern for Ms. Daunder, at least. A small victory, but quite welcome.

When he turned once again to Dr. Ballar he noticed that she was also watching Dr. Menton’s reaction to Penny. She had a strange expression on her face, one that Somar recognized as grief. “You are thinking of your son, Edward?”

She turned to him, startled. “Yes … I was. I apologize. It’s just … I cared for him so much. I risked everything to bring him here. And now … well, I suppose he’s gone.”

Her face contorted, and tears streaked her cheeks. Somar was at a loss as to how to handle this display of emotion. He knew grief, and knew tears. But he had no comfort to offer. The events since landing on this world had been strange and frightening. He did not yet know how things would end. He could not offer much in way of hope or comfort to a grieving mother.

But he could offer focus.

“My sympathies, Dr. Ballar. I grieve for your loss. I must apologize, however, that at present we have a very difficult circumstance to overcome. One in which we are in need of your expertise and assistance.”

Dr. Ballar nodded and gave him a weak smile. “Of course. I will return to the data and I’ll let you know what we find. I hope that everyone is ok.”

“As do I,” Somar said. “This colony can not afford to lose more of its best and brightest.”














Seven




Thomas awoke to find that there was no light. When the bomb went off a series of blast doors had dropped, sealing the compartment from the void of space as the atmosphere rushed outward. The power to this section had snapped off at the same time, and now Thomas found himself groping about in an effort to find his way.

“Is anyone there?” he asked, then began coughing. The air seemed stale and weak. It was a bad sign. No lights and bad air — the environmental systems must have been damaged. And with a large portion of the atmosphere vented into space, it was a sure bet that there wasn’t much breathable air in the room to begin with. 

“I’m … here,” someone sputtered. “It’s Alec.”

“Are you hurt?” Thomas asked.

“Yeah. I think I have a piece of conduit in my side. It … seems to go all the way through … uhn!

“Don’t move!” Thomas said. “Do you have a light?”

“No,” Alec said.

There was the sound of coughing from a different area of the room. “Who is it? Are you ok?”

Nothing.

Thomas made his way toward the sound. The floor was littered with rubble and debris, and traversing was difficult. He got down on his hands and knees and swept a hand ahead of him as he crawled in the direction of that cough.

His hands met with someone’s arm.

“Are you ok?” he asked.

There was no sound. He traced the arm to find the wrist, so he could check the man’s pulse. He stopped when his fingers touched a wet, sticky mess. The arm ended abruptly in a torn stump.

“Ah!” he said, rolling backward, repulsed. The man before him was dead. There was no way to tell who it was.

Suddenly the cough returned. “Help,” a voice said weakly. It came from the right.

“Keep making noise!” Thomas said. “Help me find you!”

He began crawling again, taking care to avoid the torn body. The injured man started tapping, lightly clanging together two pieces of metal. It was weak, but audible.

Thomas crawled over fallen beams and through nests of wires, but eventually came within range of the sound. “Are you there?” he asked.

“Yeah, but I’m hurt.” the man said. It was Oscar Markez. Which meant the body was Don Rhodes.

No time for that now, Thomas thought. I have to figure a way out of this mess.

“Where are you hurt?” Thomas asked.

“Chest. Something is on top of me.”

Thomas reached out and found Oscar’s arm, which thankfully seemed intact. He felt around and found something big and heavy. It wasn’t a part of the ship. It seemed to be a piece of equipment. Thomas pushed on it experimentally, and it moved.

Oscar groaned in pain.

“Oscar, there’s a large piece of equipment on top of you. I’m afraid to move it. I have no idea what will happen. It may bring more down on us.”

Oscar’s breathing was ragged. 

“Do you have a light, Oscar? I need to be able to see what I’m working with here.”

“No,” Oscar said. “But Don … Don has a multi-tool. There’s a light on it.”

Don. Dead Don.

“Ok,” Thomas said.

He turned and started crawling back in the direction he had come. At least, he hoped he was crawling in the right direction. He had never known total darkness before, and had never thought it could have such an effect on his senses. Keeping track of direction, in this unbelievably dark place, was impossible. As Thomas looked and strained his eyes, trails and tendrils of phantom light played out in all directions. His eyes, unaccustomed to having no source of light, were reacting as if strange light was all around.

Thomas groped and crawled along, hoping that he was retracing his steps. When his hand brushed what felt like cloth he felt a wave of relief and revulsion at the same time.

Don’s body was still warm, which made this even worse. Thomas managed to steel himself and start searching the man’s pockets. He found all manner of small objects, none of which were the multi-tool.

“Oscar!” Thomas called over his shoulder. “Where is it? Where did he keep it?”

There was a weak cough, then, “Belt.”

Thomas searched for the man’s waist, and when he found the belt he ran his fingers around it. He came to a small pouch, attached by a loop to the belt. Inside was the multi-tool.

Thomas grasped it and rolled back. He fumbled with the multi-tool, trying to determine by feel alone what tools were what. He rotated the dial and pushed it several times, with various effects. None were the light.

It had to be there, but one multi-tool could have dozens, even hundreds of small attachments. He kept rotating tools into place, and pushing the button, until finally, blissfully, a light came on. With a bit of elation he swept the cone of light in a victory lap around the room.

He nearly shut it right off again.

The room was filled with debris. The shockwave of the explosion had collapsed the ceiling and brought in the contents of the chamber above. As Thomas played the light over the broken surfaces in the room, he saw that all exits were good and blocked. 

He also saw Don Rhodes, mutilated and dead. 

He quickly moved the light away, fighting the urge to vomit.

As the light moved around the room he saw Alec, who lay against a beam. There was indeed a piece of conduit impaling him through the side. Alec raised a hand to shield his eyes. “View isn’t much better now,” he said, wincing.

“Not really,” Thomas said. He moved the light around again and stopped on Oscar, who was lying beneath a large, bulky piece of equipment.

Very large. Very bulky.

“Oscar, you ok?” Thomas asked.

The man coughed and groaned. 

No, Thomas thought.

He looked toward Alec, wondering if he might be able to help. Alec seemed responsive, but any movement made him cry out in pain. He was losing a lot of blood, and Thomas wasn’t at all certain what would happen if he tried to pull out the conduit. For the time being, at least, Alec was stable. Thomas would have to rescue Oscar on his own.

He moved toward Oscar and inspected the equipment. He had no idea what it was, other than big and heavy. It had Oscar pinned to the floor, but it wasn’t crushing him. So it had to be lighter than it seemed, Thomas figured. He put a hand on it and gave a slight push. It moved a bit, but that movement caused Oscar to cry out, weakly.

“Sorry, buddy. This may hurt. I’m going to try to lever the thing off of you. Do you think you can crawl out?”

Oscar was quiet for a moment, then, “I’m not sure. I don’t feel right, inside. I feel weak. But I’ll try.”

Thomas nodded. “Ok.”

He looked around for something to use as a pry bar and spotted a small, thin beam. He grabbed it, yanking it free from the debris that covered it, and hefted it. Not bad. It might do the trick.

He now scavenged for something to use as a fulcrum, settled on a chunk of metal, and positioned it near the fallen equipment, close to Oscar’s shoulder. He managed to wedge the pry bar under the equipment.

“I won’t lie to you,” Thomas said. “If you can’t pull yourself out of there this thing may crush you.”

Oscar was gnashing his teeth, “I know,” he said, weak but determined. “Do it.”

Thomas nodded, took a deep breath, then pulled pushed down on the pry bar with all of his weight.

The hulking piece of equipment stirred, then began to move. A wrenching sound, metal on metal, screeched into the dimly lit room. Thomas had all of his weight balanced on the bar, his feet dangling off of the floor. It was just enough.

“Move!” Thomas shouted to Oscar.

Oscar did not move.

“Oscar! Move it! I can’t keep this thing off of the ground much longer!”

Oscar stirred, then reached out and began to pull himself forward. It was slow, and Oscar grunted, streams sweat running down the sides of his face and neck. Each movement looked like it took everything the man had. Thomas wished he could help somehow, but even the slightest movement might unbalance his makeshift lever, and the whole bulk of the equipment could come crashing down. 

The small beam was starting to cut into Thomas’ hands, but he kept the pressure constant. Oscar, pulling himself only inches at a time, was nearly free.

That was when Thomas felt the beam start to bend.

It was subtle at first, but it became noticeable fast. Thomas first felt one of his toes touch the floor. He quickly pushed downward against the beam, holding himself up entirely by his arms. “Oscar, get out of there now! This thing is about to give!”

Oscar doubled his efforts, but even then they were slow and laborious. Thomas stared at him in a panic, afraid that any second the beam would fold from the pressure, dropping the weight of the equipment down on Oscar’s legs, or worse.

He felt the beam give again, and once again his toes grazed the floor. Then, suddenly, the beam bent full, and Thomas found himself flung to the ground as the weight of the equipment slammed heavily to the surface.

He was afraid to look.

“It’s ok,” Oscar huffed. “It’s ok. I made it. I’m out.”

Thomas looked up, huffing a bit himself, then whooped and cheered. He was the only one. Oscar smiled, weakly, then rolled onto his back and lay as if he were completely exhausted. His chest heaved up and down, and he held his right side as if he was in great pain, which he probably was.

Now that Oscar was out, Thomas could finally check on Alec. He picked up the multi-tool from where it had rested on a pile of junk, and made his way to the young man. 

Alec was fully awake and lucid. Aside from having a piece of metal jutting from his side, he could just be resting after a rough day. Thomas noted that he was staying perfectly still, and that he would wince if he so much as moved an arm.

“ok, let’s see if we can separate you from your buddy there,” Thomas said.

Alec laughed, then winced and cried out. “Don’t make me laugh,” he said, breathing his way through it. “Hurts like hell.”

“I bet,” Thomas said.

He bent to inspect the conduit, and didn’t like what he saw. It had impaled Alec through, just over the hip bone of his left side. There was blood everywhere, but it didn’t seem to be flowing from the wound at the moment. That could be a good thing, Thomas thought. But the truth was he had no idea. Human anatomy was a complete mystery to him. For all he knew, the conduit had skewered Alec’s spleen or kidney or something.

Of course, it could also be preventing Alec from bleeding out. Removing it might open the wound and kill the guy.

Thomas wasn’t sure what to do, but he had to try something. “Alec,” he said, “I’m going to cut the conduit away on one side and then pull it out of you. How’s that sound?”

Alec laughed and immediately winced. “You make it sound like your giving me a haircut.”

Thomas smiled. “I’ve tried cutting my own hair. Let’s hope this goes better.”

Alec grimaced, then gave him the nod. Thomas held up the multi-tool, but paused.

If he switched to a cutting tool he would lose the light.

There was nothing for it. Leaving the conduit in place was not an option, at least not as far as Thomas could see. He was completely out of his depth here, though. The last thing he wanted was to make a decision that would cost Alec his life. But in truth, Thomas was going to need some help getting out of this mess, and Alec was the only one who seemed fully functional.

That was it then. Decision made. Thomas said, “It’s going to get dark,” and then he rotated the multi-tool to a saw blade, shutting off the light and casting them all into deep, endless darkness.




“I’m bored,” Reilly said. She had been playing cards with two other Blue Collars, and the game was getting tedious. They had, in fact, played dozens of games. There were few other entertainments here, at the moment. Vids were out until Citadel’s data library was fully functional. Books were not Reilly’s cup of tea. And sex … well, that was out.

Damn it.

“Don’t knock it,” Sharon, one of her companions, said. “Beats having to lug chunks of metal and build shelters.”

“Yeah,” said Rich, the other player. “I knew there was a reason I hated real gravity. Heavy things are heavy.”

Reilly smiled. It had been a long day, but she had stuck to orders. No work. Only rest. But it was so tedious she just about wanted to rake her eyes out. She wasn’t used to cooling her jets. She was used to flying.

“Fold,” she said, dropping her cards face down on the table.

“No way,” Rich said, “You had the makings of a straight.”

“How do you know what I had?” Reilly asked.

“Cards are marked,” Sharon said. “But we play like we don’t notice.”

They all laughed, and for a brief second Reilly didn’t feel so bored. Then it came back.

“I’m going to go out and see how the building is coming along.”

“Somar said stay put,” Rich said.

The three of them had been on duty continuously since the crash. They were exhausted, spent and useless. They might even represent a danger to everyone else. At least, that was Somar’s reasoning. Reilly, though, knew she could keep going. She wasn’t so tired that her judgment was affected. After a long nap and a few dozen hands of cards, she was fully recharged and ready to go. 

“I’m just taking a walk. We’re not confined to quarters you know.”

Rich looked confused. “We’re not?”

Sharon smiled, “He’s just saying that. He likes it in here. He can pretend to be back on the ship. He gets antsy out in the big, bad world!” She punched Rich in the arm for emphasis.

“Ow!” Rich said, rubbing at the spot.

Reilly laughed, but she actually knew what Sharon meant. She had felt that way too, at first. But now, after being on this planet for a couple of weeks, it all felt much more natural to her. She was starting to feel cooped up in these small quarters. She wanted to get out and move around.

She waved at them as she left, making her way out into the town square. The buildings were going up fast, and teams of engineers and colonists had made quick work of some of the plumbing and electrical wiring. Some buildings had both now. It was a modern miracle.

Reilly stepped over a furrow in the ground where a pipe had been laid. She moved among the buildings and structures that were going up all over the place. It was starting to look like a real colony now, if a bit patchwork. And there, rising from the center of it all, was the Citadel tower. Just a bit impressive.

She walked through the town square and toward the command center. It had been upgraded from a tent to an actual structure, which would some day be the town hall, where the mayor’s office would be. Until then, it was where Somar and the others were working on the problems facing the colony. 

As she entered the building she saw Somar talking with a few White Collars and some of the Blue Collar engineers. She casually walked behind some equipment, not wanting to be reprimanded for being out and about.

“Still no word?” Somar asked.

“No sir. We’ve tried hailing them repeatedly but no response. The ship’s computer system is still online and transmitting data, though. Looks like it was a bad hit. Several areas around the lightrail conduit were torn open and emptied into space. Things were bad before, but I’m not sure how the platform can survive this kind of damage.”

Reilly peeked between the equipment and saw Somar, looking grim. Something had gone wrong upstairs?

“Very well,” Somar said. “We will send the shuttle to the station. Perhaps we can determine the cause of the explosion, and rescue any survivors.”

Explosion? Reilly thought. Mitch!

As sure as she was standing there, she knew that Mitch was involved in that explosion. It gave her a sick feeling in her stomach. Was he dead? She didn’t know what she would do if he were.

She slipped out of the command center and made her way to the shuttle launch pad.  The shuttle was there, having just arrived from a long-range jaunt to pick up a few more pods and colonists. The duty commander was talking with someone Reilly didn’t recognize.

She could slip by him unnoticed and be off in no time.

“Reilly?” a male voice said from behind her.

She turned to see Eric Grayman, giving her a strange look. “Why are you hiding?”

Of all people, why did it have to be Eric Grayman? Why not one of the White Collars? Why not one of the Blue Collars that she actually liked.

“I …” She glanced around. “I’m not hiding, I was …” It was no good. She’d been caught. She’d never be able to explain why she was here, and she’d never make it to the shuttle without being seen.

“You’re going upstairs to save Mitch, right?”

Reilly blinked. There it was, out in the open. Nothing to lose now. “Yes. Are you going to stop me?”

Eric smiled and shook his head. “No,” he said. “I’m going with you.”














Eight




Corey was on the verge of blowing the role. He had been an actor since he was five, and this would be the first time he had fumbled on a character. Playing the part of the guy who gives a crap about anything these morons had to say was proving to be the most challenging role of his career. It would certainly be worth an Award, if it were just on a vid screen and not his real life.

Bimbo, the Blue Collar woman who said her name was Dana, was chattering away to him, while Mart-vin (Martin, Marvin, who can keep it straight?) occasionally piped up with jabber about where they were going, and how far they were from the colony. The other worker bees were lugging equipment, and a few were dragging the pod along on a hover dolly that seemed ready to give up and die.

This was, without a doubt, Corey’s most difficult role.

“We’re nearly there,” Mart-vin said. “That small forest is the spot. There’s a large clearing. We’ve already cut a road through the trees and brush, so it should be smooth travel from here.”

Corey smiled (contract these muscles, relax those muscles, make sure to sparkle your eyes). “Good. I think everyone is getting a little tired. I was going to suggest we stop to let everyone rest, but I think we can push on.” He looked to the others, behind Mart-vin. “Can’t we?”

“No problem!” one of the Blue Collars said. The whole group was very enthusiastic.

Corey had easily taken the role of leader in the group. It was a natural for him. He had played leading man so many times that people instinctively did what he asked without question.

They soldiered on, and when they entered the wooded path Corey was relieved to discover it was much cooler. A breeze funneled along the road, drying the sweat from his skin. He could smell the scent of trees, a little like pine. It was something he hadn’t smelled in quite a while. There were so few pine trees on Earth these days. He rarely got a chance to fly to the Canadian Arboretum and Tree Museum.

The thing that struck him most about this planet was how real everything seemed. In his vids, he would often play the part of some historical figure, trudging through woods and deserts and rocky terrain. But those were sound stages, built to perfectly resemble long-gone natural settings, but with air conditioning and craft service tables. Any sweating he did there was the result of a spray mist from a makeup artist. 

But here … the whole scene was exquisitely real, to the last detail. Heat, stone, trees, bugs … all of it was so realistic.

Corey hated it. And he hated that whore, Penny, for forcing him to come here. He missed the mother world, with all of its amenities and charms and lack of any substantial nature whatsoever. He missed his people, who would damn well do anything he said or would find themselves black-listed from working in the vid business for life. Most of all he missed air conditioning and craft services. He could use a wedge salad with light bleu cheese dressing right about now. And a nice, cold glass of mineral water. Perhaps with a squeeze of lime.

The walk through the woods became tedious almost at once. The scenery was unchanging. Trees. More trees. And … oh look! Even more trees. 

Then suddenly the trees faded, and Corey found himself standing at the edge of a large clearing. Sprawled before him was a cluster of small shelters, some of which looked hobbled together from spare parts. And there, rising above all of it, was the tower, gleaming in the sun, standing watch over the colony like a staunch sentinel. 

It was an eyesore — a phallic spire of wires and pipes and mesh. 

Its metal skin had been largely removed to provide building materials to the colony. The wiring and piping were also slowly being stripped away. Eventually all that would remain would be a structure of highly polished girders, festooned with communications equipment, solar collectors, batteries, generators, and whatever else the colony needed to survive. To Corey, Citadel was just further proof that humans had no business being here. If they needed this monstrosity to survive, then they would have been just as well to stay home.

But the show must go on.

“Beautiful,” Corey said. He turned to the others and spotlighted them with a smile that had won him awards and numerous mentions in all of the finer magazine sites and celeb gossip programs. The effect was immediate, as the whole group mooned and fawned over him. They felt — this was unbelievable — they felt pride over what had been wrought here. They were actually happy to be here, in this mud pit of a colony, dependent on the giant metal penis rising above them. They were happy to suckle dependency from the teat of their alien captain.

“Just beautiful,” Corey said, turning to face the colony again.




They received a hero’s welcome as they entered the colony. People stopped whatever menial task they were performing and cheered when they saw Corey. He took note, however, of some shocked faces. Some of the White Collars recognized him, and clearly knew of his ties to Earth First. Seeing him here, on this planet, was unbelievable. He would have to do some damage control to get them on his side.

Corey shook hands, signed autographs and posed for pictures. He gave them all the show they were hoping for. In the end, he was exhausted, and just wanted to have a meal and get some rest.

“Where are my quarters?” Corey asked.

“You’ll be bunking in Building E,” one man, the “duty commander,” told him. “I can introduce you to your bunk mates, if you’d like.”

Corey blinked. “Bunk mates?”

The duty commander’s face blushed slightly. “Yes sir. I’m sorry — we’re still in the process of building housing and amenities. There aren’t any private quarters at the moment.”

Corey felt a rage build within him, and the urge to punch the duty commander rose in a rippling heat through his body. He immediately did his calming exercise, bringing himself into focus. He would stay in character. That was the cardinal rule of a vid star.  Until you are in your changing room, alone, you are in character, and you will not break from that. The show must always go on.

“Excellent,” Corey said, smiling (don’t forget the sparkle in your eyes). “I look forward to meeting them. But for now, I really just need to get some rest. It has been a very long day, and I haven’t eaten.”

“Oh!” the duty commander said. “I’ll make sure someone brings you some rations.”

“Rations?”

“Yes sir. We’re still on ship’s stores at the moment. A lot of the food is still topside, in the orbital platform.”

Corey did nothing but smile. This time, he found it impossible to put the little sparkle in his eyes. Instead, he said, “That will be fine. Show me the way?”

The duty commander led him to Building E, and left him at the door.

Corey stepped into the building and looked around. It was nothing more than a medium-sized space with four cots and a couple of tables with chairs. No walls. No privacy. There wasn’t even a bathroom. Corey had noticed the communal shower and restroom facilities, but had thought they might be a joke.

The thought of going into those quarters and sleeping on a common cot was too much for him. Even in his exhausted state, he couldn’t bear the thought. The bedding, though neatly folded down and clean looking, seemed somehow filthy. He was afraid to let it touch his skin.

His skin! He had completely forgotten about his daily moisturizing ritual. How was he to replenish the essential oils he needed to keep his skin healthy, smooth, and wrinkle-free? Where was his luggage? He had asked his manager to put a supply of skin treatment in his luggage.

It was too much. Exhausted as he was, he couldn’t rest until he had the essentials he needed for life. He would have to go in search of the luggage, and then see about a meeting with this alien captain, to see about the possibility of getting his own quarters. One of these buildings, as small and unadorned as it was, would be fine for a personal living space. But only if he was not forced to share it with others. That was just too far.

He left Building E and went in search of the duty commander. He may be a moron, but he was Corey’s best shot at tracking down his luggage. And, if Corey played it right, it was possible the duty officer could arrange for a private living space. 

As he moved about the colony he saw hundreds of people clearing ground, building new structures or hauling splintered trees and debris away. A few were talking casually, occasionally referencing digital tablets. Corey did his best to remain anonymous among them, though he did occasionally have to offer a wave and a smile to someone who recognized him.

And then he saw Penny.

She was staring at a group of people who were building temporary housing. Corey knew that something was wrong with her, from his conversations with Bimbo and Mart-vin, but he wasn’t prepared to see her in such a … stupor. She was standing perfectly still, staring at the construction activity with doe-eyed stupidity. It was too good.

What should he do? He had come all this way to make the whore pay, but now that he saw her like this he just wanted to revel in it. He wanted to capture it on a vid, so that he could play it back for his friends, over and over. “Look at her!” he would say, laughing. “She’s like a cow! You just want to put her out to pasture and let her graze!”

But he didn’t have a vid recorder. There was one in his luggage, but — dammit  — who knew where that was?

Maybe he should just go up to her and say something. Maybe just laugh in her face, shove her down and walk away. Or maybe he should lead her back to Building E … have a little fun with her while she was in no position to argue. That had some promise. Corey smiled.

Before he could do anything, though, Penny’s mother walked up to her. Corey watched as the old sow smiled and talked to her daughter. But the body language was all wrong. 

Corey was adept at reading body language, adjusting for timing in a scene, working to get the chemistry just right with a co-star. He could see right away that something was off between Penny and her mother. It was as if Mrs. Daunder was a complete stranger, venturing to chat with Penny for the first time. 

Soon she held out her hand, and as Penny took it she was led to a large tent, and taken inside. Corey followed, watching. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do, but he knew that he wanted to keep Penny in his sights. The notion of taking her back to Building E had taken hold of him. It would be fitting, he thought, to use her like that and then toss her aside. She had done it to him, after all. Used him for his celebrity, taken advantage of his good nature, and then insulted him and left him to face the humiliation of a public breakup. 

Actually, he was being quite gracious about all of this. The little whore would get a last round in the sack from an A-lister. Who wouldn’t want that?














Nine




The shuttle lifted off, returning to Citadel with a new group of rescued humans and the pods they had occupied. The human female, Reilly, was not at the controls this time, which the Current found strange somehow. It had assumed that Reilly and the shuttle were somehow one. It was not yet used to the concept of separateness. 

When the shuttle first arrived here the crew had found several pods near each other in the same location. One by one they awoke each of the sleeping humans, tending to them, comforting them, and then ushering them onto the shuttle along with the pods. The Current watched as each pod was secured, beyond its reach. 

All but one.

Hidden among the ferrous stones and dry, thick brambles was another pod. The Current had sensed it and was studying it when the shuttle had arrived. There was nothing unusual about the pod — nothing that made it different from the others. But the Current had decided not to approach it right away. It wanted to study it.

After its encounter with Reilly, the Current had gone through a change in perspective. 

Reilly’s mind had been glorious. It was so … independent. It was autonomous and complete. It was individual. From her, the Current had learned a bit more about humans, but vastly more about being an individual. It realized that there was some component missing from its own structure. There was some resonance that was not being matched, or some vibration that was not being harmonized. The Current realized that there was a key difference between itself and the humans.

But what was it?

It started by noting the similarities. Humans, like the Current, were thinking creatures. They were self-aware. But unlike the humans, the Current was a collective of many who were unable to become individuals. 

Another similarity was energy. Within the human physiology was a small amount of electrical activity. It danced within the neural and nerve paths of the human body, causing autonomous systems to function, voluntary muscles to contract, independent thoughts to form. The Current was pure energy, dancing onto, over and through the world. It was neural energy unleashed and untethered.

What the humans had — that which the Current lacked — was a body. The humans had physical form.

Was that the key? Was that the source of human individuality? The Current ran through the storehouse of memories and knowledge it had obtained from the sleepers, and from Reilly. It saw that humans had encountered a vast array of life, but only two species capable of independent thought and self-awareness. Humans and Esool.

Both had physical forms.

It was decided. The Current needed a physical form in order to be an individual. It was the only way.

Now it pondered the sleeping human in the pod before it. When the shuttle came, the Current had surrounded the pod, careful not to touch it, but using its own energies to block the signal the pod was transmitting. The pod was well hidden, here among the scrub brush and stones. The ferrous rock helped the Current to keep itself concentrated in one spot, intensifying its own electro-magnetic field. 

It worked.

The humans used scanners to track and locate the pods, and they were able to find all of those that were scattered nearby. But not this one. Not the chosen one.

When the shuttle lifted off, the Current watched with glee. 

Now … what to do?

The Current inspected the pod closely. It was tempting to absorb the energy of it. By now, this was something of an addiction, and the Current was exercising considerable restraint in leaving it untouched. It was also avoiding the sort of direct contact it had used with humans in the past. The experience with Reilly had taught the Current the value of patience and indirect interaction. There was much the Current could learn and accomplish, if it just remained resolute.

In previous encounters, the Current had overwhelmed the humans it made contact with. Its energy was too much for the human body, which would overheat and break down at the cellular level with even brief contact. But with Reilly, the Current had discovered that it could interact at a distance with the energy field of the human mind. It could manipulate that field.

What if it did the same with the sleeping human? 

The Current reached out to sense the thought energy of the human in the pod. There was nothing. Some sort of interference was preventing the human’s mind from functioning. A strange frequency was countering the frequency of the human’s thoughts.

And there was something else. A second pattern was being broadcast. This pattern was similar to what the Current recognized as human thought, but it was somehow static and artificial. It was the same, but different.

The human was one, but many.

The Current felt excitement. This was something new, something that it had not noticed before. It dipped closer and examined all three of the frequencies and waveforms. The patterns were all similar, but obviously different. One was a well-formed pattern, with a corresponding pattern in the human’s physiology. This, the Current realized, was the human’s “self.” 

The second pattern ran almost exactly counter to this. It was a waveform of nearly opposite structure, and it served to cancel out the first, the engrained waveform. But it wasn’t perfect. It was off by the smallest of frequencies, and some of the original waveform did manage to bleed through. That, the Current realized, was the vague remnant of the human mind that it had been able to interact with in the sleepers. If not for that faint mismatch of frequency, the Current would have gotten no reaction from the humans in the pods.

And then there was the third frequency. 

It was, in most ways, a completely functional waveform that replicated the thoughts of the human. But the pattern was somehow degraded. It was as if this were an echo of an actual human mind, capable of thought and self awareness, but incapable of …

The Current felt something new. It recognized the emotion almost immediately, though it had never fully understood it before.

The Current felt fear.

The third waveform was a personality incapable of individuality.

The many who are one.

The pod was transmitting some form of imperfect thought pattern, and each time the Current absorbed its energy a new bud formed, with an inborn yearning to be the individual it was meant to be. But because the waveform was imperfect, the bud was unable to become an individual. The Current was absorbing the essence of an individual, but not individuality itself!

The Current pulled away from the pod. It had been wrong. It wasn’t the presence of a physical form that allowed the humans and the Esool to have individuality. It was something else. Something more subtle. Individuality was a result of a complete pattern.

The Current was incomplete.

It moved away from the pod, unsure of what it should do now. It yearned to absorb more of the pod’s energy, but knew that doing so would bring one more non-individual into the collective. Already it was starting to experience a shattering of its own sense of self — it could not afford to bring in more of these damaged mind waveforms.

For the first time the Current felt a rising panic. It wanted — needed — the energy of the pod. Now that it had experienced awareness it felt the basic need of all living organisms. It felt the urge to grow, to expand, to reproduce. But until it found a way to separate the new personalities into individuals it would continue to be locked in a static state, a group mind that suffered under its own existence. What could it do?

It could wake the sleeper up.

If it woke the human, the imperfect pattern would be cleared from the pod, and its energy would be clean. The Current could see that all three waveforms were being recorded and held by the pod, and that they would all collapse once the human was awoken. So, the solution was to wake the human up.

The Current reached outward, coming into contact with the minute energy field that surrounded the pod. It had seen the humans open pods before, and knew what happened within the subtle energy of the pod’s systems. It replicated this, and the pod sprang to life. The lid opened, and the human inside stirred.

The Current acted quickly. It absorbed all of the energy of the pod, and felt itself grow. Then it waited.

No buds formed!

The human, dazed and confused, stumbled out of the pod and onto the ground. It was a human male. He was soft and rounded, and perhaps fifty years old, as the humans measured age. He blinked into the sunlight, and called out for help.

The Current, now aware of the patterns of the human mind, inspected the human. Using the same technique it has used on Reilly, the Current dipped into the human’s innate electrical field. It began communicating with the human, and put him at ease. 

The Current could now see that the three waveforms had been reduced to only two. One was dominant … the waveform that was mirrored in the human’s physiology. The other was dormant, awaiting some form of trigger.

Comparing the two waveforms, and recalling the third that had been transmitted by the pod, the Current created its own cancellation waveform. It transmitted a frequency that caused the human’s mind to stop and go into stasis. As this happened, the secondary waveform tried to assert itself, and the Current cancelled this out as well. Now the man stood, swaying, as the Current inspected the results.

His mind was completely still. No images, no memories, no activity whatsoever. 

The Current tried adjusting the waveform, sending specific commands to contract muscles. The man’s right arm lifted into the air. The Current tried again, and this time the man clenched his fist. Over the next several minutes the Current explored the workings of the human’s body, and found that it knew almost instinctively how to make the body function any way that it needed. Perhaps it was all of the absorbed personalities. Or perhaps the design of the human body was so intuitive that controlling it came naturally.

Whatever the reason, one thing was clear: The Current now had a physical form.




There were too many variables.

Alan had tried for hours to come up with a way to separate the two thought patterns, using muscle memory as his template for the original. He could construct a pattern that matched the human mind, but it was always imperfect. There were far too many variables to contend with.

Humans were strange. In Alan’s experience, just about everything came down to a mathematical equation. Patterns could be found in anything you encountered in nature. The Golden Ratio, for example, was a recurring mathematical construct in both nature and the arts — the sum of quantities in which the larger quantity is equal to the ratio of the larger quantity to the smaller one. 

The Golden Ratio appears in everything from Renaissance artwork the pattern of seeds in a sunflower. It was a strange but understandable and, more importantly, measurable fact of nature.

The human mind, on the other hand, was a sea of cascading variables, unfathomable matrices and seemingly random fluctuations.

It was a wonder that his waveform replacement program had worked at all. Now he was starting to realize that separating those waveform patterns was going to be difficult, if not impossible.

Alan needed a new perspective. Actually, what he really needed right now was a chance to get out and stretch his legs. Somar had made it clear that this was never going to happen. Alan was a prisoner, and would remain so indefinitely.

That was fair. Alan had caused quite a bit of trouble for everyone. As far as he knew, there was no literal law against replacing someone’s mind with the mind of a long-dead colonist. Of course, reprogramming the ship’s navigation system so that it would come here instead of its intended destination — that was a crime. Alan was willing to do his time for that, and for the mistake he had made in bringing back the First Colonists.

But he was not the saboteur.

He hadn’t really thought about it much, since there had been more immediate problems. But the truth was that someone, probably someone onboard, had gone to a lot of trouble to strand them all on a distant colony world. They may even have intended to destroy the ship and kill everyone aboard. Alan knew it wasn’t him, so that meant the saboteur was still out there.

Somar entered the room. “Mr. Angelou, report.”

Alan looked up from his scans. “I’ve made some progress, of a sort,” he said. “I’m using the pattern I’ve identified from muscle memory to help me narrow down the original waveform in the comingled field. It’s proving more difficult than I would have expected. Progress is slow.”

“Very well,” Somar said. “I will leave you to your work.” He turned to leave.

“Wait,” Alan said.

Somar turned back to him. 

“I’ve been thinking about the saboteur.”

Somar regarded him for a moment. “Your task is to find a way to restore the colonists,” Somar said. “How does this relate to the saboteur?”

Alan hesitated, but went on. “It doesn’t. Not directly. But … I was … stretching my legs.” When Somar gave him a strange look, Alan added, “Metaphorically speaking.”

Somar nodded. “Very well. And what have you concluded?”

“Actually, it occurred to me that the saboteur wanted to strand the colony after the ship exited the lightrail network.”

“Yes,” Somar agreed. “That much is clear.”

“But,” Alan continued, “He or she would have had no idea that I was reprogramming the navigation system to bring us here, instead of the targeted world.”

Somar considered this. “It appears we have been working from erroneous assumptions,” he said. “The saboteur intended to strand this colony on the target world. Your changes introduced an unexpected element.”

“Taggart was planning to take control of the lightrail network, once the colony was in place. I don’t think he would have sabotaged the ship’s ability to re-enter the network. He would need it.”

Somar nodded. “It would seem you are correct. Taggart’s plan was to exploit the lightrail for his own purposes. Or rather, for the purposes of his organization.”

“Earth First,” Alan said.

“He wished to cripple the Esool’s ability to travel at relativistic speeds. Our own version of the lightrail network is essentially dismantled by now, since we have entered into a treaty with the Humans. We are wholly depending on the human lightrail. We are vulnerable.”

“So if it wasn’t Taggart, and it wasn’t me, then who sabotaged the ship?” Alan asked.

“It would seem that this was an ill-fated journey from many perspectives,” Somar mused.

Alan could only agree. “There are a lot of factors. A lot of variables. I think it’s strange, that so many events surround this one colony. I know I brought three of them into the mix. I brought Thomas here, I changed the course of the ship, and I reprogrammed the Citadel Colonists with the memories of the First Colonists. Taggart had plans, but ultimately they fell apart and he was forced to improvise. And then there is this saboteur. What was his motive?”

“That seems obvious,” Somar replied.

Alan was stunned. There was, as far as he could tell, absolutely nothing obvious about any of this. “What do you mean?” he asked, unaccustomed to being the last to realize something.

“The goal of the saboteur was to strand Taggart and disrupt his plans for the lightrail.”

Alan thought about this for a moment, then nodded. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. Whoever sabotaged the ship was trying to keep Taggart from taking over the lightrail. If things had gone to plan, Taggart would be stored safely in stasis on a world far from Earth. Citadel and the orbital platform would have been destroyed in orbit. Whoever did this meant to keep Taggart alive, but put him out of the way.”

“But what of the saboteur? Would he not have perished with the orbital platform?”

Alan thought about this. “Unless he wasn’t going to be on the platform, or in the crew module.”

“His options for locus were limited,” Somar pointed out.

“Yes,” Alan said, somberly. “They were. He was either on the platform, in the crew module, or …”

“In one of the stasis pods in the colony module,” Somar concluded.

“He would have been safe and sound, no matter what. The colony module was meant to enter atmosphere safely. But because I changed our destination, and Captain Alonzo tried to correct course, we ended up hitting atmosphere and the colony module collided with the Citadel module.”

“But what of the explosive device that nearly killed Captain Alonzo? He encountered it when he tried to manually override the propulsion systems.”

Alan considered this, then nodded. “The saboteur meant to prevent the platform from getting back onto the lightrail. The propulsion systems are used to adjust course and get the ship up to near-relativistic speeds when it is reconnecting to the network. The saboteur meant to prevent that from happening.”

Somar was silent. He turned, facing the doorway, then turned back. “This explains something that has happened on the platform,” he said.

Alan felt his stomach clench. “What happened?”

“There has been an explosion. As far as we have determined, it was centered on the lightrail conduit. It has destroyed a good portion of the orbital platform. The ship would not have been able to detach and re-enter the lightrail network. It would have been destroyed.”

The twist in Alan’s stomach worsened. “Thomas? Mitch?”

“Their status is unknown at this time. While system communications seem intact, we have been unable to hail anyone. As soon as the shuttle returns I am sending it to the platform.”

“Captain … I …”

“No, Mr. Angelou. I cannot allow you to leave. I apologize, but you are still a prisoner.”

Alan started to protest, but thought better of it. What was the point? Somar was right. And besides, there was little he’d be able to do. There was a greater need for him here, working on the problem of fixing the mess he had created.

“I understand,” he said simply.

Somar, for the first time since Alan had known him, seemed surprised. “In my experience, most humans would protest and insist.”

Alan nodded, thought for a moment. “I want to, Captain. But after what I’ve done, and all the harm I’ve caused, I’m not sure you can call me human anymore. I don’t deserve it.” 

With that he turned back to his work and Somar quietly made his exit.














Ten




It had taken much longer than Thomas had hoped. Alec’s breathing had been sharp and ragged at first, as Thomas used the cutting tool to slowly saw through the conduit. After a time, though, the young man seemed to grit his teeth and breathe in steady but ragged breaths. 

Finally, after eternity in the dark, Thomas felt the conduit fall away, then heard it clatter to the floor. The ringing sound of the metal seemed to linger.

“I’m through,” Thomas said. He rotated the multi-tool by touch, clicking the flashlight back into place and turning it on. When this was all over, he intended to invent a version of this thing that could be a light source at the same time a tool was being used. What an oversight.

“You ok?” he asked Alec.

“Yeah,” Alec said, nodding. His jaw was clenched and he was sweating profusely. But he didn’t look ok. He was pale, and looked like he wanted to throw up.

Thomas played the light onto Oscar, across the room. He had managed to sit up against the equipment that, a short time ago, had been crushing the life out of him. He also didn’t look well.

“ok,” Thomas said. “I’m going to pull the conduit out now.” He tore the sleeves off of his jumpsuit and made two compresses. He took off Alec’s belt and made it ready to strap around the young man’s waist, to hold the compresses in place.

“Ready?” Thomas asked.

“Do it,” Alec said through clenched teeth.

Thomas grabbed the protruding end of the conduit, then said, “One … two …” Before saying “three” he yanked hard, and the conduit slid out, almost with no resistance.

Alec screamed, then passed out.

Thomas hurriedly applied the compresses and wrapped the belt around Alec’s waist, pulling it tight. In a moment, Alec was laying on his back, still unconscious, and Thomas was making his way to Oscar.

Two men. Two serious injuries. No apparent way out of this room. 

They were in trouble.

Oscar’s breathing was labored but steady. He was responsive, though he didn’t say much. Thomas decided it was best to leave him where he was and see about finding a way to get them all rescued.

He had no idea how that could happen.

The explosion caused a lot of damage. The room was completely sealed by debris and twisted metal. Power was severed as well, which meant that even if he found a communications panel he couldn’t call for help. And if he could, who could help them anyway? Even if someone came in the shuttle, they would have to find Thomas and the others first, and then dig them out of the debris.

That would take time, and judging by how stale the air was getting, time was something the three of them didn’t have.

Thomas wondered, briefly, about the other teams. The engineers and security people they had brought on board would surely investigate the explosion. That is, if they survived. For all Thomas knew they were the only people onboard who were still alive. Everyone else could be dead, floating in space.

Like Mitch.

Thomas shook his head. He couldn’t think about Mitch right now. His friend — one of the few willing to at least look past history and see Thomas for who he really was — had been brave in his attempt to save everyone. He sacrificed himself to stop the plans of some madman. Later, when Thomas was safely on the planet’s surface again, he would honor his friend.

But first he had to get out of this room.

He looked around to see what he could use. Most of what was littering the room had fallen in from above. Thomas shined the light upward into the gaping hole in the ceiling, and saw that it might be possible to climb up there. Maybe he could find a way out?

He turned back to Oscar. The man was drifting into sleep, and probably needed it. Thomas worried for a moment about whether he should keep him conscious, but decided that if he didn’t act now their chances of survival would be even slimmer. If Oscar died peacefully in his sleep, he might actually be the lucky one.

Thomas shook his head. He wasn’t going to think like that. He would focus on taking action, right up until it was impossible. That was the only way he knew.

He looked at Alec, who was still unconscious. The compresses were turning red. The bleeding was still serious. 

It was now or never, Thomas realized. He would either find a way to rescue them or there would be no one left to rescue.

One area of the room had a manageable mound of fallen or crushed equipment and debris. Thomas climbed to the top of this, and was able to just reach the jagged and broken lip of the metal floor above. He grabbed it and began to pull himself up.

The metal cut into his hands a bit, but he was able to pull himself into position and roll forward, putting his upper body on the flat surface. He got his legs up, tearing the jumpsuit in the process and scraping the inside of his left calf, but otherwise making it to the upper floor.

Now what?

He played the light around and saw that on the far side of the gaping hole was a doorway. It looked unblocked, and according to the mental image he had of the ship’s layout it would lead to the main corridor, and then back to the shuttle bays. He might be able to find other crewmembers and get some help in rescuing Oscar and Alec.

Now the problem was getting to the door.

This room was some kind of equipment storage  and maintenance area. Above him was a nest of cables and wires, most of which would have tied into the ship’s power grid. They made a loose latticework across the ceiling. It might be possible to use those to monkey-bar his way to the other side of the room. Most of those cables should hold his weight. In theory.

He stretched upward and outward, trying to reach the nearest cable, but came up short. He stopped his efforts when he nearly fell forward into the maw of the torn floor. He could risk it, jump for it, and hope that the cable would hold his weight. But if he missed, or if it gave way, we would fall into the room below, probably breaking his neck in the process. No good.

The ridge he was standing on had nothing useful. He looked around for something to use as a grab pole, or maybe a step to reach the cable. Nothing. He was standing on a fairly isolated and blank ridge of torn metal. He leaned back against the wall and slid down into a crouching position, putting the palms of his hands against his closed eyes.

This was all too much. 

When he’d first awoken from stasis, he had hoped for new start on life. He would redefine himself, pick up the pieces, and explore all of the wondrous opportunities that this future world had to offer. Now he found himself lost, light years and almost two centuries from home, stranded in a bomb-torn orbital platform, atmosphere slowly being depleted, and facing the impossible task of getting himself rescued one more time. It was too much. It would be easier just to sit here and let the air run out. How many chances at life should a guy get anyway?

He had meant it as a rhetorical question, but some deep part of his mind answered it anyway: All of them.

He knew that as long as he was alive, he would struggle to stay that way. It was instinct. It was determination. It was obstinance. Whatever the motivation, something inside him had never been able to just give in. 

When he had been put in charge of the lightrail project, he had faced impossible challenges then, too. He had been given all of the tools and resources he needed, but it was still a Herculean task, a directive to accomplish the impossible. He had to break all of the known limits that physics imposed on space travel, and get mankind to other worlds within a single human lifetime.

It was impossible. It couldn’t be done. Greater and smarter men had tried it and failed, on more occasions than Thomas could count.

That was exactly what he had needed to hear.




Einstein had effectively set the speed limit of the universe when he published his general theory of relativity in 1915. The theory stated that mass and energy were interchangeable parts of the same whole. As an object moved and increased speed, it gained mass and energy.

Once an object reaches the speed of light, it can’t go any faster. However, because it is still moving, it is still gaining mass and energy. So, according to Einstein’s theory, the object would effectively gain infinite mass and infinite energy. This was known as a singularity, or as most people thought of it, a “black hole.”

The universe’s speed limit made it impossible for anything to travel faster than the speed of light, which meant that moving from Earth to a far world, hundreds of light years distant, would take multiple lifetimes and multiple generations.

That presented humanity with a tough predicament. The population was growing exponentially, despite any and all attempts to regulate it. Even worse, the available resources of Earth were being depleted at a rate faster than they could be restored or replaced. If humanity couldn’t find a way off of Earth and out into the universe, it would smother itself to death.

Given extinction as a possibility, finding a solution to Einstein’s speed limit became a priority.

Everyone from quantum physicists and engineers to philosophers and holistic healers were brought into the project to help find a way to break Einstein’s speed limit — or at the very least to find a loophole to exploit. The hope was that the answer would come through some kind of synthesis of ideas, from the cross pollination of different perspectives and fields of expertise. Thomas was at the head of that synthesis, struggling to guide it, and produce something humanity could use.

He read everything written everyone involved — trying to find some thread he could pull to unravel the whole tapestry. He talked with every project leader, met with every scientist and theorist, and spoke to every philosopher, artist, writer and other miscellaneous contributor. He attended lectures on everything from quantum entanglement to game theory to basket weaving. Nothing seemed to even hint at a way to move an object faster than the speed of light.

The problem was physics. The damned laws of the universe were working counter to the goals of humanity. The law of conservation of energy, the speed of light, the uncertainty principle — everywhere Thomas turned there was yet another rule thwarting humanity’s escape. Earth was a prison. Humanity was on death row, without so much as a spoon to dig their way out.

Hypothetically, there was a particle that could move faster than the speed of light. The tachyon hadn’t been discovered yet, and might not exist at all, but quantum mechanics did allow for the possibility of it. Thomas believed that if something could be imagined, then it was possible, and if something was possible, then it could exist or could be done. It simply required the right combination of thoughts and ideas at the right moment.

That moment, so far, had eluded Thomas, his team, and a few dozen generations of physicists and engineers. Time, however, was running short. Soon they would have to find an answer or forfeit the game. 

The answer came by accident, as almost all good answers do.

A theoretical physicist in Stockholm published a paper about quantum tunneling. In quantum mechanics, tunneling allows particles to pass through barriers because of quirks in the wave-particle duality of matter. The fundamental particles of matter, known as “quanta,” could behave as either a particle or a wave, depending on the circumstances. Quantum tunneling allowed particles to move through barriers by drifting through the space “in between,” exploiting the gaps between atoms. 

Thomas was not particularly moved by the Stockholm paper, since it mostly rehashed old evidence and experimental data. The “twist” was how this researcher was using quantum tunneling for transmitting data packets from one computer to another, on diametrically opposed sides of the planet, instantaneously. The data moved so quickly, according to lab measurements, it was as if it existed in two places simultaneously.

This was remarkable and exciting news, but it didn’t particularly strike Thomas as profound, or relevant to his own dilemma. 

Shortly after the Stockholm paper, however, Thomas watched a video presentation of a speech by a Berkley physicist who was able to successfully transmit a digital signal encoded in a beam of light that he transmitted from his lab in California to a lab in Tokyo. He had used a series of relays that not only accepted and retransmitted the signal, but did so without signal degradation. The transmitter was a transducer, converting the signal into light. The relays acted as pass-through amplifiers to the signal, and the receiver decoded the light beam and converted it back into digital data. All with no data loss.

After the presentation ended, Thomas felt a haunting sense of having encountered something profound, but he couldn’t trace what it was. The relay system was not a new idea. And in fact, using light to transmit digital data had been around since the invention of fiber optics. But, for some reason, the idea of the relays made something click.

What if he could combine this relay idea with quantum tunneling? What if he could use the physical laws of the universe against the universe itself? 

He called a friend, a quantum physicist who had a much greater grasp of quantum mechanics, and asked a few questions. The conversation turned inevitably to a familiar, deceptively simple principle: Energy and mass are interchangeable. 

Einstein’s most famous and familiar formula was derived by noting the interchangeability of energy and matter: E=MC2, where E is energy, M is mass, and C is the speed of light. This formula had been a profound statement regarding the nature of reality when it was first published in 1915. It was in the heavy mathematics and theory supporting this simple formula that Einstein determined the speed of light to be the speed limit of the universe. 

As an object moves through space, it increases in mass and energy. As long as the object is in motion, this increase in mass and energy continues. Strangely, even once an object reaches the speed of light the increase of mass and energy continues, as if some phantom version of the object is still increasing in speed, even as the real thing stabilizes. 

The speed of the object becomes a universal constant, and the object gains infinite mass and infinite energy. Because of this infinity principle, many physicists believed that moving beyond the speed of light was impossible. The universe simply would not allow it.

Most of science, especially quantum physics, had been concerned with the energy side of the equation. Breaking apart matter at the atomic level revealed a world of energy that could be used for everything from powering nations to building bombs. The Holy Grail of physics was finding a way to convert matter directly into energy, and thus have a limitless supply.

That was the energy side of the coin. But what about mass?

If mass and energy were truly interchangeable, then matter should be able to at least move at the speed of light. It should, in fact, be able to reach the universal constant with ease. It should already be moving at that speed.

Thomas knew he was on shaky ground here. He wasn’t a physicist — he was an engineer. But an idea was starting to take shape in his mind, and even though he lacked the mathematical language to describe it, he felt he was on to something big.

All things being equal, if a ship were somehow able to ride on a beam of light, it would eventually have no trouble moving at the speed of light. The void of space could make that possible, since there would be no friction, and inertia would work in its favor.

The problem was E=mc2. As the spacecraft picked up speed, it would gain infinite mass and energy. Infinity was a big number, obviously. The amount of energy required to move an object of infinite mass would be … well … infinite.

Of course, the ship would have infinite energy at that point, right? Could they somehow tap into that energy to power the flight?

That was no good — the law of conservation prevented it. The final verdict was and always would be that moving faster than light would first require overcoming the infinite mass/energy problem.

But what if the spacecraft could exist in a particle state, and the universe was allowed to move through it? 

Well, wouldn’t that be nice? The universe already had infinite mass and energy, after all. Maybe Thomas could ask nicely and convince it to ignore locality and shift this way a bit, leaving the spacecraft in place! That would solve everything. The ship would stand still while the universe moved. Problem solved. If only he could just ask the universe to move.

Wait … could he?

It occurred to Thomas that if the universe had infinite mass and infinite energy, then maybe it was already moving at the speed of light. In fact, since the universe was expanding like a giant bubble, growing outward, then it was effectively moving at the speed of light in every possible direction at once.

So if a spacecraft wanted to move from Point A to Point B at the speed of light, all it really had to do was stand still and be intangible.

He thought about quantum tunneling. If you were in a moving vehicle and suddenly became completely intangible, the vehicle might continue to move while you slid out between its particles. You would effectively stay in one place while the car moved on. But what if you were sitting in the front seat and wanted to move the back seat? By controlling the duration of your intangibility you would move through the seat and then materialize again in the back. You would remain in one fixed location, but your environment would move on, changing your relative location.

Thomas grew excited. This was entirely theoretical, but science had advanced enough that this might be possible, if he combined the right technology with the right ideas. He made phone calls. He sent e-mails. He set up experiments.

It took several months of trial and error, but eventually they had their first test. A small tube was built, a miniature craft whose interior was lined with small collectors.  This was placed into an artificial vacuum. A beam of light was fired from a transmitter and through a relay. The model craft would move along this beam to its end, but only if the experiment could open a quantum tunnel around the craft.

To do this, they used the light beam itself. By splitting quantum particles from the beam as it was projected, the team created a small, almost undetectable miniature wormhole. It was this wormhole that created the quantum tunnel, a separation from the rest of the universe. The beam of light would serve as a rail, a way to choose the direction in which the separated region of the universe would flow, like cutting a trench from a stream.

The science and mathematics behind what they were doing was well beyond Thomas, but he felt confident in the abilities of his team. They all lined up to watch the experiment, and the tension and anticipation were beyond anything Thomas had ever felt. This could be a pivotal moment in history!

If it worked. Otherwise it would probably become known as the Paris Folly or some other demeaning title.

It would be just his luck if Thomas went down in history as the man who blew a chance at faster-than-light travel.

Only the experiment would tell. And now it was ready. The beam project was built and ready, the relay was fine-tuned, the “vessel” was ready to launch. After a few last minute adjustments, they turned on the beam and initiated the launch. Once the beam held it aloft, they turned on the quantum tunnel.

In that instant, the small model craft disappeared from sight, only to be smashed into bits against the wall at the other end of the room.

It was the most celebrated crash in the history of crashes. The entire room erupted in cheers and applause as everyone realized what it meant to see months of toil, sweat and hard work fall to the floor in a smoldering, crumpled mass.

They had just made an object travel faster than light.

Over the coming months, they duplicated the experiment, measured the results, increased the test range, and even found a way to protect the ship from smashing to pieces. The results were consistent. More importantly they were repeatable.

They had done it.

There was, however, one caveat. Though they had essentially cracked the light speed barrier, the transfer from one point to another was not as instantaneous as it first appeared. To the observer, it seemed as if the tiny ship was jumping from beginning to end without ever crossing between. But in reality, it was moving along the beam very, very fast. Faster than light, certainly, but not truly instantaneous.

This meant that though this technology would seriously shorten the trip between Earth and distant galaxies and worlds, it would still take a bit of time. Instead of centuries, it might take months, for instance. In some cases, years. Shorter trips might only take weeks, but what was “short” on the scale of the universe?

This presented a whole new problem. It was possible to build a ship to accommodate a few hundred people for up to a few weeks, but beyond that they simply wouldn’t have sustainable resources. To build a ship large enough to carry not only a population but all of its food and water, plus any equipment and materials they might need, not to mention creature comforts, entertainment, personal effects … it just wasn’t practical. They would never be able to send enough of Earth’s population at once to have a significant impact. It would take centuries to build enough ships to send even a fraction of the population to other worlds.

Thomas was ready to rip his hair out over it. This was the great barrier now? They had conquered time and space, and now it came down to the economy of real estate?

That was when Louis and Angela Alan spoke up.

Louis was an engineer specializing in frequency and harmonics. Angela had an expertise in neuroscience and human-technology interaction. Together, they came up with a way to save humanity, by putting them to sleep. 

Cryogenic stasis wasn’t a new idea. It had been a trope of science fiction for a century. It had also been a Holy Grail of its own for engineers and scientists bent on spreading mankind among the stars. There had always been the possibility that the only way for humans to reach another world would be to sleep through the journey, however many years, decades or centuries that journey might take.

Now, as Thomas struggled with a new angle on an old problem, Louis and Angela Alan were dusting off an even older line of research. They were, in effect, doing exactly what Thomas had done. They were looking around to see what they already had, and finding new ways to use it. 

When they first approached Thomas with their ideas about cryogenics, sixteen years earlier, he had shied away from it. The thought of spending weeks or months asleep, missing whole swaths of life outside, was more than a little off-putting. But as they talked it was clear that they were passionate about their work, their research, and the impact that it all could have on humanity. They were dreamers, just like Thomas. They saw this as a golden opportunity for mankind to outlive all expectations, and to spread itself so far into the universe that nothing could endanger the species again. Not disease, not an asteroid impact, not even overpopulation. 

Thomas found himself won over by the couple, if not by the idea. He found that he was far more willing to give them leeway to run with it than he might have otherwise. It was a lack of bias, he knew. Since meeting the Alan’s they had become his dearest friends. He was letting them pursue their research, not because he thought it was the best option, but because he genuinely liked them. 

And then they went and named their kid after him.

“His name is John Thomas Alan,” Louis said, proudly swiping through photos on his iPad. The tablet was a blur of baby pictures and smiling parents, and Thomas, at that time still going by John, couldn’t help but feel a sort of busting pride right along with them. “I call him Johnny,” Louis beamed.

“Louis, I’m so flattered, I just can’t tell you. But why? I thought Angela wanted to name him after her father?”

Louis smiled. “You’re the best friend I ever had, John. And you know I never knew my own father. I never had any brothers. I was an orphan after my mother died. I worked hard to get through college and graduate, but in the end no one wanted to hire me because I didn’t go to Berkeley or MIT.

“The same was true for Angela. We wanted to be a part of the science that was unfolding around us, but no one would give us that shot. But you never questioned our pedigree. You just listened to our crazy ideas and gave them a fair chance, even when you didn’t think they would hold up,” with this Louis shot him a sideways glance. “Oh yes, we were aware. But you gave us a chance anyway, and now here we are, part of the biggest project in human history. So we’ll name the next one after Angela’s father,” he said.

Thomas nodded and smiled, and then they all went back to their work.

In time, young Johnny grew up to be every bit as brilliant as his parents. Thomas suspected that little Johnny had occasionally had some input into various projects around the lab. He didn’t mind. Wherever the kid went, certain technical problems seemed to just vanish. Thomas knew that some of the engineers were turning to Johnny for help, and that was just fine. Thomas respected brilliance, no matter what the age. He only felt ashamed that most of his correspondence with the kid was via e-mail. He rarely saw him.

Brilliance seemed to run in the family. Now, as Thomas was ready to hang himself out of frustration, the Alan family came to the rescue. Their old line of research was producing new dividends. They figured out a safe way to put someone into cryogenic stasis, even managing to overcome the problem of lucid sleep that had been an unexpected side effect. Their solutions were brilliant and elegant, and exactly what the project needed. Cryogenic stasis was the answer to long-term space flight and economics of space for the colony.

It gave them the means to conserve resources on long journeys. Ships could be built smaller because there was less need for living space, since most of the ship’s occupants would sleep through the voyage. This meant that a ship could be built to house thousands of colonists, stacked like cords in stasis pods.

It also meant the ship could be built with economy of design in mind. Instead of one vessel, they could build it to break into four modules that could maximize the use of space and materials. One module would be the ship itself, the actual vessel that traveled along the light beam — or as the team called it, the “lightrail.”

The second module would be an orbital platform, which would stay in geosynchronous orbit around the planet, providing communications as well as a central hub for accessing the lightrail network. It would be the “station” for departing from or arriving to the colony world.

The third module would be the stasis module, and it would house the sleeping colonists during travel. Once on the ground, and after the colonists were awoken, it would be cannibalized for parts and materials. This would give the colony raw building materials for shelters, already designed to fit together with a minimum of tools.

Finally, the fourth module would be the crew module, allowing the crew and colony personnel to land on the planet’s surface along with the tools and resources to start building the colony before awakening the colonists. 

The crew module would be designed as a tower that would rise from the center of the colony. It would contain all of the resources a young colony might need. Solar panels and wind turbines attached to batteries would collect and store energy. Stores of rations would feed the colonists while specially adapted crops took root and grew into a food supply. Water processing and reclamation equipment would provide municipal water as well as hydropower. Communications could be routed through the tower, providing a central hub for future worldwide connectivity and computer access. The entire colony could be self-sufficient immediately, thanks to this tower.

It was all there. It had taken years, but the plan was finally in place — the solution to moving mankind from Earth out to the stars. Thomas and his team had saved humanity from itself. 

It was a crime he would pay for with a century-and-a-half of exile. 

But when faced with the impossible challenge, Thomas had come through. That was the only reality he knew. There was always a way.




There was always a way.

Thomas believed it, even if he couldn’t see it. Before him was the torn opening of the floor, and within the darkness below were two men, depending on him for their survival. Above him was a web of coiled and looped cables. On the other side of the chasm was a door that might lead to safety and rescue.

There had to be a way to get to it.

He stood at the end of the torn floor and shined the light over the walls and ceiling. There, in the corner to his right, was a cable that hung lower than the others. He edged his way in that direction and, when he reached the corner, had to brace himself against the two walls that ran at 90-degree angles, just to keep from falling from the narrow ledge and into the piles of debris below.

He reached up, and was able to hook his fingers over the loop of cable. He tugged, and the cable gave way a bit, but then held firm. He stood now, feet planted on the slender edge of the floor, held aloft mostly by the cable. A few experimental tugs told him that it was secure.

Thomas had to consider now what he should do. He clipped the multi-tool and its light to his belt. The cone of light wobbled crazily as he moved, casting most of the room in pitch black, but providing enough light for him to work by. 

What he needed was a path. He needed a way to move along the lattice of cables until he got to the door. Some of those cables might give under his weight, but there should be enough to get him to the other side if he mapped out a route ahead of time.

Considering his path, he decided on the best approach to the door, then committed. With one last tug, he swung himself outward, and now dangled over the chasm below. 

The light at his belt rotated and spun, illuminating the room in flashes. He reached down and tilted the light up so he could see the next cable in his path, released the light, and swung himself in that direction, grabbing it as soon as he came close.

For the next hour, by his reckoning, he repeated this process, swinging from cable to cable, dangling his feet into the darkness below.

His arms were on fire. He hadn’t done anything remotely like this in years (centuries, technically), and the strain was starting to get to him. His hands felt raw, his shoulders and neck ached, and he could feel sweat rolling down his back and sides in annoying rivulets.

But there it was — the door. 

He took one final swing and let go, letting momentum carry him over the last remaining gap and to the broad ledge of the doorway. He landed with a heavy thud, and collapsed to the floor, gasping. Every muscle in his body screamed at him, and he couldn’t blame them. He had no business doing this stuff. 

He was the oldest man alive, after all.














Eleven




“Go now!” Reilly hissed.

She and Eric Grayman had crouched behind a stack of crates for several minutes, waiting for the duty commander to be distracted. The shuttle sat unattended during all of this time, but Reilly saw there was a briefing in progress nearby. Soon, a pilot from the group would enter the shuttle and fly off. The odds favored them flying to the orbital platform, but she figured she would be excluded from that group. She couldn’t let that happen.

Reilly and Eric darted across the open area to the shuttle, then ducked inside. She was in the pilot’s seat before the duty commander had even turned around. In seconds she had the engines started, and the cargo door was slowly rising as she lifted off, hovering straight up.

Below, she could see the duty officer and the group from the briefing all jumping and shouting for her to land. A voice came over the comms, “What are you doing? Get back here right …” she cut the signal and concentrated on the shuttle’s controls.

She punched it.

“Whoa!” Eric shouted as inertia threw him backwards. He clanged against the railing behind the pilot’s seat, then managed to pull himself forward and strap in to the navigation chair. “You trying to kill me?”

“We’re in a hurry here,” she said. “Buckle up. We’re leaving atmosphere in about two minutes.”

She accelerated, pushing the controls to get the shuttle’s nose up. Soon the sky darkened and the blue glow of the atmosphere curved downward. At this point, it always seemed to Reilly that the sky was falling away, instead of the shuttle rising through it. It was normally one of her favorite moments.

Today it felt more like losing something. She pushed the feeling aside and focused on getting to the platform. 

Several long and painful minutes passed as the black of space became more prominent. There was a brief moment of panic as Reilly wondered if the platform was still there, or if it had been completely destroyed. Mitch was dead. Thomas was dead. No chance. No hope. No … 

“There it is,” Eric said.

There was a blip from the terminal just off of her right hand, and she saw the indicators that told her to turn slightly, level off, and orient to the platform. As she did so, she saw the gleam of metal in unfiltered sunlight as the platform filled the forward windows. She exhaled in an odd mix of relief and horror.

“My God,” Eric said. “It’s a wreck.”

It was a wreck. Reilly felt her chest tighten and her eyes burn as she looked at it. The last time she’d seen it there was little sign of damage. It had been a gleaming work of art, and of hope, floating serenely in space. Now one entire section was shredded and twisted. Debris floated around it like crumbs around a pastry. Lights were flickering, and in a couple of spots there were plumes of burning plasma as something highly flammable slowly erupted into space.

Reilly fought the urge to sob.

“Can we even get into that thing?” Eric asked.

Reilly felt like climbing over the pilot’s controls and slamming his head into the terminal until she had bashed his brains out. Of all people, why Eric Grayman? Anyone else would have been better. Well, maybe not Alan. He was the reason for all of this — Eric Grayman was at least better than Alan.

In theory.

“We’ll get in,” she said, clenching her teeth. She pushed the controls, throwing the shuttle into a barrel roll and curving toward the top of the platform. She pulled out of the roll and decelerated, leveling off with the platform as her new horizon.

There it was.

Shuttle Bay 3 was still intact. It was the last place she had seen Mitch alive, and she hoped that maybe she was wrong, that she would find him here instead of in the heart of that gnarled mess.

The platform’s computers were still functional for the moment, and so was the energy field protecting the bay. She sent the signal, and the shuttle was allowed to pass through the field. She landed with a slight jolt. The effect of artificial gravity was less than the real gravity of the planet, and she found herself noticing it. She hadn’t really noticed it before. It was strange.

Before Eric could say anything, Reilly was already out of her seat and rushing toward the slowly opening bay door. It hadn’t quite reached the floor before she hopped over its edge and landed at a run. 

The bay was empty.

She grabbed the comm from her belt. “Mitch!” she called, then caught herself. “This is Reilly, is there anyone able to report?”

She waited. Eric stepped out of the shuttle and stood beside her. Then, “Reilly, this is Janet.” One of the Blue Collar security detail that had come up with Mitch.

“Janet, are you ok? Where is everyone?”

“Most of us are in the main shuttle bay. There are three shuttles here, and we’re getting them ready to launch. Where are you?”

“I’m in Bay 3. I’m here to help.”

“Thank God! We’re in a mess here. That explosion damaged systems all over the ship. A lot of our team is dead. Those of us that are left have managed to get here and we’re working hard to get the shuttles repaired.”

“Repaired?” Reilly asked. “Were they damaged in the explosion?”

“Sabotaged,” Janet said. “We’ve already pulled bombs out of each of them. We have one pretty close to operational, and the other two are getting there. We’ve loaded the lightrail relays.”

“What about the pods? The crew that was under?”

There was a long pause. “They’re all gone, Reilly. The explosion set off some kind of chain reaction. That section was blown open.”

Reilly felt like collapsing. She felt hot tears streak her face. Many of the people in those pods were lifelong friends of hers. Some had helped to raise her. They were family.

She got control of herself, “Janet, what about Mitch? Have you seen him?”

Another pause. “I’m sorry, Reilly. He and that White Collar went somewhere just before the explosion. We don’t really know where. We think they may have been at the heart of it.”

Reilly sobbed and sank to the floor. Eric awkwardly knelt beside her and put a hand on her shoulder. She was so distraught she didn’t even shake it off.




Reilly coordinated with the others. There were eleven security and engineering personnel left, and all of them were gathered in the main shuttle bay. They had searched the station before Reilly and Eric got there, and found no traces of anyone left alive. There were nearly a dozen people unaccounted for, among them Mitch and Thomas.

Reilly piloted the shuttle around to the main shuttle bay, where the bay door and field generators had been hastily repaired. It was decided that they would load all essentials into the working shuttle and continue trying to repair the remaining three. Those shuttles would be vital to the colony, if they could be repaired. 

Reilly was no leader. In fact, she wasn’t even the highest-ranking person in the room. That would be Janet. But it seemed that everyone was looking to Reilly to make the tough decisions about what went on the shuttle and what stayed.

All she wanted was to get out of the shuttle bay and go searching the platform for Mitch.

Eric, for his part, was staying away from her. That was good, for her and for him, but mostly him. She was ready to hurt someone, if need be, and she really didn’t have to be pushed much to make that someone Eric Grayman.

But in truth, he had made himself scarce as soon as they had arrived in the main bay. He had immediately busied himself with something, and Reilly was glad to have him out of her hair.

“Reilly,” Janet said, “the shuttle is loaded. If we can’t repair at least one of the other shuttles in the next hour I want to load everyone up and get us all to the ground.”

Reilly nodded. “What about Mitch?” she asked.

Janet glanced at one of the other security officers, then back to Reilly. “Oh, sweetie, I’m not sure he made it. I’m … I’m sorry.”

Reilly shook her head. “Janet, how long have you known me?”

Janet gave her a slight smile, “Long enough to know you won’t stop trying until you know for sure. ok. If you need this, I understand. You can go and try to find Mitch. But you’re on your own. If you aren’t back in one hour we’re leaving for the surface without you.”

Reilly nodded, and they synchronized the clocks on the comms. She rushed back into the shuttle, and in a moment she was out with one of Mitch’s tool belt strapped around her waist. Janet gave her a nod as Reilly practically ran out of the bay and into the corridors of the platform.

The place was a mess. The explosion had twisted parts of the ship, and as she moved through the corridor she could feel the floor bulging and dimpling. Metal panels had fallen free and littered the floor. Wiring and piping hung from gaps in the ceiling. There were small fires and electrical arcing everywhere.

It was like living in a nightmare.

At certain points, Reilly had to crawl over and around fallen debris. There were a few tight squeezes, including one where she had to remove her jumpsuit when it became caught by a jagged piece of metal. She squirmed through to the other side, pulled her clothes free, and re-dressed, grateful that Eric Grayman had not followed her on this trip.

As she went she called out Mitch’s name, but there was never a response. Sounds were fairly dampened in the corridor, thanks to all of the protruding edges and debris. Occasionally she would try the radio, even though she knew that Janet and the others could hear her, and that neither Mitch, nor Thomas, nor any of the other lost crew were responding. With ship communications down, everyone would have to use personal comms to stay in contact, but most would have seen no need to have them while onboard the platform.

Now Reilly came to what had to be the epicenter of the explosion, or at least as close to it as she was going to get. She encountered a near-solid wall of twisted and wrecked metal. On the other side of it should have been the main engine room, where the controls for the lightrail conduit would be.

It was a likely place for Mitch to end up. Seeing it as this hulking wreck stabbed Reilly deeply. She sank to the floor, sobbing uncontrollably. It was time for her to accept the truth.

Mitch was gone.

Just then, from within the debris, she heard a noise. It was the sound of metal against metal, as if someone were shoving a heavy cabinet over a cargo bay floor.

“Hello?” she called out, hope rising in her again.

There was a pause. “Did someone just say hello?” she heard a male voice say.

She recognized it immediately. “Thomas! Is that you? Are you ok?”

“Reilly? Wait … did the explosion throw us back to the planet, because that would be about right.”

Reilly laughed through tears, then started pulling away chunks of metal and junk. Thomas was also clearing away debris from his side, and in a moment they had an opening big enough for him to crawl through.

“Alec and Oscar … they’re still alive,” Thomas said, sprawling exhausted on the floor. “They need help. They’re on the floor below, inside a pit.” He rolled onto his back, panting from the effort of moving debris and crawling free.

Reilly got on comms and called Janet. She gave their location, and asked her to bring equipment to clear a path and rescue the two other men. “On our way,” Janet said.

Reilly knelt over Thomas, and hesitated. It was time to ask the tough question. “Thomas,” she said cautiously, carefully. “Where is Mitch?”

Thomas regarded her, as if weighing what he needed to say. In that moment, in that look, Reilly knew. Mitch hadn’t made it. He really was gone. It was the fourth time that day she had hoped to see him alive, only to have that hope dashed. This time, for some reason, she didn’t cry. “He was trying to save everyone, wasn’t he?” she asked.

Thomas could only nod, and she noticed that now he was the one with tears in his eyes.














Twelve




Corey watched as Penny’s mother guided her to a tent. There were already two other people inside. Corey wasn’t sure who any of them were, but they appeared to be colonists. And yet, hearing the talk around camp, they were also scientists of some sort. Scientists, but not White Collars. He wasn’t even sure what that meant.

One thing was for sure — if he had any hope of settling the score with Penny he would have to get her away from these people.

He waited, taking a seat in the shade of one of the buildings. So far he had avoided being noticed, which was good. But it was also strange. For most of his life, getting noticed had just been part of his existence. He couldn’t remember another time when he had been so free to move around. He couldn’t remember ever having been anonymous.

It sickened him.

He was better than these people. He knew it. They should know it, too. He could see now that coming here was a mistake on so many levels, and he regretted it. But what choice did he have? Should he have stayed on Earth, trying to smile his way through the tabloid coverage that was well under way?

Well … actually … yes. He should have. He had people for that kind of thing, after all. They would spin it. They would have dug up dirt on Penny, her family, whatever. They would have roasted her alive in the media, and Corey could have settled back, watching and grinning as the little whore was downgraded from A-list to forgotten.

That would have been enough, right?

No. It would never be enough. It was one thing for a fling to go bad, but this had been different. Penny had somehow gotten the upper hand on him, or thought she had. She publicly humiliated him. Worse, she fled Earth, knowing full well that he was …

Earth First! My God, what have I done?

His ties to Earth First went deep. His father had been a member, and it was Earth First that had given him the clout to get his son into the vids. Earth First backed Corey from day one, giving him every advantage. And all they had ever asked in return was 100 percent loyalty. He was to be a public face for the organization. He was to win people to their cause. He was to represent Earth First in every aspect of his life.

He had thrown it all away when he boarded the colony ship.

My God, he thought again. I’m screwed. That little whore has completely screwed me!

It was Penny’s fault. Goading him. Leaving him. What choice did he have but to follow? What choice did he have but to go after her and make her pay? 

He could lose everything because of her. Unless …

Unless he could convince Earth First that he was forced to come here against his will.

What was it that Bimbo and Mart-vin said to him? Something happened to the colonists. Their minds were wiped clean somehow, and they were reprogrammed. They were all behaving strangely, doing things they would never have done before.

Who was to say this hadn’t started before the launch of the ship? Who was to say that Corey wasn’t been somehow reprogrammed, and only came here because of that reprogramming?

He looked again at the tent Penny had entered. She would get what was coming to her, no doubt about that. But she would have to wait. For now, Corey had to find a camera. He was about to star in a vid that was bigger than any blockbuster he’d ever starred in.




Penny was lying on a cot, counting the loops of thread in the fabric of the tent above her. Things were starting to happen in her mind. The strange sort of duality she’d felt was becoming more distinct. She was starting to notice a difference in her thoughts and … and the other’s thoughts.

The Other was confusing. It was obsessed with details. It saw patterns everywhere, and wanted to follow those patterns. It wanted to understand. As Penny’s thoughts became more solid and stable, she realized that the other was young, and that it had never learned how to unfocus before.

The ability to be unfocused was something Penny had never really noticed in herself, but now, by comparison to the Other, she could see that it was something she did instinctively. She had always been able to break away from specific details, and to generalize about things. She had been able to sit in a room and not notice how many slats there were in the chairs, how many rivets in the table, how many slats in the blinds. She had been able to eat a meal without counting fork tines.

But the Other had never learned this, and now it was starting to understand. It was learning how to unfocus.

And as the Other opened up its awareness, Penny’s mind was flooded with wave after wave of details. The Other was used to details. It had always narrowed down the world to the number of bolts in piece of metal, or the number of ridges on a checker. Now, with its newly broadened perception, it was tuning in to detail on a wider spectrum.

To Penny, it was like noticing every detail in the room at once. It was exhausting. 

Stop! She thought. I can’t take this! You’re hurting me!

I can’t stop, she thought. This is what happens. This is how it works.

What? How what works? Penny asked.

My mind, the Other answered.

The onslaught of details continued. Outwardly, Penny was perfectly still, stretched out on the cot and staring up at the canvas of the tent. Inwardly, however, she was immersed in chaos. Her mind was a storm of information, from fiber counts to ranges of color to the variety of shapes formed by the ripples of the tent as the wind passed over it.

It seemed to go on for hours. The Other was oblivious to time, and even more oblivious to Penny’s suffering. And despite the growing separation of their minds, Penny still found herself buried within her own body. She could make no real sense of the outside world. She was trapped.

It was well after dark. The colonists, all scientists with different specialties, were gathered around a small table, reviewing data and speaking quietly. A single lamp provided light. Penny’s mother — Dr. Menton — was among them, focused on what they were studying. 

A woman that Penny had never met entered the room. 

“I just spoke with Captain Somar,” the woman said. “He tells me that the platform is beginning to lose its orbital stability.”

“I suppose it’s too much to ask that it might be flung outward, rather than fall into the atmosphere?” Dr. Menton asked.

The woman smiled. “At least you have a sense of humor about it.”

The group laughed, though it seemed strained.

“Dr. Ballar,” one of the other women said, “what about the Citadel tower? It was meant to be a communications platform for the planet.”

Dr. Ballar nodded. “And it will be. They’ve nearly finished repairs. But communication is really the least of our worries. Without the orbital platform, we will not be able to establish a link to the lightrail. That means we’re cut off.”

The others nodded. “We expected to be on our own here,” one of them said.

“Things have changed in 150 years,” Dr. Menton said. “We expected to be a self-sufficient colony of researchers and scientists, and in our own bodies. But now we have to contend with too few resources and too many people.”

Dr. Ballar agreed. “It would have been better to have the orbital platform in place, and to have contact with the rest of humanity. But that’s not how it worked out, and now we have a new task.”

“Let me guess,” one of the female scientists said, “now we need to come up with a way to feed the masses with nothing but a couple of loaves and some fishes?”

They all laughed again. 

“Pretty much,” Dr. Ballar agreed. “I’ll leave you to that miracle, then. I’m informing each of the groups personally so that …”

Just then, Penny sat up on her cot, then stood and stumbled slightly as she walked to Dr. Ballar, taking her by the sleeve. 

“Muh-thur,” she said.

“Penny,” Dr. Menton said from her seat, “Did you need something. Are you ok?”

Penny looked at her for a moment, then back to Dr. Ballar. “Muh-thur,” she said. Then touched her fingers to Dr. Ballar’s lips.

The doctor gasped and stepped back. Immediately tears filled her eyes. “No,” she said. 

“What … what’s happening?” Dr. Menton said as she stood and touched Penny’s shoulder.

“It can’t be,” Bellar said. 

Penny shuffled forward. She stood, swaying slightly, and said, “Ed-ward.”




Corey had no luck finding his own luggage. The duty commander told him that it was likely still aboard the orbital platform, in one of the crates that was supposed to be brought down by shuttle.

“If that’s the case,” the man said, “you may be out of luck. The rumor is the whole thing was blown up. I don’t think anyone survived.”

Corey shook his head, sadly. “That’s a shame,” he said. “Tell me, then … is there a camera available? It strikes me that we might want to keep a record of everything that’s happening here. For history’s sake, you know? And, well, I happen to be somewhat familiar with what it takes to create a powerful and moving vid,” he gave the man his Award smile.

As predicted, the duty commander was a fan. “Sure, Corey! We have several cameras. I think that’s a great idea!” The man left for a moment, and when he returned he handed Corey a small vid camera. “Will this do?” he asked.

Corey smiled. “Absolutely,” he said. He thanked the man and left, ducking behind some of the makeshift housing before inspecting the camera. 

It was working fine. Playback looked good, at least on the small display. The device was one of the Blue Collar contraptions, which tended to have hand-wound charging mechanisms. Normally, Corey found this to be low and menial. But for the moment, at least, it would prove extremely handy, since charging a camera would be considered a low priority for the allotment of colony power.

The camera had some footage on it already — it looked to be some moronic exchange between Blue Collars. He erased this. He didn’t need the memory space, since the device could be set to record for several months straight on its internal memory. He just wanted nothing to mar what he was doing. He wanted this project to be entirely free of outside influence. He had never had aspirations to be behind the camera, but he knew that many of his fellow actors had gained a sort of revered secondary super-stardom as filmmakers. Why not him?

He began by finding a quiet and private place to place the camera and perform his monologue. He had no script, but it hardly mattered. This was to be a more cinema vérité. He was going to let reality dictate the story. 

Well … reality as determined by Corey. 

“Hello,” Corey said to the camera, putting on a harrowed expression and keeping his tone hushed and conspiratorial. “This is Corey, and I have managed to sneak this camera away from my captors. What you are about to see is a most horrific display of inhumanity. I, and my fellow captives, have been brought here, against our will. We were drugged, our minds were wiped, and we were re-programmed with new minds. I don’t know how or why they’re doing this, but I do know that the Esool are involved.”

He turned and looked to the side, off camera, as if he had heard something or was just (understandably) paranoid about being caught.

“I have managed to break free of this programming. I believe my training as an actor helped me to … I don’t know … compartmentalize. Somehow I managed to break free and I stole this camera. I hid it so I could create a record of what’s happening to us. If you are watching this, I hope it means that I have managed to survive, and that I am … home.” He allowed his voice to catch just a bit on this last word, knowing that it would play well for a trailer.

This was going to work! He could use this footage to exonerate himself in the eyes of Earth First, and bolster his career at the same time!

And maybe, when it was time for Penny’s payback, he might catch a record of that, too. It would be a little bonus.

Something to remember her by.














Thirteen




Darkness. Infinite darkness.

No sign of light or life. The only sound he heard was the rasping of his own breath. Oxygen was fading. How long had he been out?

Mitch fumbled at his belt and found the tethered multi-tool. He clicked the light into place and turned it on, shining in an arc that revealed he was still inside the lightrail conduit. The maintenance lights were out, which meant the platform’s main power was down. The explosion must have triggered a chain reaction that took out the main power junction and multiple power couplings.

They were lucky the platform was still here at all.

Mitch realized he was still holding onto the panel door. When he removed the housing to get to the bomb, he had magnetically attached the panel just to the side of the access opening. He had grabbed the handle to steady himself, preparing to take the bomb out of the junction and hurl it into space. It must have pulled loose just before the explosion.

The panel door had saved his life. On reflex he flinched away from the bomb, and the panel acted as a shield. It took the brunt of the explosion, and Mitch was hurled backward, eventually colliding into the opposite side of the lightrail conduit.

He inspected the panel door, and found that the once-smooth surface of the interior was now pitted and charred. The metal had been tempered to withstand high-energy, and it was a pretty effective barrier to the blast. Mitch was lucky.

Or maybe not. He looked at the oxygen gauge on the wrist of his EVA suit and saw that he was entering the red zone. As if on cue, the “low oxygen” alarm began to chirp. Mitch turned it off. He needed to think.

He inspected the suit and found that there was a small tear in his right leg. He fixed this with a strip of tape from his belt. That should stop the leak, but it didn’t solve his problem. He was floating inside the lightrail channel, essentially a large metal tube, and oxygen was running low. He was pretty sure everyone would assume he was dead, so there was little chance that anyone was coming to rescue him.

What about Thomas and the others? They were on the other side of a blast door. Did they survive?

He thumbed the control for comms. “This is Mitch Garrison. Can anyone hear me?”

Nothing. He looked and saw that his comm had been damaged in the explosion. He wasn’t transmitting.

Dammit, think! Mitch looked around to see what his options were. He played light over the space before him. He could barely make out the opposite wall of the conduit, most of it a molten wreck of scarred metal. 

And then he saw a glint.

It was subtle, but after passing the light over that area a few times he started to pick it out. It was far from his position, but he might be able to make it quickly if the suit’s thrusters still worked.

The modified stasis pod that got him here was floating against his side of the conduit. It was blown in the opposite direction from him, and was pretty far away even under normal conditions. It might as well be another continent with his oxygen running low. Still, he had to try for it. There were no other options.

It might not be functional.

That was a risk he’d have to take. At the very least, he might be able to tie into the pod’s automated signal beacon and send a message to anyone still onboard the platform. Maybe he’d get lucky. It happened.

He thumbed the thruster controls and was relieved to find that they worked. He swooped out into the conduit and then started to pick up speed, but his progress still felt like a slow creep across the opening expanse. At this point, he was in a race against the oxygen reading. He concentrated on keeping himself calm and taking slow breaths.

The pod loomed larger as he closed in on it. He played light across it, and it seemed to be more or less intact. It was drifting several feet from the panel opening when the bomb detonated, and may have been protected from the brunt of the blast, pushed clear by the shockwave of the explosion. The interior of the conduit was, after all, built to channel large amounts of energy. The biggest part of the blast was funneled into the platform itself, causing no end of damage. What had erupted from the access panel opening had been only a small, concentrated funnel of the blast.

Mitch thought again about Thomas and the others. Was it irony if Thomas died in an explosion on an orbital platform floating above the surface of the First Colony world? Mitch was never good at figuring out things like that, but it did seem ironic to him. Even more so, since Thomas was innocent.

And there it was. For the first time since discovering his friend’s true identity, Mitch found himself completely certain of the man’s innocence. All of the doubt and wariness fell away, and Mitch saw clearly that Thomas was not the man history painted him to be. History was wrong.

Great time to come to that conclusion, Mitch thought. Thomas is probably dead, and you may be joining him soon.

Not without a fight.

The pod was almost within range when the secondary alarm sounded from the suit’s oxygen sensors. Mitch was well within the red zone now, and his time could be measured in minutes. If he reached the pod, he might be able to tap into its environmental systems and replenish his oxygen. He knew, though, even without calculating, that he was going to run out of air long before he reached the pod.

Tough, he thought. I’ll just have to hold my breath.

It wouldn’t work, and he knew it. He was far enough out that even if he had a pearl diver’s lung capacity he’d fall short long before he made it. This was turning out to be a last-ditch effort that would fall horribly short of the goal.

Think! What can you do? What do you have? How do you get out of this?

He had nothing. He had the EVA suit, a multi-tool, and a diminishing air supply, which he might as well shut off now, since he’d just suffocate eventually anyway. Might as well get it over with. Might as well …

… Might as well shut off the air!

What if he rationed the air? He could take a breath now, shut off the flow of oxygen to conserve it, and push himself to get as far as possible before turning it back on. He might only be able to do this two or three times before the oxygen gave out entirely, but that might be just enough to get him the extra time he needed to reach the pod.

Might.

Without hesitating he took a deep breath and then shut down the oxygen supply. He leaned forward now, pressing the controls for the suit’s thrusters with all of his might, as if he could somehow squeeze more speed out of them.

Several long minutes passed, and Mitch held on. The burning started, and he felt a slight panic, but calmed himself. The calmer he was, he reasoned, the less oxygen his body would need. Even after the panic and pain became unbearable, he kept on. He didn’t relent until spots began to swirl in his vision.

Reluctantly he forced himself to slowly let out the breath, exhaling completely before turning the air back on. It was everything he could do to keep from gulping breaths of air, and instead fill his lungs to capacity in one long, steady inhale before once again shutting off the airflow.

He pushed forward, and checked the oxygen gauge as he went. It was nearly tapped out. He might get one more shot at this, and then he would be done. 

This time it seemed that his body rebelled a lot faster than before. He could feel beads of sweat on his face, and the burning seemed to radiate from his lungs and carry through to his entire body. His muscles ached. His hands felt cramped. His legs felt heavy and useless.

It became unbearable, and he barely managed to slowly exhale before turning the air on for one last, literal gasp.

The remaining oxygen level was too low. He wasn’t able to take a full breath before it ran out. He was now coasting on fumes, and when those fumes were gone so was he.

The pod was so close! Just a few more feet and he’d have it. He prayed that the environmental systems were still intact. He prayed that the comms still worked. He prayed that his luck, his unbelievable luck, would hold out at least one more time. Like his oxygen supply, he might just be using every last bit of luck he had left on this one, final effort.

And then he bumped into the pod.

He frantically hooked a tether onto it and began digging through the tubes and wires that were exposed when they’d modified it for space flight. There it was! The oxygen line, and the tank. Both looked fine.

He pulled the line from his suit. A tiny, weak gush of air burst out. As his vision began to darken and his head throbbed, he managed to plug the oxygen line from the pod into his suit and get the air flowing.

In huge gasps and gulps he drank in the air. He felt suddenly light headed and giddy, and he began to laugh insanely.

For several minutes he floated there, just gasping. Slowly his breathing returned to normal and his body stopped screaming obscenities at him. His head cleared, and he got to work.

First he activated the flashing beacon light on the pod’s exterior and the small LEDs that lit the interior prior to stasis. That would allow him to shut off the flashlight on the multi-tool. One day he was going to have to invent a multi-tool that let you keep a light on while you worked. Why didn’t they do that in the first place? He’d have to worry about it later. For now, communication was the top priority.

The comms system of the pod was different than what personnel carried. It was meant, primarily, to be a communication between the pod’s internal systems and the computers onboard the ship or on the shuttles. It sent and received data that was mostly about the pod’s inhabitant — heart rate, respiration, REM activity and general life signs. 

Mitch could piggyback on the system, though, by connecting his comm unit to it. Using the multi-tool, he cut and spliced wires from his radio, attaching them to key points of the pod’s communication system. After several minutes, he keyed the radio and spoke.

“This is Mitch Garrison. I’m alive. Did anyone else manage that?”

Less than a minute passed before a woman’s voice practically shouted into the radio, “Mitch? Is that really you?”

That, Mitch thought with certainty, is Reilly’s voice. Despite himself he felt tears fill his eyes. With no gravity they would just pool there until they were sucked into the suit’s moisture reclamation system. But that was fine. It was worth it.

He had thought he’d never hear her voice again.














Fourteen




Reilly and Thomas led the team back to where Alec and Oscar waited. Several people disappeared into the doorway, carrying ropes, ladders and emergency medical packs. They would bring the men up one at a time in canvas harnesses, then carry them back to the main shuttle bay on stretchers. Some of the crew were busily clearing the path of debris, to make the rescue easier.

Reilly watched as Thomas effortlessly took charge of the situation, directing everyone every step of the way. It was as if he had already planned out every step, and was going down a checklist.

“How do you do that?” Reilly asked.

Thomas had just leaned against a wall of the corridor, rubbing his right shoulder. “Do what?” he asked, perplexed.

“That thing where you know exactly what to do. How do you know what to do?”

Thomas laughed and shook his head. “Are you kidding? I have no clue what to do. I’m just shooting from the hip here.”

Reilly shook her head. “No, you’re not. You came out of that door and started telling everyone what steps to take. I could never do that.”

He smiled at her. “Oh, I think you could. You think fast. Faster than me, for sure.”

“Right,” she said. “I was sure thinking fast when I stole the shuttle and came up here. I’m an idiot! Captain Somar is going to have me locked up for this.”

“I doubt it,” Thomas smiled.

“Why not? When I left there was a team preparing to board the shuttle and come up here. They would have been able to rescue everyone, get the other shuttles repaired, whatever. Instead, they’re on the planet and I’m here. And the worst part is I brought Eric Grayman with me.”

“Who?”

She shook her head. “Nobody. He’s one of the Blue Collars. He’s slimy. I can’t stand him.”

“Excellent choice, then,” Thomas said, smiling.

“He caught me as I was trying to sneak onboard the shuttle and told me he was coming with me.”

Thomas nodded. “Doesn’t sound like too bad of a guy, then. Seems like he wanted to help out.”

“Right,” Reilly said. “And then he disappeared as soon as we got here. Totally useless.”

“Disappeared? Where did he go?”

Reilly shook her head, then paused. Where did he go? Why had he insisted on coming here if he wasn’t going to help? Because he’s a jerk, Reilly thought, and that was explanation enough. But still, it bothered her.

The crew brought up Oscar Markez. He was barely conscious, and groaned with every movement. “He’s in bad shape,” one of crew said.

“Get him to the shuttle,” Thomas told him. “Put him in a stasis pod.”

They were off in an instant, and Reilly said, “See? I would never have thought of that.”

Thomas shrugged. “It’s about resources. All I do is keep a running list of what’s available to me, and I use it when the need arises. That’s it. I don’t have a magic trick or a secret. I really am just making this up as I go.”

“Yeah, but it’s working.  You’re … you’re leading.”

Thomas smiled, “Leadership is just something that happens when someone steps up with a plan. You can do it too, Reilly. When the time comes, you’ll know the shots to call, because you’ll be the only one who knows what resources are available.”

Reilly considered this, but still wasn’t so sure. So far, her life had been about following orders, not giving them. In fact, she wasn’t even sure she was comfortable with the idea of being a leader. She was a pilot. That was pretty much it.

The crew signaled that they were bringing up Alec, and Reilly and Thomas took positions to help. Suddenly, the radio crackled.

“This is Mitch Garrison. I’m alive. Did anyone else manage that?”

Reilly and Thomas looked at each other, their eyes wide. “Are you kidding me?” Thomas said, then broke into a grin.

Reilly grabbed her comm and practically shouted into it, “Mitch? Is that really you?”

There was a pause, and when Mitch spoke again he sounded exhausted and even emotional. “It’s me, Love. I made it. I’m alive.”

Reilly felt hot tears burn their way down her cheeks, and fell against the wall, sliding to the floor until she could lean her head on her knees. She was sobbing. It was enough that she heard Mitch’s voice, and that he was alive, but it was the “Love” that really did her in.

She sobbed once more, but managed to take a breath and say into the radio, “Where are you? I’m coming to get you.”




Thomas couldn’t believe it. Mitch was alive? He had given up hope. Now he was racing down the corridor with Reilly just ahead of him. They had to get to the shuttle and get out into space, then swing around to the lightrail conduit. The shuttle would fit easily into the space of the conduit, but it wasn’t without its dangers. Still, after everything that happened, what was one more risk? Especially if it meant bringing Mitch home safely.

They burst through the main door of the shuttle bay. Reilly was in the lead, and was taking him directly to the shuttle. Then she stopped short.

Thomas pulled up beside her. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Reilly spun around, looking frantically from corner to corner. “It’s gone,” she said.

“What? What’s gone?”

She looked at him, her face a mask of fury, panic and tears. “The shuttle! The shuttle is gone!”

Thomas blinked, then slowly looked around the bay. There were three shuttles present, but he could see right away that she was right. The shuttle, their shuttle, was nowhere to be seen. Two of those available had their engine cowlings removed. The third looked more or less intact, but had a different paint scheme. 

“Who would take the shuttle?” he asked. “Surely none of the crew would abandon us here?”

Reilly screamed in rage and frustration. “Eric!” she shouted. “He did it!”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know! But he was the only one who didn’t come with us to rescue Oscar and Alec. It had to be him!”

Thomas shook his head. It just didn’t make sense. Why would this Eric guy take the shuttle? Was he afraid? Did he panic and leave them all to die?

Or was it something worse?

Thomas shook his head. This wasn’t the time to figure it out. They had to get to Mitch. “What about the other shuttles? Are they working? Were they repaired?”

Reilly had the palm of her right hand pressed to her forehead. “I don’t know. Maybe?” She rushed to the shuttle that was intact and ran inside. Thomas followed, and found her seated in the pilot’s chair, running through a pre-launch sequence. 

“Most systems seem to be up and running,” she said. “But the engines won’t respond. I don’t know why!” She was panicking, and Thomas put a hand on her shoulder.

“It’s ok,” he said. “We’re going to figure this out. We’ll save Mitch, and we’ll get everyone to the ground safely.”

He tried to sound confident, but he wasn’t at all sure how things were going to turn out.

He ran out of the shuttle’s cargo bay and found the engine compartment. Opening it up, he saw that it had plainly been sabotaged. “That son of a …” Eric Grayman, it seemed, was a problem. 

The damage wasn’t so bad that it couldn’t be repaired, but it would take far more time than they had. Mitch had, at best, a couple of hours of air. The pods only carried so much, since the occupants were usually in cellular stasis the majority of the time. The environmental system was meant only to provide oxygen while the occupant was still awake, before and after stasis.

What about the other shuttles?

Thomas ran to the nearest one and inspected it. As far as he could tell, Grayman hadn’t touched it. Probably because it was already torn apart. He may have had to move quickly, and took the chance that the two remaining shuttles couldn’t be fixed. 

Thomas was no expert on shuttles. He had studied their designs, and had a passing familiarity with them. He knew enough to see that the engine for this one was nearly repaired, however. It lacked only one part, actually. And, as it happened, he knew where to find that part.

He ran back to the complete shuttle and shouted up for Reilly. “Go start pre-flight on that shuttle,” he said, indicating the one he’d just inspected.

“Are you crazy? That one’s in pieces! Without the housing, it’ll never make a flight.”

“It won’t be able to fly into the atmosphere,” Thomas agreed, “but there’s no reason it can’t fly in space.”

Reilly stopped short, then realized he was right. She ran to the other shuttle and disappeared inside.

Thomas dug into the engine of the sabotaged shuttle and, after several minutes and nicking his knuckles a few times, he managed to pull out the regulator that was the final, missing piece for the other shuttle’s engine.

He ran to the shuttle and began installing it.

“Thomas, what’s the hold-up? We have to get going!”

“I’m almost done!” he shouted. He worked furiously, and was just finishing as the crew arrived with the two injured men. It had taken them longer to navigate the wreckage of the corridor than it had for Reilly and Thomas.

“That shuttle,” he said, pointing, “has been sabotaged. But you may be able to repair it quickly. It needs a regulator, among other things. Get it finished, and get to the ground. Take everyone,” he said. “We’ll find our own way down.”

“What about the other shuttle?” a woman, Janet, said.

“Can it be repaired?”

“Yes,” she said. “We were nearly done with all three.”

Thomas stood and wiped his hands on his pants. He was moving into the shuttle’s cargo bay. “Do it,” he said. “But the priority is to get those men and as many people as possible down to the planet’s surface. If this all goes wrong, they’re going to need at least one working shuttle.”

“They’ll have at least two,” Janet said, determined. “Three, when you two get Mitch and get back there.”

“Let’s hope,” Thomas said, and with that the cargo door rose and shut with a loud clunk.




“Here we go,” Reilly said as the shuttle swung around. She leveled off, and the nose of the craft was now aimed directly at the opening for the lightrail conduit. Reilly flicked a switch and four bright beams of light projected into the opening, bringing the closest bit of interior into sharp detail.

Thomas keyed the radio, “Mitch, we just lit up the conduit. Do you see us?”

“Affirmative,” Mitch said. “Come in slow. You have plenty of room, but if you drift to one side …”

Reilly interrupted, “I know, Mitch. Just stay put and we’ll be there in a second.”

With that she pushed forward and the shuttle launched into the tunnel at a speed that made Thomas cringe. The walls of the conduit were relatively far away, but still seemed to loom on all sides. Small protrusions jutted outward at irregular intervals, adding to the illusion that the whole thing was closing in on them like the jagged teeth of some cylindrical monster.

“It’s kind of like ‘Empire Strikes Back,’” he said.

“What empire?” Reilly asked, biting her lip as she concentrated on keeping them perfectly centered in the conduit.

“It was a classic movie when I was a kid. A vid, I guess. Never mind.”

Reilly said nothing, and Thomas continued to avoid looking at the walls of the tunnel, instead straining his eyes to catch any glimpse of Mitch.

He saw a glint of light from up ahead. “There!” he said. “That’s him!”

Reilly pushed the controls a bit and the shuttle accelerated. Thomas, for his part, said nothing. He trusted her. She was the best pilot he’d ever met. It didn’t matter much that she was basically the only pilot he had ever met.

As they approached Mitch and the pod Reilly pulled back and the shuttle slowed, then stopped, drifting. She keyed the radio, “Mitch, can you get to the airlock?”

“Yeah,” Mitch replied. “As soon as I untangle myself from the pod I can hit thrusters on the suit. I should have enough air to get into the air lock, but you’ll need to pressurize it pretty quick.”

“No problem,” she said.

Thomas marveled that she was being so calm. He was struggling to keep his own nerves in check. Reilly was a rock.

“ok,” Mitch said, “As soon as I disengage we’ll lose radio contact. You’ll need to watch out of the window of the airlock to see if I’m in.”

“On it,” Thomas said, running to the door of the small airlock, just off of the cargo bay. There was enough space for two people to squeeze in. Mitch should have no trouble getting into it. Thomas peered out of the window as he hit the button that opened the outer door. As the door slid aside, he could see Mitch, still attached to the pod, floating serenely in place.

“ok, I’m disengaging … now,” Mitch said, and Thomas watched as he pulled cables and tubes free from the suit and pushed away from the pod before engaging the small thrusters.

The push had thrown Mitch backward a little, and so the thrusters had to first overcome that backward momentum before they slowly pushed him in the direction of the shuttle. Tiny bursts of light ignited from several small nozzles as Mitch adjusted his spin and rotation, keeping himself steady and aiming for the airlock opening.

He was just starting to move forward when something hit the shuttle, hard.

The jarring threw Thomas to the floor. He struggled to pull himself up, and shouted up to the pilot’s station, “What happened?”

“It’s Grayman!” She shouted back. “He’s in the other shuttle, behind us! He just rammed us!”

Thomas quickly turned to look out of the airlock porthole. Mitch had managed to grab hold of the edge of the opening, but was hanging there, unable to pull himself inside. The shuttle was spinning wildly now, and the centrifugal force was pulling Mitch, trying to throw him outward. If he let go …

“Reilly, we have to stabilize!” Thomas shouted. “We’re going to lose Mitch!”

“I’m trying!” she shouted back. “He’s coming around for another bump!”

There was another jarring slam from outside and Thomas grabbed a handle by the door to keep himself standing. He looked out to see if Mitch was still there.

He was gone.

“Mitch lost his grip!” Thomas said.

He ran forward and grabbed the railing around the pilot’s seat. “What can we do?” he asked.

Reilly was staring ahead, working the controls with a fury. “Hold on,” she said, then slammed the shuttle into a spin that made Thomas want to vomit. She pulled the controls back, shoving them outward in opposite directions and letting attitude thrusters scream at her while stabilizing the ship.

They were now facing the other shuttle, nose to nose.

“Are there any weapons on a shuttle?” Thomas asked.

“Nothing. They aren’t meant for combat.”

“So what do we do? Mitch is running out of air!”

“I’m on it. Close the door to the cargo bay and open the outer doors.”

Thomas ran to the rim of the door and slammed the button that closed and sealed it to the outside. He hit the controls to open the outer doors, and he could feel a vibration in the shuttle as the bay’s atmosphere vented to the outside.

He ran forward and looked out of the main window. Mitch was there, floating off to the side, but still between the two shuttles. He was flailing his limbs, as if trying to swim. In his panic he must have forgotten the suit’s thrusters.

“Hold on,” Reilly said, and punched the shuttle forward.

They were racing through the conduit, with one wall perilously close on their left. More importantly, the other shuttle, with Eric Grayman at the controls, was growing larger in their window.

They were close enough that Thomas could see a wide-eyed look of panic in the man’s eyes.

Reilly suddenly pulled back on the controls and then threw everything forward, hitting the reverse thrusters with everything she had. The shuttle’s nose tilted up, and the bottom of their shuttle struck the other craft from the top, sending it spinning tail over nose toward the opposite wall of the conduit.

Reilly checked a small monitor in front of her, spotting Mitch as he floated and flailed. She threw the ship into reverse, and in moments had scooped Mitch into the cargo bay. Thomas ran and hit the controls, closing the bay door and pressurizing the area. In a second he had the main door open and was rushing inside.

Mitch was lying on the floor, on his back, trying to roll over. He was still panicking, and hadn’t yet taken off his helmet. Thomas dropped to his knees and quickly helped pull the helmet off.

Mitch gasped, breathing the shuttle’s air in huge gulps. “What … the hell …”

“No time. Get out of that suit and into the front of the shuttle. We have a problem.”

Thomas helped Mitch out of the EVA suit and the two of them ran forward, closing the bay door behind them. Thomas took a seat at the navigation station, and Mitch stood behind Reilly, his hands bracing him on the rails around the pilot’s seat.

“What is that idiot doing?” he asked.

“It’s Eric Grayman,” Reilly said. “I think he was the saboteur.”

Mitch grabbed the comm and opened a channel. “Grayman, what the hell are you doing? You’re going to kill all of us!”

There was a moment of silence, then, “That’s the plan, traitor.”

“What are you talking about?” Mitch asked. “How am I a traitor?”

“You’re all traitors!” Grayman hissed. “You’re all selling us out to those green-skinned freaks!”

“The Esool? Are you talking about Somar?”

“All of them! And Taggart was the biggest traitor of all. That’s why they wanted me to lock him up on the colony world.”

Thomas suddenly got it. “You’re working with Earth First? But … you’re a Blue Collar. Have you even been to Earth?”

There was another jarring hit from outside. Reilly pushed the controls and spun the shuttle around. She began to accelerate, to try to get them out of the conduit, but there was another hit and the shuttle was thrown off course. They were now headed for the wall of the conduit.

Reilly grunted as she put everything she had into flipping them over and gunning the shuttle forward.

They were nearly to the opening. If they could make it out, they’d be safe.

Thomas checked the navigation systems and saw that the other shuttle was still on their tail.

“Even if we manage to get out of here, he’s never going to let us land in one of the shuttle bays,” Thomas said. “And we can’t enter atmosphere with the engine compartment wide open.”

“What are our options?” Mitch said.

No one spoke for a moment, and then Reilly said, “Hold on.” She deliberately tilted the shuttle’s nose so that they were aimed for a long, jutting node on one wall of the lightrail conduit.

“Reilly,” Mitch said. “This is a bad plan. You’re going to blow us up, and I’ve just spent the past day avoiding that.”

“Where is he?” Reilly asked.

Thomas checked the nav computer. “Right on our tail!”

“Good,” she said, and with that she spun the controls and threw the shuttle into a spiral that took them out of the path of the node. 

Grayman’s shuttle was not so lucky. He slammed into the node, releasing the stored charge that was in it. Streams of arcing electricity engulfed the shuttle, and there was a brief, bright light from within just before it exploded.

Reilly punched it, and they were out of the conduit in seconds.

Just in time.

“My God,” Mitch said. “She’s done now.” He was looking out of one of the port windows, and Thomas knew without asking what he meant.

As they watched, and as Reilly settled the shuttle into a stable position, a safe distance away, a series of bright bursts began to erupt from the orbital platform. They started in the sections closest to the lightrail conduit, and then began cascading through the station and the ship. With no sound to accompany the explosions, Thomas thought they seemed less destructive somehow, and maybe even a little beautiful.

As they watched, the orbital platform began to boil with bulbs of light, until finally it exploded outward in a sudden, silent, and irrevocable expansion.

There was nothing but debris and smoke left behind.

They settled into their seats. Reilly slumped, exhausted. Mitch, too, seemed haggard. 

Thomas felt almost guilty as he asked, “Now what?”

They looked at each other. Here they were, stuck on the edge of the atmosphere, only a few miles from the safety of the colony, and they couldn’t get to it. Without the cowling and outer shell, the engines would be slag on re-entry, and they’d be dead in minutes. 

Again, they found themselves in a situation that could end in disaster. Once again they were up against difficult odds. One more time, they had to face whatever the universe wanted to throw at them.

Thomas started to laugh. Soon, the others did too.

Then the comms crackled and the sound of a woman’s voice came over the speakers. “Reilly, this is Janet. You look like you could use a hand. We’re pulling up beside you.”

They all looked at each other, and once again burst into laughter. Mitch hopped out of his seat, ran to Reilly, and the two of them embraced and then kissed, long and hard.

Thomas smiled and turned his attention back to the controls. “Thanks, Janet,” he said over the comms. “We were just wondering how we would spend the rest of the afternoon.”














Fifteen




The human walked slowly. The Current was, at times, a bit impatient with the plodding pace, but was pleased with how well things seemed to be going. It had managed to gain full control of the human, and could dip into his natural field of energy to access memories or use his senses. 

For some time now the human had walked, and there were a few signs of distress. Searching the human’s memories, the Current saw that he required “food and water.” None of what the human thought of as food was available here, but water was plentiful. The Current guided the human to water and encouraged him to drink. 

The Current enjoyed the sensation of drinking, even vicariously. It was strange and new. The Current’s own experience with water was different. It was, primarily, a conductive roadway. The Current had explored all bodies of water on this world, and knew their paths both above ground and below. It had never thought of “drinking” from them. It wouldn’t even know how. 

The pace and progress had been slow, but now the Current was pleased to see they were close. In a short time, the human would walk into the place where all of the others had gathered. The Current would then try something entirely new.

It would try to communicate.




Alan felt himself getting impatient and irritated.

These emotions weren’t new. Just rare. 

His whole life, Alan was the calm and levelheaded one. His father told him once that he had a unique gift. “You can see the world through a purely logical perspective. I envy that,” his father had said. “You don’t let emotion cloud your judgment, and you don’t let impatience or irritation take hold of you when there’s work to be done.”

Alan accepted this appraisal from his father with pride, but now he saw that his father had been very, very wrong. Alan certainly had let emotion cloud his judgment. So much so that he had enacted a plan that spanned more than a century and could cost hundreds of lives. 

Now here he was, proving his father wrong on another point. He was losing his patience with this problem, and his irritation was making it hard to be open-minded.

There simply was no solution.

The waveform collapse used by the pods made it possible to suppress the minds of the colonists, and Alan had exploited that opening to embed the new waveform patterns. He had miscalculated. It seemed the existing waveform, the innate waveform, had not been fully suppressed after all. Some of it had remained active, despite the cancellation wave. 

Maybe that was what caused the strange merging of waveforms that he was seeing now. Instead of replacing the colonist’s minds, he had accidentally merged their minds with those of the First Colonists. He had, in effect, created a hybrid. 

Now he had to unmake this mess.

The trouble was, it was a bit like unmixing the ingredients of a cake after baking it. The patterns of the two minds were so interlinked now that it was impossible for him to separate one from another.

He hoped he might be able to isolate the waveforms of the Citadel Colonists by using their muscle memory as a pattern. His hypothesis was that if he could identify the original pattern he could then isolate it from the First Colonist waveforms by using the original cancellation wave. Then he could use an additional cancellation wave to wipe out the First Colonist waveform. It was a perfectly logical idea, and it might have worked, except for one major problem.

His reprogramming had depended on modifying the original cancellation waveforms. By inserting the First Colony patterns into the programming, he essentially corrupted the original cancellation wave. It was still there, a unique frequency all its own. But it presented the same problem all over again. He had no way to isolate the cancellation waveform from the First Colony waveform.

The third waveform integrated with and changed the other two, like some sort of bridge. Or, to extend the metaphor, like the binding agent in a cake. There was no way to sift them apart.

Alan had been over this data hundreds of times now, and was getting nowhere. Somar arranged for him to collaborate with other scientists and engineers, including his father, but no one had any breakthroughs. As far as he could tell, as far as the data indicated, it was simply impossible.

That was unacceptable.

For years now, Alan had fought against the impossible. He had, through brilliance and determination, conquered death itself, and brought the First Colonists back to life. If he could do that, then there would be … must be … a way to put things right again. If only he could find it!

“Still having a hard time?”

Alan’s father, Louis, had been in the room for a while now, busy with his own part of the research. Alan, bleary eyed and exhausted, had almost forgotten he was there. The great irony of all of this was that after years of doing anything it took to bring his father back, Alan barely got an opportunity to just talk to him.

“There is a way,” Alan said. “I just can’t see it.”

His father smiled, and Alan noted that it was somehow his father’s smile but not. 

“What about the muscle memory thing?”

Alan shook his head. “It’s there. The pattern is there. But it’s not complete. I can get hints of who the person was, but the longer the new patterns are in place the more that physiological pattern changes.”

Louis nodded. 

Alan looked at him for a moment, then asked, “Why are you helping me with this?”

His father looked surprised. “It’s important. And you need help.”

“Yeah, but …” Alan hesitated. He wasn’t sure what he was feeling at the moment, but he thought he knew what his father should be feeling. “But it means that you’ll … well … you’ll die. You will cease to exist, if we figure this out. That hurts me. How can it not hurt you?”

Louis regarded his son for a moment, then set aside the tablet he had been studying and propped an elbow on the table. He looked thoughtful, then said, “It does bother me, on some level. I don’t want to die. But then, I’m not really alive, am I? I’m some lucid dream that this man Taggart is having. I’m an echo. A hallucination.”

“More than that,” Alan said. “You’re much more than that.”

“I know how you feel, Johnny,” his father said, using the name Alan had abandoned long ago. “But surely some part of you knew, from the beginning, how wrong this was? Not just what you did to the Citadel Colonists … that was wrong. But bringing us back? Did you … didn’t occur to you that we might not want to come back, under these conditions? Did it ever cross your mind that we might miss our own bodies?”

For the first time, Alan sensed something in his father that he hadn’t seen earlier. There was anger there. Anger and fear.

Alan felt a tension in his stomach. He was unaccustomed to having strong emotional reactions. He had always been centered and focused. He had always been level. 

Or had he? Since his parents died, since all of this started, over 150 years ago, he had felt something inside him that was so powerful, maybe it only served to numb everything else.

He felt grief. That grief blinded him to everything else, even the notion that his parents, that the First Colonists, might choose death over taking the lives of others. 

“I made a mistake,” Alan said. Then, for the first time in 150 years, he felt a sob rise within him. He felt hot tears stream down his face. He felt …

He felt ashamed.

His father stirred, as if he wanted to go to Alan and comfort him, but instead he stayed in place, unmoving. “Son,” he said. “The best thing you can do is try to fix this. You caused a mess. You made some serious mistakes. But if anyone has the ability to make this right, it’s you.”

Alan struggled, and then finally managed to get hold of himself. “You’re right,” he said, sniffing once. He dabbed his eyes with his sleeve. “I need to fix this. I don’t have the right to cry, after what I’ve done.”

Louis was giving him a hard look, and then his expression softened. “Son, of course you do. In fact, until this moment I had wondered if you truly felt any remorse about this. Now I see that you do. It doesn’t make up for it, but it helps. You’re human, after all.”

Alan nodded. “In theory,” he said. And with that, he and his father burst out laughing.

They were just recovering when a Blue Collar rushed into the tent, with Alan’s two guards flanking him. “Alan, Somar wants to see you. Something big has happened.”

“The platform?” Alan asked, feeling a sudden dread sweep over him. “Were they able to rescue Thomas and the others?”

“That’s a long story,” the Blue Collar huffed. He was out of breath, as if he had run here. “This is something else. There’s a man. He just walked into the colony, and he’s … strange.”

Alan was confused. “ok, but why does Somar need me?”

The Blue Collar hesitated, then said, “I think he’s saying that he has a way to fix the colonists.”

Alan and his father exchanged glances and then followed the Blue Collar as armed guards flanked Alan on either side.




“Shuttle, report,” Somar said into the radio. They were relying entirely on Citadel’s communications array now. The orbital platform was gone, along with all of the resources it contained. The details were still coming in, but they revealed that the saboteur was a man named Eric Grayman, and that he had ultimately caused the destruction of the platform in an attempt to kill Reilly, Thomas, and Mitch.

“Captain Somar,” Reilly said over the open channel. “Sir, the engineers are on an EVA mission to patch and repair this shuttle. As soon as that’s done, we will bring both shuttles to ground.”

That would make a total of three working shuttles for the colony. They had lost the original shuttle when Grayman crashed it into one of the nodes of the lightrail conduit. One shuttle had arrived from the orbital platform with injured crewmen and a few useful pieces of equipment onboard, including two lightrail relays. The remaining intact shuttle was now assisting in making repairs to the craft that Reilly was piloting.

Somar was unsure what to do about Reilly’s insubordination. She had stolen the only working shuttlecraft, at the time, and gone to the platform without the support team. Eric Grayman had gone with her. In effect, all of the events that transpired after that could be considered Reilly’s responsibility. 

Still, she was instrumental in the rescue of numerous crewmembers and the salvaging of vital equipment. 

The scales, to Somar’s thinking, seemed balanced. He would speak to her about her insubordination, and there would be a punishment. Perhaps two weeks of confinement. This would be a fit enough consequence. Somar was willing to look the other way in these times of great duress, but that leeway was quickly beginning to run short. He must emphasize to everyone that insubordination would no longer be tolerated.

“Very well. As soon as repairs are made and both shuttles have landed, I want everyone to meet me for a debriefing.”

“Roger that, Captain,” Reilly said.

Somar smiled faintly. Reilly said with ease what many of the Blue Collars said only in grudging tones. Since the crash, there had been many strange and frightening emergencies to deal with, and many of the Blue Collars were only reluctantly persuaded to accept Somar as their leader. There were those who resented him, and who showed that resentment in small, subtle ways. There were few out-and-out instances of insubordination, Reilly’s actions not withstanding. 

The insubordinate attitude toward him now took the form of curtness and a form of calculated formality that Somar had at first failed to notice. He was used to formality and even abruptness among his own people. But as he spent more time among the humans, seeing their responses to stress, danger, and hope, he began to see that they saw curtailed interaction as a form of punishment. The Esool used brevity for its efficiency. Humans used it as a statement of displeasure.

Somar thought about this a great deal, and concluded that his best response was the natural one. The curtness did not bother him, and his seeming obliviousness to it seemed to prevent the humans from escalating the behavior. For once, it appeared that treating the humans as he would treat Esool was actually helping the situation.

“Captain Somar,” one of the Blue Collars said as he entered the command center. “Sir, there’s something you need to see. Someone has just walked into the colony, and he’s acting very strange. He’s asked to see the governor, but we don’t really have one yet.”

This truly was strange. The only humans present on this world would have come from the colony ship. For someone to wander in meant that they must have awoken from a pod. Was it possible that a colonist had awoken and somehow unintentionally found the colony?

Somar followed the Blue Collar to the edge of the colony, where a small group of humans gathered. They were standing and watching a single man, who stood swaying slightly and staring straight ahead.

Somar stepped forward and addressed the man. “Sir,” he said, “Are you injured? Do you require medical assistance?”

The man’s gaze remained steady and straight, almost unblinking. He did not look at Somar as he spoke. “You are Esool,” he said, in a tone reminiscent of someone speaking as they stirred from slumber.

“Yes. I am Captain Somar. I am currently in command of this colony. May I ask your name?”

Again the man did not look at him when he spoke. “We are many who are one.”

Somar looked from the man to the crowd. The humans looked mystified by this behavior, but not necessarily surprised by it. They had seen many surprising things recently, and this seemed no stranger than any other. Still, Somar wanted to maintain order and control the potential variables as much as possible.

He sought out the highest-ranking Blue Color present, a security officer named Radek. “Officer Radek,” Somar said, using the man’s official title to emphasize his policing authority. “Could you please establish crowd control? I would like the opportunity to speak with this gentleman in private.”

Radek hesitated for a moment as he made the shift from observer to official, and then picked personnel from the crowd to organize an impromptu security force. In moments he had everyone either dispersed or pushed back a number of feet. Some of his team had even managed to erect barricades around the scene.

Somar was uncertain that this level of diligence was necessary, but it did seem to help maintain order. He was pleased to see Officer Radek take his duties so seriously, and to move with such determined action. He would remember this. The colony would need a dedicated police force.

Somar turned back to the man — the self-referenced “many who are one.”

“Sir,” Somar said, “Again I ask, do you require medical assistance?”

“We do not,” the man said.

“You are referring to yourself in the plural,” Somar said. “This is not typical behavior. I am concerned about your mental state.”

The man still did not move to meet Somar’s gaze. “The human male requires food,” he said.

Somar turned to the Blue Collar who had guided him here. “Mr. Porter, I would be pleased if you would locate some rations for the gentleman.”

“Yes, Captain,” Porter said as he left to find food.

Somar turned back to the man and examined him closely. Unlike other humans, this man seemed content to stand in place and gaze in whatever direction he happened to be facing. His eyes seemed unfocused, and his expression was void of emotion. Somar realized he had seen something like this before.

“Sir, are you perhaps one of the First Colonists? You may have awoken to find yourself confused, and not where you expected to be.”

The man said nothing.

“An event has transpired which has affected the minds of many of the colonists. It is possible that you …”

“You refer to the frequency.”

Somar paused. “Frequency?”

“The frequency that makes the humans sleep. The frequency that creates the many.”

Somar was unsure what the man meant by “the many,” but its recurrence must have some significance. “Are you saying that you are aware of the cancellation wave?”

The man said nothing for a long moment, then, “A frequency waveform. A cancellation wave.”

“Yes,” Somar said.

“We know of it. We understand it.”

Somar’s eyes widened. “Perhaps you should tell me more about yourself. I suspect that you are not what you appear to be.”

For the first time the man moved. He turned and shuffled forward, his feet awkwardly rising and falling as he stepped toward Somar. He came to within a few inches and stopped.

Somar felt a strange sort of energy in the air between them. It felt a bit like a static field. It prickled his skin, feeling like the light touch of small fingers. As it spread over him, he began to remember images, sounds, and sensations. Thoughts came unbidden to his mind, and new thoughts, new ideas formed.

Somar resisted. Not violently, not harshly. He resisted this gentle probing with equally gentle intransigence. Eventually the feeling subsided, the field seemed to pull back.

“There are many others,” the man said. “We are many who are one. There are others here who are more than one.”

“Yes,” Somar said.

Porter arrived then with a tray of food. He offered it to the man. For the first time, the man actually turned his gaze to something and focused on it, but did not move immediately. It was as if he was considering what he saw, and weighing it for its value. “The human male requires food,” he said.

Porter glanced at Somar, then back to the man. “This is food,” he said. “It’s not exactly a steak, but it’s not too bad.”

The man’s hand reached out and clumsily took a portion of rehydrated meat from the tray. He put it in his mouth, with some effort, and began to chew. 

At this point, Somar saw something else in the man’s eyes. A glint of will, he thought. He saw something of humanity in the expression, a hint of something that was otherwise missing from this man.

“You are not who you appear to be,” Somar said. “There is another entity present here.”

Through a mouthful of food, the man said, “Correct.”

“You are controlling this man. How?”

 “We are many who are one. He is one. We have felt the energy of his mind and we know how to make it one with us. We learned from the Reilly.”

Somar blinked. “Reilly? You have met Reilly?”

“She was the first we met who was not a dreamer. She was not asleep.”

Reilly had not mentioned any encounters with strange men or probing energy, but Somar suspected he knew the reason why. “You tampered with her memories, correct?”

A brief pause. “Yes,” the man said.

“And at the moment, you are in control of this human male’s physiology.”

Another pause. “Yes,” the man said.

Somar was beginning to understand. “You obviously care something for your host. You have sought out sustenance for him, which shows that you want him to continue to live.”

The man said nothing.

“You are some form of energy being?” Somar asked.

“Energy, yes,” the man said. “We are energy. We are the Current.”

Porter looked at Somar. “The Current? Like electrical current?”

“It would seem so,” Somar responded.

The man, the Current, finished eating everything that was on the tray, and stood staring blankly ahead. Particles of food were stuck to his face, but he made no move to wipe them away. 

“I believe I am beginning to understand. You say that you are many who are one. You are a race of energy beings?”

“Yes,” the Current responded. “We are a race. Like humans. Like Esool.”

“There is more than one personality controlling this man right now?” Somar asked.

The man paused for a long moment. “We have grown since your arrival. The cancellation wave has increased us.”

Somar did not know what this meant.  “My apologies, but I do not understand,” Somar said. “Could you explain how the cancellation wave has increased you?”

“We were one, before. We are now many, after. The human male drinks water when he thirsts. We drink the energy of the pods. We did not know that the cancellation wave was there. We did not know that the others were there. The others are now of us, part of us. The others wish to be individuals again. We do not know how.”

Somar saw the meaning beneath the surface of this strange conversation. “You absorbed the energy of the stasis pods, and with it the waveform of the First Colonist minds.” 

A long pause, then, “Yes. We are now many who are one.”

Somar thought about this. “Are you able to differentiate the waveform of the First Colonists from the waveform of the host? Can you distinguish between those frequencies?”

Another long pause. “Yes.”

Somar turned to Porter. “Go now and bring Alan Angelou. Tell him that someone has arrived who can help in the restoration of the colonists.”

Porter hesitated for only an instant, then ran to find Alan.

Somar turned back to the man. “Am I to understand that as you absorb the energy of each pod, your numbers increased?”

“The others become part of the one,” the Current replied.

“Are you able to control this? Does this have some detrimental effect on you?”

“The many wish to be individuals. We do not know how. We are one. The many yearn to be more.”

Somar nodded.  It seemed that the Current had its own predicament, which would explain why it had come here. It could feed on the energy of the pods, but doing so bore the consequence of absorbing the cancellation wave as well as the personality of a First Colonist. The human mind waveforms were not able to fully assert themselves. The result was that the Current’s “population” was expanding, but none of the new beings could function as individuals. They were a part of the whole, but yearned to be separate and complete.

“Perhaps we can help you. We have many brilliant minds here. I have sent for a young man who is quite possibly the most intelligent human in this colony. He is somewhat responsible for your condition and for ours, but wishes to make amends.”

The Current said nothing for a time, then, “This is acceptable. We wish to be the many. We no longer wish to be the one.”

“As you say,” Somar agreed.














Sixteen




This was too good. Corey had hoped to find footage of someone acting bizarre. He needed to show the effects of the “brainwashing” used to bring him here. He had wandered around the colony for several hours now, shooting footage of various people he actually recognized. Though they were all acting somewhat out of character, it wasn’t so bizarre that it couldn’t be explained away.

And then the man walked out of the woods. 

Corey wasn’t the first to see him, but he was close by when people started to murmur. He heard terms like “zombie” and “shuffling” and “spaced.” All buzz words for exactly the kind of behavior he was hoping to capture. In fact, he had an hour’s worth of footage of Penny, staring vacantly at the side of a building or being led by the hand in and out of her tent. The fact that she was an attractive and well-known celebrity would make a big impact, but he needed more. 

Another zombie among the colonists was priceless. Corey moved quickly to the edge of the gathering crowd. He didn’t even bother trying to hide the camera at this point. By now, word had gotten around that he was “officially documenting the plight of the colony,” and everyone was cheerfully cooperating. People loved getting their 15 minutes of fame.

Corey recorded quite a bit of footage of the man as he stared straight ahead, swaying slightly from side to side but otherwise not moving. The crowd grew thicker, and people watched from a distance, afraid to get too close.

Then the alien, Somar, arrived on the scene, and soon Corey was asked to step back with the rest of the group by a guy who, minutes before, had been gawking like the rest of them. Corey held the camera so that it would be less obvious, but made sure to catch footage of the security team as it put up barricades and made everyone stand back. Nothing brought out public outrage like a good police state.

It was also a stroke of luck that the Esool made an appearance, and in close proximity to Zombie Man. If anything was going to sell this story to Earth First, it would be the appearance of an alien plot. 

Corey moved to a spot further away from the barricade, elevated enough that he could keep rolling on the scene. As Somar talked to the man, one of his lackeys ran off. After a while he returned with a guy that Corey didn’t recognize. He was thin and tall, with dark hair. He looked young, but his face had a too-serious expression. 

“What’s he doing out?” someone in the crowd said.

“Why is Alan here? Isn’t he under arrest?” another voice asked.

Alan. That would be the guy who caused all of this. He was the guy who flipped the switch, rumor had it, and somehow wiped the minds of all the waking colonists.

This was too good.

Corey moved from his spot and tried to get as close as possible. He was hoping to capture what they were saying.

The problem was, Corey couldn’t get close enough to grab any sound bites.  All he caught was crowd noise over a whole bunch of talking and vague gestures on the part of the alien and Alan. Even Zombie Man was pretty static. Boring.

I’ve mined this for all it’s worth, Corey thought. He pulled back, sank through the crowd until he was alone and walking away. By now, most of the colony was either gawking at the man or working on some little project or another. Everyone, at any rate, seemed very busy and very distracted.

Perfect. He thought.




Alan felt a strange elation at being outside, among the other colonists. He had spent much of his life alone, secretly plotting and planning, keeping personal relationships to near-nonexistence. Yet being incarcerated and isolated from the others was still having more of an impact on him than he would have suspected. He might always have been outside the circle of humanity, but it was still a circle. He had always at least had a view. Now, with nothing but his work and possibly a few brief interactions with select people, he was beginning to yearn for human contact.

He was led through a crowd and past a barricade. His father was close behind. As they passed through, he heard people whispering his name. “What is he doing out? Why is Alan here? Isn’t he under arrest?”

He felt a sickness rise in him. In all of his planning, in all of the sacrifices he made and was willing to make, it never occurred to him that once he pushed the button he would sever his connection with humanity.

He wanted to be a redeemer. He wanted to be the hand of justice. His goal had been lofty — to restore the First Colonists to life, and to redeem the name of John Thomas Paris. 

What he accomplished was to make himself the destroyer of worlds. 

These people were his only connection to humanity. As he had worked on his plan, as he had found a way to awaken Thomas and to bring his parents back, he had been forced to work “undercover,” to work among the Blue Collars in a closed system. He was one of them, and they were very accepting of him. His youth helped, as did his brilliance. The fact that he was willing to get filthy in pursuit of his duties meant he wasn’t a White Collar, in their eyes. He was just one of the orphans of the Blue Collar system, and they accepted him as family.

And he had betrayed all of them.

Alan felt remorse over what he had done, but for the first time he felt something sharper and more painful. He felt guilt.

Alan stood beside Somar as he was introduced to The Current. After some explanation and details, Somar concluded by saying, “This, Mr. Angelou, is a native species of this world.”

Alan peered at the slack-eyed man before him. There was the slightly vacant expression, the muted reactions to the world around him, the obliviousness to physical state or discomfort.

Just like Penny.

Alan felt the sickness in him intensify. He could vomit, but refused. He didn’t deserve the relief. 

The man — or rather, the entity seemingly wearing the man — spoke. “We can see the many in this one.” He slowly raised a hand and pointed to Louis.

Alan looked from his father to the stranger. “You can sense the cancellation wave? And the secondary waveform?”

“He is many who are one,” the Current said.

Louis looked mystified. “Incredible,” he said. “Our best instruments are confused by the comingled waveforms. If he can see them …”

“It might mean we have a way to isolate them,” Alan finished for him. “Are the original waveforms present in the body you are using? Can you see them?” he asked.

“We see the many, but they are one. We see three. One is suppressing another. We are suppressing the third.”

Alan thought about this for a moment. “You are letting the cancellation wave suppress Miguel’s personality, and you are blocking the implanted personality from taking hold.”

The Current said nothing.

Alan turned to Somar, “I’d like to take him back to my lab. Maybe I can learn something from him.”

Somar nodded. “I agree. Perhaps we should endeavor to determine what the Current wishes to learn from us.”

Alan was confused. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Somar watched the man for a moment before speaking. “The Current chose to inhabit this man, and then bring him here. This implies a desire to communicate. I am inclined to believe that the Current’s motivation is more than curiosity. I believe it has a need, and has sought us out for help.”

Alan turned back to the man, who swayed in place before them. He realized that Somar was right. He also realized that his first instinct was to use the Current to accomplish his own goals, with no consideration for the Current’s needs. Was this his only way of dealing with challenges? Focus only on his own goals, and ignore the needs of everyone else?

He admired Somar’s ability to consider the community over his own personal needs and drives. Maybe, somehow, he could learn to think the same way.

He said to the Current, “Is there something we can do for you? Do you need help from us?”

The man, who until now had seemed distant and even vacant, turned to Alan. There was a look, deep within his eyes, that told Alan a story of confusion, frustration, and above all, fear.

“We are many. We are not one,” the Current said.

Alan glanced at Somar and then his father, both of whom looked as confused by this statement as he did.

Many. Not one, Alan thought.

“Like the colonists,” Alan said after a moment. “Many who are not one. Multiple personalities, but not individuals.”

“Not individuals,” the Current said.

Alan finally understood, and the sick feeling returned, stronger than before. “This is my fault,” Alan whispered.

“Son?” his father asked.

“It’s my fault,” Alan said, struggling to keep calm, but feeling his control crumbling. “I did this to them. Just like I did it to the colony.”

It was Somar who realized what he was saying. “The Current has been infected by your cancellation wave,” he said.

Alan nodded, squeezing his eyes shut for a moment. “Yes. Like a virus. The many … the Current is talking about the personalities of the other colonists. My cancellation wave is preventing them from integrating as individuals, and somehow they are a part of the Current now.”

“We are many,” the Current said, and Alan could hear some hint of sadness in its voice. “We are not one.”














Seventeen




Penny wasn’t in her quarters.

Corey managed to dodge dozens of people on his way to where Penny and her mother were living, had gone out of his way to take a surreptitious route, to avoid being seen as much as possible. It had taken far more time than he wanted, and his anticipation had grown with every step, every dodge. 

The whore didn’t even have the decency to be here, he thought. Typical.

He told himself that it didn’t matter. She was somewhere in the colony, for certain, and there were many places where he could grab her without being seen. In many of his vids he played the foil to some villain’s plans for murder and mayhem. Because of this, he had an entire catalog of techniques for skulking and lurking, all cleverly refined by the best writers and directors in the industry.

It wouldn’t do to attack Penny in her quarters anyway. What if someone came in? What if someone heard strange noises, unexpected from the tent of a mentally damaged young woman? It would be better to find a private place, where no one would hear or notice. 

He had explored every nook of this colony over the past couple of days, filming everything from the most suggestive angles he could find. He knew where people were likely to congregate, and where they avoided. There was one place that, as the colony was built upward and outward, needed less and less of a human presence.

Citadel.

The tower rose above the colony, not quite at its physical center but certainly the hub of the community’s growth. There was a large patch of woods close by, but those seemed too dense. If Penny put up a struggle, it would be difficult to drag her into those woods without being noticed.

But the tower was perfect. Now that the “bad guy” — what was his name? Alex? — was living and working out of a tent rather than a makeshift cell, there was no one occupying the interior of the tower. And, thanks to the metal hull, miles of wiring and conduit, and insulation several inches thick, it was the most soundproof place in the colony. Corey had snuck into it several times to review footage, undisturbed. He had even taken to sleeping there, ducking in when it was dark and no one would be able to spot him. He had the only private quarters in the colony, as far as he could tell.

It wouldn’t be dark for another four hours, but it didn’t matter. Everyone was distracted at the moment. If he could somehow get Penny to the tower, unnoticed, he could grab her and have her inside and sealed off from the rest of the universe. No one would know. And he could do anything he wanted with her.

All he had to do was find her.




Penny was annoyed with herself.

Actually, she was starting to see that she was anything but herself. The confusion she experienced, the duality of all of her thoughts, was starting to fade and clarify. She still couldn’t act as she would have, to think as clearly as she might have before. But she was definitely still there. Just … buried.

At the moment, she was thinking of the number of steps between the tent where she slept and the lab where her mother … mothers … were working.

She left the lab unnoticed, leaving the two women to discuss their findings after all of the tests Penny endured. She was standing just outside of the lab, looking in the direction of her tent. Eighty-three steps.

Well, she thought. Now my life is complete.

”Not … complete,” she said aloud, her voice thick and slow.

It was the other again. Edward. The boy who was Dr. Ballar’s son.

What is happening to me? she thought.

“I … don’t … know,” she said aloud.

This was new. It was like having a conversation with herself, but different than the way it had been before. There had, for a time, been two voices in her head. They had both seemed to be her at the time. They were so close, so intertwined, that she couldn’t tell one from the other.

But this was different.

Who are you?  Penny asked.

“Ed-ward,” her voice said.

I know that. But who are you?

Edward said nothing.

Penny looked again at the path between the lab and her tent. Eighty-three steps. This was important, though Penny didn’t understand why. It just had to be. Everything, it seemed, had to be. Everything, every little detail, was important. So important, in fact, that it had to be noticed. It had to be counted.

There was something wrong with Edward. Which was funny, because at the moment Edward was the “something wrong” with Penny. The dullness of her thinking, the obsession with counting, and the loss of control of her own body — Edward was the cause of all of this.

But Penny was beginning to wake up.

It started slowly, but over time she became more aware. At first, she was in a haze, like being half asleep. No, actually, it was more like being completely asleep, but dreaming. Reality was distorted and incomprehensible. Now the dream was starting to fade, and she was becoming more aware of her surroundings, thought still not fully awake.

She took a step toward the tent. Eighty-two more to go. 

She was standing in the worn path that stretched between the lab and the rest of the colony. Twelve branches veered from the main path, like limbs from a tree. The path and its branches fascinated Penny. She was fascinated by the idea of it. The path connected the people and places of the colony. It was formed by repeated use, and the more it was used the more defined it became.

Why do I care about this? Penny thought.

“It’s me,” her voice said, and for once there seemed to be no hesitation or stumbling in it. The words were clear and distinct. That was new. But what did it mean?

At that moment a sound came from Penny’s right, and she turned to see a man standing and looking at her. He was grinning. He seemed familiar.

For some reason, the man frightened Penny, but she couldn’t remember why. She knew him, somehow. He had been nice to her, once. And then he had been mean to her. He was not supposed to be here.

“Hello, Penny,” the man said. “Did you miss me?”

Penny stared at him, unmoving. She said nothing. Her mind was all but blank. The only thing present was fear.

The man shook his head and tsk-tsked. “What have they done to you? This trip, it wasn’t a good idea, was it? You thought you were getting away, but all you really did was land yourself in more trouble. And now …” the man’s grin widened. “Well, now it’s time you repay me for some of the trouble you left me.”

In an instant he took her by the arm, squeezing until it hurt.

Suddenly a noise came from Penny’s mouth that she had never heard before. It was a mournful wail, filled with pity. Her body went limp, and she was frantically flailing her arms and legs as the man tried to grab and hold her.

“Penny?” a woman’s voice called from within the lab. It was her mother (though which mother, Penny couldn’t remember).

The man let go of her then, cursing. He stepped away from her and ran for cover. 

In a moment Penny’s two mothers were outside, helping her off of the ground. “Are you alright?” Dr. Ballar asked, her voice sounding panicked.   

“What happened?” Dr. Mention asked.

Penny could say nothing, but she did calm down. The danger was passed. The man was gone. She was protected now, by her two mothers.

“Cow-boy,” Penny said aloud.

No one knew what she meant, not even her.




Corey cursed again as he crouched behind one of the newly raised colony buildings. He hadn’t expected Penny to resist. She had been so docile and slack-jawed, he assumed she would just go with him. He hadn’t anticipated the complete freak out.

The unexpected moaning and flailing saved her, but next time Corey would be prepared for it. Next time, he wouldn’t take such a direct approach.

For now, maybe he should take a moment and plan a little better. He needed this to go smoothly, without a hitch. So it was time to start playing by a plan, instead of making it up as he went along. He wandered back to Citadel, and once he was sure no one was looking he ducked inside and made his way to the most isolated chamber he could find. 

He had to make some preparations.
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Two shuttles approached the prepared landing area. This was intentional. Somar had sent word that he wanted the shuttles to make a show of coming to land. He had a team prepare a wide and impressive looking landing pad, and ensured that the third shuttle would be parked there as the other two came to ground beside it.

Mitch left the particulars to Reilly and Janet, who each piloted their respective shuttles. He concentrated on the more difficult matter of keeping a grip on himself.

The events in the lightrail conduit had made a bigger impact on him than he would have liked, or would care to admit. The inherent danger of the whole thing was starting to hit home, along with the realization that he had nearly died … twice. 

He had held it together so far. He even managed to help out with repairing the shuttle so it could survive atmospheric entry. Once they were set and ready to land, he had given the command, as the ranking officer, to take both shuttles in. Then he settled into his chair, strapped the safety harness in place, and closed his eyes, waiting for the whole thing to be over.

As the shuttles touched ground, and that final bump indicated the shift from artificial to real gravity, Mitch unbuckled but stayed in his seat. He had hoped that once they were on the ground his growing unease would subside. No such luck.

“You ok?” Thomas asked him.

Mitch regarded his friend. Here was a guy who had been through a lot more than Mitch had. He was framed for the biggest murder in history. He was vilified, and finally ex-communicated through time and space, only to arrive in a future where he faced injury and death at every turn. Yet he seemed to take it all in stride, while Mitch felt like he was on the verge of flying apart.

“How do you do it?” Mitch asked, quietly.

Thomas blinked. “Do what? The thing with my hair? It’s natural. People in my time called it a ‘cow lick.’”

Mitch smiled. “That. The jokes. The lightheartedness. Despite everything, you’re still … you.”

Thomas shrugged. “I find it hard not to be me, actually. All of this is too weird. And some of it really has changed me, honestly. I’m still me, though, deep down. The essential me. Does that make sense?”

Mitch wasn’t sure. 

“You feeling a little freaked out?”

Mitch hesitated, “Maybe a little. I keep thinking about how close I got.”

Thomas said nothing. There was no need for explanation. He knew exactly what Mitch had gotten close to, maybe more than anyone else in the colony would.

The crew of the other shuttle had disembarked. Reilly spun down the engines and opened the cargo bay door. She came to Mitch now and put a hand on his arm. Thomas left without another word.

“Hey,” Mitch said, smiling up at her.

“Hey,” she replied. “I thought I’d lost you there for a minute.”

Mitch laughed, a light and half-hearted sound. “Yeah, me too. But I’m here. I survived. You did, too. We lived to fight another day.”

Reilly nodded. “So, what do we do with it?” she asked.

Mitch not only understood what she meant, he had an answer. “We live it together. You and me.”

“What, you thought you might have a shot at living without me? Now? Forget it,” Reilly said, smiling.

She bent and kissed Mitch. For the first time since his rescue, he felt safe.

When that bomb went off, his only thought was of Reilly. And though he was a little distracted with the lack of air for a while there, Reilly was on his mind as he found a way to survive. 

Actually, now that he thought about it, Reilly was the way he survived. If not for her, he’d be nothing but debris floating in space. If not for her, he’d curl up on the floor of this shuttle, freaking out to the point of being in hysterics. Reilly saved him, in more ways than one.

He stood from his seat, taking Reilly by the shoulders and squaring her to him. She smiled up at him, but her eyes were filled with curiosity and, he could see, pure love. That was right. This was right. 

He knelt on one knee and Reilly’s eyes widened. He took her hands, kissed them, and felt tears stroll down his cheeks. There was a matching set brimming Reilly’s eyes, just on the verge of taking their own stroll.

“I know this isn’t the most romantic way to do this. And I don’t have so much as a grommet for a ring. But I can’t wait. And I don’t want to. There was a minute there when I thought all my time was spent, and I don’t want to waste another second of it without this. Without telling you … showing you … how much I love you.”

He paused for a moment to catch his breath, to let the sudden sob he was feeling die down. He could see that Reilly was just waiting. Waiting and watching. She wasn’t saying anything, but he understood her perfectly.

“So this is it,” Mitch said, finally getting his voice back. “This is all of me, right now, right in front of you. Is it enough? Reilly … will you marry me?”

The tears finally broke past whatever invisible barrier was keeping them at bay and streaked down Reilly’s cheeks like fireworks streaming into a night sky. She was beautiful. Luminescent was the word that came to Mitch’s mind. She was the only woman in the universe. His everything. His life. He was really hoping she’d say ...

“Yes, you idiot!”

He’d take it.

Mitch sprang upward. The two of them smiled and clung to each other, and then they kissed, and Mitch experienced a profound sense of déjà vu. It was if he was running out of oxygen all over again, and Reilly was the first breath of life he was able to take. 

“Well,” Thomas said from the doorway behind them. “I was wondering what was taking so long.” He grinned at both of them and then the hugging and congratulations started.




“Can I get you anything?” Alan asked. He wasn’t entirely sure what the etiquette was when it came to alien energy fields inhabiting human hosts. Of course, he had never been too clear on the etiquette for dealing with plain old, everyday humans either. 

The Current said nothing but stared ahead. Alan nodded, accepting that as an answer, and guided him to lie down on a cushioned table where Alan could start running scans. 

His father was beside him, helping. There were a handful of White Collar scientists in the room as well. Alan noted that no one in the room, other than Louis Alan, was a First Colonist. He wondered for the first time if Somar was being cautious, attempting to keep the First Colonists from discovering that there was a plan to remove them. It would only make sense. Some of them might resent being here, in a different body. But surely there were some who would insist on holding on to their new lives? 

“Remarkable,” Louis said. He was looking at a monitor that displayed scans of the local energy field. It was their first clear look at the Current, and it revealed some strange and bizarre facts.

Alan stood beside his father. “Look at these markers,” he said, pointing. “Those small swirls of concentrated energy. They’re like knots in a string.”

“Cohesion,” Louis said.

“Right. I’m not sure how it does it yet, but somehow the Current is holding itself together in a pattern.  And look at these paths,” Alan said, indicating several glowing tendrils of light that undulated on the otherwise black screen. “Remind you of anything?”

“The lightrail,” Louis said, his voice filled with awe.

Alan blinked. “Um, yes. Now that you mention it.” He hadn’t seen that, but it was true. The trails of light, the tight little nodes of concentrated energy, the undulating pattern of dots of energy flowing from point to point — it did resemble the lightrail network. “I was actually going to say it looks like a neural pattern.”

Louis leaned in closer, squinting. “Yes,” he said. “I can see it. Sorry. Engineer’s brain,” he looked up, smiling.

Alan nodded. There was something about this that nagged at him. He wasn’t sure what it was. The fact that his father made some mental connection between the Current and the lightrail wasn’t disturbing, but it was interesting that Alan himself had not. It was also interesting that Alan’s father had leapt to the idea of the lightrail when, for weeks now, their primary focus had been the brain. 

He shook all of this off. People were always looking to make patterns out of chaos, and what they saw was usually some kind of indication of who they were and how they thought. It was like a Rorschach test. One will see a butterfly while another will see an oven mitt. The brain was a funny …

Alan’s eyes went wide and he stepped back, almost as if he’d been punched. 

“What is it?” his father asked.

Alan glanced at him before turning back to the scanners that were monitoring the Current. He looked at the patterns, the flow of numbers, the colored blobs that indicated fluctuation and flow in the localized energy field. 

“Patterns in chaos,” he said. “Rorschach.”

Louis didn’t understand, and shook his head.

Alan leaned over the Current, to talk to him, though he knew he didn’t really have to. This man was asleep. The entity Alan was addressing was all around him at the moment, probably very interested in the energy flowing through all of the test equipment. “Current,” Alan said. “Can I get you to look at something for me? I mean, can I get you to make the man you’re controlling look at something for me?”

He had to step back suddenly when the man opened his eyes and suddenly sat up. “We will,” the Current said.

Alan picked up a tablet from the table beside the bed and called up a Rorschach “inkblot.”

“Can you tell me what you see here?”

There was a pause, then, “Slippers.”

Louis looked at his son. “Slippers?”

Alan smiled, and then held up another inkblot.

“Snowflake.”

Another.

“Yacht.”

Another.

“Lounge chair.”

Alan turned to his father and grinned, “We have it,” he said.

“What? What do we have?”

In answer, Alan went to the display and skipped back in the data timeline to the point where he had begun showing the Rorschach tests to the Current. “Watch these patterns,” he said.

As each answer was given, an ocean of colors rippled on the screen and a rain shower of numbers scrolled down one side. A small picture-in-picture window in the upper left of the screen showed each of the inkblots as Alan revealed them to the Current. With each response, the waves on the ocean shifted and changed, the numbers rained down in their falling pattern. Alan pointed at the undulations and actually laughed out loud.

By this time the White Collars had gathered around, watching intently. Louis was shaking his head. “I don’t see what you see, I think.”

Alan laughed again. “Exactly. That’s exactly right.”

Louis frowned. “Son, I think you’d better start explaining.”

Still smiling, Alan said, “The Current isn’t telling me what it sees. It’s telling me what this man sees. And each time it answers, the man’s pattern becomes visible on the monitor. All of it. The whole thing. I can see it!”

Louis, eyes wide, turned back and peered at the monitor again. This time, knowing what he was looking for, he saw it too. So did the other White Collars in the room. They all began laughing and chattering, and some even grabbed Alan by the shoulders, shaking him and congratulating him.

“It wouldn’t have worked if the Current wasn’t able to suppress the various waveforms. Actually, it wouldn’t have worked if the Current wasn’t filtering its perceptions through a human host. But it doesn’t matter. It did work. We have it,” Alan said, and for the first time he felt a sense of relief wash over him that brought tears to his eyes. “We have a way to undo what I’ve done! We can save them all!”

Louis looked at his son and nodded. He had a tight-lipped smile on his face. “That’s it, son,” he said. “That’s it. I’m proud of you. That’s it.”




It wasn’t going to be easy. Somar knew enough about science to recognize that despite being able to identify the separate patterns within each colonist, there was still the problem of implementing the “cure” to everyone.

There was also the price. What did the Current expect to gain from this? What would the First Colonists do when they learned of the plan? And what of Alan? He was now exonerated from the charge of sabotage, but still ultimately responsible for their being here. He had willfully brought about this cataclysm, endangering every life in the colony. Was it enough that he worked tirelessly to right that wrong? Did it matter if he succeeded? 

What of Taggart? 

For the moment, Taggart’s mind was subsumed by that of Alan’s father. What would happen once he was returned to normal? Taggart was a cunning, brilliant, and charismatic man. He was a natural leader, and he had a constant agenda. He had fomented one mutiny, would there be another? Would he want to retaliate for having his will and his mind subverted by Alan’s cancellation wave?

Somar found himself with more questions than answers, and more doubts than assurances. Yet, for the first time since crashing on this world, he sensed hope among the colonists. The Blue Collars and White Collars had set aside their differences and were working together for the benefit of the colony. Years of petty prejudice and distrust had finally begun to thaw and melt away as each group worked for the overall security of the whole.

Perhaps his fears of Taggart’s rebellion were unfounded. Maybe the man himself would emerge changed for the better from the experience.

Certainly there had been some good to come out of all of this. Even now, Somar was preparing what he would say as an officiant at the wedding of Mitch Garrison and Reilly.

He had never officiated a wedding before. His people did not observe marriage in quite the same way. There was ceremony and celebration when two lines joined in union, but no need of anyone to oversee events. The one thing that the Esool shared in common with humans, when it came to such customs, was the presence of friends and family.

Somar knew that among the humans this was part of the responsibilities of a Captain. He had studied human customs and traditions as well as military protocols, and this topic had come up. Still, he felt unsure of his role. He could use guidance. It was unfortunate that the one man in the colony who could provide that guidance was currently incapacitated.

Somar made his way to the medical facility where Dr. Michaels was tending to patients. Most of those injured in the crash were moved to quarters by now. A few in more serious condition were resting comfortably in beds separated by curtains. In the back of the medical facility, in one of the few rooms sectioned off from the main building, Somar found Dr. Michaels looking at the digital charts of his newest patient.

Michaels looked up as Somar entered the room. “Captain,” he nodded.

“Doctor,” Somar nodded in return. “How is he?”

Michaels shook his head. “Not good. He has severe burns over 90 percent of his body. He’s lost several fingers, and there is extensive nerve damage. He needs multiple skin grafts. Some of his internal organs were cooked.” The doctor put his tablet on a small table next to the stasis pod. “I hate to say it, but I just don’t think there’s anything I can do for him. Even if I had access to all of the advanced medical equipment that we lost during the crash, I’m not sure I could do much. Short of leaving him in stasis indefinitely, I’m afraid he doesn’t have much longer.”

Somar nodded once again. “His injuries are far more severe than I had hoped.” He stood over the pod and thought for a moment. The Esool had the ability to heal by using their blood. This was used mostly for small injuries. Severe injuries required several Esool working together, pooling their blood and concentrating their efforts on healing the fallen comrade.

Somar was the only Esool on this world. To heal Captain Alonzo would require every drop of blood he had, and would result in Somar’s death. Somar would make the sacrifice gladly if he could be certain of saving the Captain’s life, but the result would be uncertain at best. The Captain might recover, but the reality was that the effort might not be enough, or at best it would be too little, too late.

Still …

 “Are you able to administer treatment while he is in stasis?” Somar asked.

Michaels paused, sighed, then shook his head. “No. I might be able to decrease the stasis enough to let his body start the healing process, but he’s already so far gone. Infection has set in and he’s become septic. His blood is poison to him now. So even if I reduced the stasis his body won’t be able to recover from his injuries on its own, and I can’t administer anything to help him.”

Somar thought about this. “Doctor, I have a treatment that could help. It would require waking him fully and then placing him back into partial stasis to allow his body to heal.”

Michael’s raised his eyebrows. “Esool medicine?” he asked.

“In a manner of speaking. However, it will take some time for me to prepare for this. During that preparation I will be in danger, and will require your attention.”

“As a patient?” Michaels asked.

“As you say,” Somar nodded.

“What the hell kind of treatment is this? What are you going to do?”

Somar looked at the pod again. “First, I am going to officiate a wedding. Then I am going to take a bath.”




He was an idiot to try grabbing her. He saw that now. Broad daylight? A public path? There was no way to know for sure that someone wouldn’t stroll by and see him. And at that point, he’d be cooked.

As he strolled through the colony, out of his hiding space for some fresh air, Corey more worked up by the moment. Finally he swore and kicked the corner of one of the crew quarters, which hurt his toe. He was a professional, however, and managed to channel the sudden pain into quite the convincing performance of rage against the injustice of the universe. He had taken to recording himself during these moments. The raw emotion was good, and he could change its context to use it any way he needed. 

Penny Daunder. A worthless whore who managed to achieve some kind of pseudo celebrity thanks to her father’s money and her freakish love for climbing rocks. Rocks! What a useless skill! Rocks were impassive, unmovable. Corey touched the souls of billions of humans, moving them with his performance, changing how they thought, behaved, and dressed. That was important work. That was true skill. Rocks? Unbelievable.

Penny had upset the balance of Corey’s life, and there was a price to pay for that. As he felt the shooting pain from his toe, he added it to the list of woes to take out on the little whore. She’d pay. He’d tip the scales back to his favor, where they belonged.

And once he settled that score he’d turn his attention to getting these worthless colony dregs off of their lazy butts and onto the task of getting him off of this God-forsaken mudball. He’d get back on the lightrail, for the last time in his life, and back to Earth. He’d show his vid to the world, show them the horrors of mind control that the Esool were using to subjugate humanity, and his friends in Earth First would forgive him for this slight misjudgment. He’d be a hero to the cause. He’d be back on top, for sure.

But first, there was Penny.

Corey limped back to the Citadel tower, peered around to make sure no one was watching, and ducked inside. He made his way to the area he was using as his quarters. Earlier, when exploring the tower, he’d found the small cabin that had apparently been used  as quarters by the alien captain. It still contained a simple cot and a small table with a chair, probably used as a desk when the alien occupied the room. Corey immediately procured the space for himself, brought in his small collection of possessions bit by bit, and now had a small but comfortable — and more importantly private — living space. 

During his exploration he also found the cell.

In his conversations with various colonists, he discovered that the saboteur was locked in this space for a time. Somehow he convinced everyone to let him go, or let him live in a lab or something. Corey wasn’t entirely clear on that. But at any rate, the cell was no longer in use. It was cleared of everything, and was now a blank, elongated space with one pod door MD-welded in place as a wall on one end and another hinged to open at the other. The hinged door could be locked, which made it perfect.

Corey spent a couple of days moving in and out of the tower, planning and plotting. He sat up nights, hunched over the desk in his quarters and concentrating all of his considerable powers of focus and attention on the small digital tablet he managed to procure from one of the labs. He crafted a map of the colony on the tablet by venturing out for hours, taking note of every turn, every building and every blind spot in the colony, sketching it all out on a grid, square by square. To any observer he would simply be out for a stroll, maybe doing some sort of survey of the colony. 

The result was a detailed map of the colony, down to every building and every path. He had also written out a meticulous plan for getting Penny into that cell. He had put all of his considerable talent and personal energy into crafting this production.

And he was almost ready.




Thomas felt completely useless as Mitch fidgeted with his uniform. He could see that Mitch was nervous, but also kind of surly. Every time Thomas tried to crack a joke to break the tension, Mitch nearly bit his head off. This was not the time.

“What do you think?” Mitch asked. He turned stiffly from the mirror and held his arms out slightly from his side. His expression was one of worried constipation. His eyebrows were somehow both pinched together and arched at the same time. Thomas tried not to laugh, or even smile.

“Very uniformy.”

Mitch scowled. “Very funny. But could you please tell me if I at least look decent enough to get married?”

Thomas couldn’t help it, he broke out into a grin at that. “Mitch, this girl has seen you in every kind of condition. If she was willing to marry you in the first place, I hardly think she’s going to change her mind based on how you’re dressed.”

Again Mitch scowled. “This isn’t even my uniform. I had to borrow it from one of the mechanics.”

“Blue is your color,” Thomas observed.

“It’s everyone’s color. That’s the problem.”

Thomas laughed, then quickly held up his hands to fend off a sharp look from Mitch. “Sorry, sorry. I didn’t even know you guys had dress uniforms.”

Mitch shrugged. “We don’t get much call to wear them, but you never know when an admiral or a governor is going to come onboard for an inspection or something. And there’s the occasional wedding or whatever.”

Thomas nodded, grinning. “Or whatever,” he said.

“My dress blues were just blown up, so I had to borrow.”

“Something borrowed and something blue, all at once?” Thomas smiled.

Mitch arched an eyebrow, “Yes, why?”

Thomas shook his head and let it go. Apparently some customs had faded over time. “Why so nervous? I mean, I know you’re getting married, but you and Reilly are great together. What’s got you all fidgety?”

Mitch was struggling to straighten his collar but stopped. He stared ahead in the mirror for a moment and let out a long breath. “What if I die?” Mitch asked.

“What, like at the altar?” 

Mitch turned to face Thomas and then slumped onto the edge of a table. “Here. On this planet. It’s almost happened a few times already, you know? What if I die, and end up leaving her here alone?”

Thomas thought about this and then he, too, leaned on the edge of the table, shoulder to shoulder with his friend. “In that case, I think Reilly would be pretty pissed at you.”

Mitch barked a laugh. “Right. But seriously, how can I marry her when I can’t be sure I’ll always be able to come back to her? And how could I do my job, taking some of the risks I have to take, if I’m afraid of leaving her alone?”

There was a pause and a brief silence in the room as both men thought this over. Thomas shook his head. “Mitch, every day is a risk, and it doesn’t matter where you are. If you two were on a ship, zipping along the lightrail, aren’t there enough dangers there that you’d have to deal with every day?”

“Plenty,” Mitch agreed.

“Even if you were on Earth. Even if you were on Earth back in my time. It doesn’t matter when or where you are, there’s always a chance that you won’t see tomorrow, and that you’ll leave behind the people you love. That’s always the risk. But that’s just life. And yeah, maybe death. It’s all part of the deal. But the way you beat the odds is to love and live with every minute, you know? And you keep telling yourself that no matter what’s happened or what’s happening, there’s always a way.  There’s always … what you have with Reilly.”

They sat again in silence, staring off at some distant, unfocused point. 

“You’re kind of a dork, aren’t you?” Mitch finally said.

“Little bit,” Thomas admitted.

Both men laughed then, and when it died down Thomas checked the time. “Well, this is it. Time to show the lady your dress blues.”




Reilly wanted to kill everyone. Her friends had gone all giddy when she’d told them about the wedding, and insisted that she had to wear a dress. Since Reilly could count on two fingers the number of times she’d worn a dress in her entire life, this was not something she felt comfortable with.

“I’m just going to wear my dress blues,” she said.

Janet nearly had a stroke. “You are not wearing dress blues to your wedding!”

“That’s what Mitch is wearing,” Reilly pointed out.

“Exactly,” Janet said. The other women agreed. Somehow Reilly had picked up an entire gaggle of bridesmaids. She envied Mitch. He only had to deal with Thomas.

The women scoured the colony looking for something suitable for a bride, and someone finally scored. They brought in a suitcase that had belonged to one of the colonists, and inside was a selection of dresses and evening gowns.

“None of them are white,” Carla, one of the “bridesmaids,” said.

“This will do,” Janet proclaimed, holding up a light blue dress with a plunging neckline. “Dress blue,” she smiled. Reilly felt like tackling her.

For the next hour the women humiliated Reilly over and over, forcing her to put the dress on, measuring her for the fit, making her pull the dress off so they could do a bit of tailoring, and then starting the whole process over. It took three tries before the dress was a perfect fit, according to all present.

Then they started on the makeup, which was something Reilly had never worn in her entire life. It felt absolutely caked on. With every dab of a sponge and swish of a brush Reilly wondered if Mitch would even recognize her under all this goop. She fought the urge to find a bucket of water and dunk her head in it. 

Finally they started working on her hair. Most of her life, Reilly had pulled her hair into a ponytail if she bothered to do anything with it at all. On special occasions she maybe fluffed it up a bit, used some hair product to hold it in place. But she had never experienced this level of industry when it came to styling and shaping. It took forever, and felt like they were building some sort of monument on her head.

After hours, literal hours, Janet and the others stepped back, smiling. “Oh,” Carla cried, “You look so beautiful!” This was it. The moment of truth. 

Reilly turned to look at herself in the mirror and nearly melted down.

“Oh my God,” she whispered. “My boobs look huge.”

“The wonders of a bra, sweetie,” Janet said.

Reilly hugged her arms around her chest but the others pulled them down and forced her to look at herself. She stared at the reflection in the mirror long and hard, and felt something she had never felt before. All of her life she had fought to be tough, smart, and the best pilot in the fleet. She tackled any job that she was given, no matter how dirty, and did it better than anyone else she knew. She thought of herself as a hard worker and a resourceful pilot. But she never thought of herself as …

“Beautiful,” a male voice said from the doorway.

Everyone turned to see Captain Somar, standing framed in the door and looking at Reilly with a strangely human expression. He was smiling lightly, and there was something resembling pride in his eyes.

“Captain,” Reilly said, and her voice caught for some reason. She cleared her throat. “Captain Somar,” she said again, this time her voice steady and strong.

“I hope I am not intruding,” he said.

Reilly shook her head. “No. We’re done, I think,” she looked to Janet, who was smiling and nodding vigorously.

“Very well,” Somar said. “The time has arrived. The groom is in place. He seems to be a bit nervous.”

Reilly smiled. “Good,” she said. It was good to know she could make him nervous for once.

Somar nodded, and turned to leave.

“Captain,” Reilly said.

Somar turned back.

“I know you’re performing the ceremony, and this is a little odd to ask. But my dad … he died.”

Somar nodded respectfully. “I was not aware. My condolences.”

“No, no. I mean he died a long time ago. But thank you. Anyway, he’s not here, to walk me down the aisle. I know he would have wanted to.” She was fumbling this, and it frustrated her. “Captain, would you walk me down the aisle?”

Somar’s eyes brightened. “I have read of this,” he said. “You are asking me to ‘give you away.’ Is that correct?”

Reilly nodded, and she felt tears begin to well up.

“It would be a great honor,” Somar said, nodding. “I would be most pleased to present you to Mr. Garrison.”

The tears started then, and suddenly Janet was up and dabbing at her with a cloth. “Now see what you’ve done?” She said, shooting an angry glance over her shoulder to a bemused Somar. “Now we have to fix her makeup!”














Ninteen




There was going to be a wedding. Perfect.

While everyone focused on that it would be an opportunity for Corey to take action. The wedding would be at the center of the colony, near the base of the Citadel tower, but everyone’s attention would be on the platform where the bride and groom would profess their undying Blue Collar love. Pitiful. But useful as a distraction. The entrance that Corey used to get in and out of the tower was on the opposite side from the “town square.” 

He only had to get Penny to that entrance without being seen or heard.

That was going to be a challenge, but after pouring over everything he had learned about the colony and, most importantly, about Penny, he had hit upon an ingenious solution. For it to work, however, he needed information. He approached the duty commander, or as he preferred to think of him, “the guy with the clipboard.”

Corey thought of him as being like a production assistant. Those guys always had clipboards, too, even though they could easily use digital tablets. There was apparently some sort of nostalgia that kept bureaucratic types clinging to the most archaic form of efficiency management they could get their hands on. And they were obsessed with making sure everything went to plan. They fussed over minutia and tiny details that made no sense and no difference to Corey. Today, however, an obsession like that was just what he needed. 

Corey approached Clipboard and, after a moment of stomach-turning fawning from the Blue Collar, he struck up some painful and inane small talk. “So, a wedding! How exciting. Nothing says that we’re moving on with life like a wedding, right?”

Clipboard smiled, maybe even a bit dreamily. “Yeah. Mitch and Reilly. I had no idea.”

Corey returned the smile, nodding as if he knew who Mitch and Reilly were. So it was two men getting married? For some reason Corey had assumed there was a girl involved. “So is the whole colony going?”

“Mostly. Some of us have duty,” he held up the clipboard and rolled his eyes, as if to say, “bureaucracy never sleeps, it doesn’t even go to the bathroom.”

Corey gave a chuckle, also rolling his eyes. Mirroring body language was a fast way to gain someone’s trust and get them on your side. Helpful when dealing with producers and the press — and clipboard-wielding duty commanders. “Tell me about it. I’m supposed to make the rounds and check in on some of the people who aren’t attending. Make sure they don’t sneak off.”

Clipboard checked his clipboard. “I don’t see anything here about you having a duty assignment.”

Corey had prepared for this. “Well, Somar asked me personally. I think he knows how anxious I’ve been to contribute to the well-being of the colony.” Clipboard fell for this, and nodded as if he understood perfectly. Cretin. “He felt he could use someone to keep an eye on some of the high-profile people who wouldn’t be allowed to attend the … wedding.” He had almost slipped and said “funeral.” What a flub!

“Oh, you mean like Alan?”

Corey had absolutely no idea who that was. “Yeah. But also some others. Some sick girl, I think.”

“Penny?” Clipboard asked.

“I’d have to check my list, “ Corey shrugged. “Is she going to the wedding?”

“No,” Clipboard replied. “She’ll be with Dr. Menton and Dr. Ballar in the lab. Poor girl. I don’t know exactly what’s happened to her, but it seems pretty bad.”

Corey shook his head in mock sympathy. “I’ll say. Anytime you need two doctors to babysit, it must be bad.”

“I think that one of them is her mother,” Clipboard said. “Or has her mother’s body. I’m not sure what the story is with the other one, but she’s become very protective of Penny all of a sudden. It’s a little strange, you know? People aren’t who they’re supposed to be. It’s just weird.”

“Weird,” Corey agreed, secretly glad he was recording this entire conversation with the small vid in his pocket. He rounded off the conversation then, making an excuse that he had to get back to his “duties.” He made his way to a spot near the lab, where he could watch what was happening while he thought about his plan.

Two people. If that was all, then he might be able to pull this off.




They were making such a big fuss. After the man, Cowboy, had tried to grab her, Penny was rushed into the lab and one or the other of her mothers had tended her at all times. Right now, Dr. Ballar was crying again, and Dr. Menton was sitting with her, putting a hand on hers, comforting her in a whispered conversation. Dr. Ballar seemed to actively avoid looking at Penny.

Mother, Edward’s voice said in her head. 

The distinction between them was growing, even if Penny still wasn’t quite herself. She was starting to regain some of her own memories, slowly and painfully. She recognized now that Dr. Menton was not her mother, but instead was wearing her mother’s body. She couldn’t quite figure out what that meant, but it helped if she thought of it like someone wearing a costume. 

Still, her thoughts were becoming less muddied, and that was good.

Is Dr. Ballar wearing your mother’s body? Penny asked. The way Dr. Menton is wearing my mother’s body?

It was strange, having this conversation with a voice in her head. She could somehow sense that Edward was there, thinking his own thoughts, separate from hers. There was a definite division. They were sharing the same brain, but not the same mind.

Mother, Edward repeated.

I know she’s your mother, Edward. But is it the body or the … Penny had to struggle to think of the word she needed. What was it that occupied these bodies? Edward was one of them, whatever it was. She was starting to see that now. Is it your mother’s personality?

Yes, Edward said. Her personality.

Good. This was going better. As they talked, Penny and Edward were becoming more distinct. She was starting to understand, she thought.

Edward, who are you?

Edward, he replied.

Right. But who are you? How are you in my head? Where did you come from?

There was a pause. I am Edward. And then the floodgates opened.

All pretense of separation was gone, and suddenly Penny was overwhelmed with Edward. Memories washed over her in a tsunami, sweeping her out to sea, pulling her under. She saw days upon days of monotony. Counting. Struggling to understand. Terror and fear when things were different. And doctors. Hundreds of doctors. Hospitals and special homes. Dark rooms. Vid screens … no, televisions … running day and night. Needles that made you sleepy. Toys that made you feel obsessed with arranging them. Tests. Tests. Tests.

It was too much, and Penny tried to cry out, to make it stop. And it did stop. The moment she felt the impulse, the urge to silence the shouting, to push back the tide, it all went away. This was her mind, after all. She wasn’t the only one in it, but she still had a say.

As the deluge of memories receded a single word remained. It was one Penny recognized, though she only knew it from books and vids. In fact, if she remembered right it was something pretty rare these days.

Autistic.

These days it was a condition that you didn’t see much, because doctors had a way of testing for it and treating it in the womb. Penny didn’t pretend to understand how, she just knew that pregnant women were given tests for various conditions, and that was one of them. As far as she knew, there were only a handful of autistic children in the colonies. They were rare.

If Edward was autistic, that would explain the strangeness of his thoughts. It would explain the obsessions, such as counting everything. It didn’t explain how he ended up in her head. One mystery at a time.

Penny still wasn’t thinking straight, still struggling to separate herself from the mire of mixed thoughts, when there was a sound from her right. It was soft and subtle, but it had a rhythm. Four beats. Two beats, one-beat pause, two beats, two-beat pause, and then the pattern started again. 

Penny could feel Edward’s curiosity. He was obsessed, really, with anything that involved patterns or counting. To him, the rhythm was a siren call, and despite protests from Penny that they should stay put, their shared body rose, swayed a bit, then shuffled toward the sound.

Dr. Menton was focused on Dr. Ballar’s grief. Neither noticed their daughter ambling out of the room.




It was too easy. Corey watched Penny for days, and figured out that she was suddenly a complete OCD case. She counted everything. He could see it in her body language — little taps of her fingers against her thighs as she stood in front of a panel with blinking lights, or as she stared at the leaf pattern on a small plant. He counted along with her, and sure enough she was focused on the patterns of things she encountered. She was obsessed. 

From his survey of the colony he managed to figure out all of the ways to get in and out of various buildings without being seen. Most buildings were used for temporary storage as much as for laboratories or medical bays or for crew quarters. That meant that most buildings contained a small maze of crates and equipment, perfect for hiding behind. 

The lab that Penny and her mother and the other woman occupied had two entrances, one in the front and one to the side. The two old ladies were between Penny and the front entrance, and there was really nowhere to hide and no way to get Penny out through that door. The side entrance, however, was obscured from their view by stacks of equipment and materials.

Corey snuck in the side entrance and quietly explored. He heard the two women yammering. One was in near hysterics, crying about her son Edmond or whatever. From what Corey gathered her kid was retarded, and maybe dead. He wasn’t sure. 

He peeked through a gap in the piles and spotted the two women, and there sitting at a table, unbelievably close by, was Penny.

Corey smiled. He could not have planned this part better. Penny was sitting near the equipment and junk that hid the side entrance to the building. All he had to do was get her to wander into the maze a bit, and follow it straight out of the door. The two old bags were so distracted with their snuffling they wouldn’t even notice she was gone.

Corey had prepared for this. He took out two small pieces of wood he had picked up from outside. Sticks, really. The sound of metal would be too obvious. Someone other than Penny would notice. But he was counting on her being hyper alert to anything happening around her.

He started quietly tapping a rhythm to get Penny’s attention. The sound was so low that he was afraid for a moment that she might not hear it, but he didn’t dare make it louder. The last thing he needed was for one of the women to hear it and investigate. So he kept it up, a steady but light pattern. Tap-tap, short pause, tap-tap, long pause. He did this repeatedly for a few minutes.

It worked. Penny’s head tilted as she heard the pattern. Corey noted that the fingers of her right hand were absently tapping along with the pattern against the side of her leg. He kept it up, struggling to keep from making the sound louder or more rushed in his impatience and excitement.

After a few moments, Penny stood and swayed, then started shuffling along, following his trail. As she drew closer Corey pulled back, hiding from her while keeping the rhythm going. He had propped the door open on the side entrance, and was able to easily back out of it. Penny followed, zombie like, head tilted to listen, hand lightly tapping the rhythm on her thigh.

This was going to work. All Corey had to do was stick to his preplanned route and keep drawing her toward him as he wound his way to the tower.

Breadcrumbs, he thought, smiling. I’ll lead her all the way back to my gingerbread house.




The Current watched as the humans moved around the lab, performed tests, talked among themselves. They focused on the man, the host, whom the Current had used to make contact. When they communicated with the Current, they directed their communication to the man. When the Current replied, it used the man’s voice. It could do this much more efficiently as time went by. 

While among the humans, the Current experimented. It reached out, touched the minds of the people in the room, gently and unobtrusively. It could sense their energy, and it could lightly touch it, send impulses to it, make itself known.

But from its observations the Current learned that the humans did not like this. They were afraid of outside influence on their thoughts. They felt it was damaging somehow, as if they were losing some part of themselves.

The humans prized their individuality. Each was a unique whole, and content with remaining so.

Except, not all of the humans were the same.

For the most part, every human who worked in the lab, asking questions and running tests, was an individual mind. But one man was different. When the Current lightly touched this man’s mind, it found that the third signal was present. It found, through comparison and trial and error, that this man was much like the host. The waveform that was his self was being suppressed, and another was given dominance. This man, the Current realized, was one of the sleepers.

The Current was fascinated by this. It had not directly encountered any of the sleepers after they had awoken. This man was the first it had really had the chance to examine closely, and it did so at every opportunity. When the man entered the room, the Current immediately focused its attention on him. It gently touched the man’s mind, looking at the patterns that were active and those that were not. It compared what it saw to the others in the room. It saw the distinctions between the natural pattern of the body, the suppressive pattern, and the foreign pattern that now had control. 

The humans were curious about this as well. The Current watched as one human in particular studied these same patterns using the human technology. It wasn’t as clear and precise, but it was similar to what the Current could see. The human, whom the others called “Alan,” was trying to distinguish the three patterns from each other. He was trying to separate them.

Could the Current help? That was the question. That was why it was brought here, to this building. That was why they were running these continuous tests and experiments on the host, and on the field of energy that they could detect. 

As they learned more about the Current, it was also learning more about them. It was gaining more knowledge with every human it encountered, and this was strangely similar to the way it gained more energy with every pod it touched.

The Current was beginning to realize just how much it had changed since encountering that first pod. The minds that became part of the Current were far from inert. They were buried, but their influence was strong. They brought with them a curiosity about the surrounding world. They brought the ability to analyze, to organize thoughts, to draw conclusions. The Current never had need of these traits before, and so had never developed them. Now it was curious beyond anything it had ever previously experienced. It was learning.

What it learned was that the man, Louis, was more like the Current than any other human in the room. He, too, was many who were one. He, too, had a personality within him that was suppressed, subdued. 

That was when it occurred to the Current — perhaps if it could restore the subdued personality within this human it could learn how to achieve individuality. 

The next time Louis came into the room, the Current began an experiment of its own.




The wedding was about to start. Thomas felt so nervous, it was as if he were the one getting married. He managed to find a nice set of cloths that more or less fit him, though the collar of his dress shirt was too tight to button, and the sleeves were too long by about two inches. What kind of mutant monkey man owned this shirt?

It didn’t matter. For the first time since awakening in this distant and strange future he was doing something that felt so oddly normal that it made him nervous. In a good way. Not like all those other ways he’d been nervous lately.

For a long while now, there had been a tendency to always think, “When this is over …”

“When this trial is over I’ll get back to my real life.”

“When this execution is over I’ll be in a better place.”

“When this escape plan is over I can start a new life.”

“When this crash is over I can start another new life.”

“When this crash is over I can …”

It just kept going. The trouble was, nothing was ever really over. In reality, one thing always leads straight to another. The “over” wasn’t going to follow any one event, it was going to follow his life. So what mattered most was what he was doing right here, right now. It only took a couple of centuries for Thomas to realize that. 

So today, standing as the Best Man at his friend’s wedding, there were no thoughts about “when this is over.” Unlike every other wedding he’d been to in his life, Thomas wasn’t thinking about what he would do after the ceremony. He wasn’t thinking about the reception, or about one of the bridesmaids (though Janet was kind of hot — so maybe a little about one of the bridesmaids). He was focused on right here, right now. This moment meant everything, and all the others, all those moments past and moments to come, meant nothing.

There was the feeling that he was part of something bigger than himself. He was more than a Best Man right now. He was more than the “Destroyer of Worlds,” too. He was more than even John Thomas Paris. He was everyone gathered here, buzzing excitedly at the base of Citadel, waiting to see two amazing people do an amazingly positive and hopeful thing. He was the community.

Music started, and Thomas felt his heart thump as he recognized the nostalgic tune. Even here, light years away from where he was born, the wedding march was familiar. True, it had never been quite as comforting as it was now. 

Mitch fidgeted and shifted his weight, and Thomas gave him a sympathetic look before whispering, “Here we go.”

Mitch glanced at him, then darted his eyes straight back down the aisle where Reilly would be walking in just a few seconds. “Here we go,” Mitch nodded quickly. 

And then time stopped.

When Reilly and Captain Somar stepped into the aisle and began the walk to the podium, everyone in the colony was stunned into silence. If not for the sound of the wedding music, Thomas was sure he would hear the shuffling sound of their feet on the ground. The two made a striking pair. Somar, wearing his own dress uniform that served to accentuated the green cast of his skin, was gently guiding Reilly by the arm. The alien captain was unusual and interesting to look at, for sure. But in truth all eyes were on the bride.

Reilly looked absolutely stunning. Thomas actually gulped when he saw her. The light blue dress she was wearing had a plunging neckline that somehow paradoxically concealed and revealed the curve of her breasts in a way that was subtle and maddeningly inviting. The light material flowed down and over the curves of Reilly’s body, clinging in just the right places to show that this pilot had a knockout figure no one had suspected was there. And then, as the dress fluttered in gentle ripples toward the ground, Thomas could see tantalizing hints of leg show through the sheer fabric. 

The dress was beautiful, there was no doubt. But the bride, she was beauty. Thomas felt a pang of envy, seeing her, and then felt a sense of pride knowing that for whatever beauty Reilly possessed on the outside it was dim and dingy compared to who she was as a person. She and Mitch were perfect together. They deserved this moment.

Somar guided Reilly to Mitch’s side, and for once the engineer looked as if he simply did not know what to do. Thomas was just on the verge of nudging him and saying something when Mitch pulled through, smiled at Reilly with moist eyes, and took her by the arm as he turned to face the podium. Thomas turned with him, also smiling.

Somar stepped onto the small stage, turning to face the couple and the crowd. He had nothing in his hands. No tablet, no papers or books of any kind. He crossed his hands behind his back, and nodded respectfully to the bride and groom. 

The music faded, and Somar spoke.




“Among my people, the time of union is one in which all gather to express their love and appreciation for the two who have chosen to cherish each other. We are a long-lived people, and when we mate it is a commitment that can last many lifetimes. Such commitment is honorable, and profoundly beautiful.

“Since living among the humans of this colony, I have come to realize that there is a greater beauty, one I have never before seen or considered. As I have watched and learned from each of you, and especially from these two before me, I have seen what it means for humans to love. It goes far beyond cherishing each other, beyond valuing and respecting each other. To love, for humans, is a need as essential as food, water, and air.

“When I first met Mitch and Reilly, I was impressed by their dedication. I was honored to serve with them, and I have come to depend on their strength, their ingenuity, and their loyalty and dedication to this colony.  I have come to believe that these two, and the love they have for each other, represent the very best of humanity. I am humbled by this. I am honored to have witnessed it.”

Now Somar paused and looked at the crowd. He had versed himself in the etiquette of human weddings, and though he was taking some liberty he intended to do this according to human custom. “The time has come to ask those gathered, if anyone should object to the union of this man and this woman, let them speak now or forever hold their peace.”

Somar paused, and when no one spoke he nodded and turned his attention back to the couple before him.

“The bride and groom have prepared their own vows,” he said.

Mitch nodded, turned to Reilly and took her hands in his. He was shaking slightly, Somar noted. 

“Reilly,” Mitch said, pushing past a small catch in his voice. “You and I have known each other for a long time, and we have seen so much together. I’m not the kind of guy who is good at saying exactly how he feels, but somehow you always seem to know anyway. That’s one of the things I love about you, and I’ve loved it from the start. We’ve been through a lot together,” he smiled at this, and there was a tittering from the crowd. “And through everything I could always count on you being there. I could always trust that you had my back, and that you would always have my back. But more than that …” here Mitch fumbled a bit, struggled, but finally caught the thread of what he was trying to say. “More than that, I have always known that you love me. And here, or anywhere else in the universe, that means more to me than I can ever say. I love you, Reilly. I vow to always love you, to always be faithful to you, and to always care for your needs above my own.”

Tears rolled down Mitch’s cheek, but they were tiny streams compared to the river flowing from Reilly’s eyes.

Reilly squeezed her eyes shut and took a shaky breath, then said, “Mitch.” Her voice pitched high and she caught herself before sobbing, took another breath, then continued. “I have always loved you. Always. I’ve known you most of my life, and in all that time I have watched you and been proud of you. I have never known anyone who has as much strength as you. I have never known anyone who cares as much as you do, and who is so willing to sacrifice everything for what’s right. That’s what I love about you. The right thing is the only thing, and that’s just the way it is. And because of you I’ve learned how to see the right thing when it’s in front of me, even if it’s pretty well hidden. You are the only man I’ve ever known that I trust so completely. You are …” she paused, and when she spoke again her voice pitched once more. “You are the love of my life.” She breathed, calmed herself, then finished with, “I vow to always love you, to always be faithful to you, and to always care for your needs even above my own.”

With that, Mitch and Reilly stared at each other with small, strange smiles on their faces. From the crowd there came sounds of soft crying and sniffling. And as the couple turned back to Somar, he too felt a great welling of emotion. He did not cry, as that was not something the Esool could do. But he no less felt the strength of the bond forming before him. 

Somar turned to Thomas, “Do you have the ring?”

Thomas, as if suddenly shaken awake after watching the exchange of vows, jumped to and patted his pockets. He produced a small circle of gold. Mitch was looking at him, surprised. Thomas smiled, “It’s a wedding gift. I had it made from some of the gold contacts we salvaged from one of the pods. Some of the engineers built this smithy using …” He stopped himself in mid-explanation, smiled and shrugged, then handed the ring to Mitch.

“If you will place the ring upon Reilly’s finger,” Somar said. Mitch did so, smiling through his tears. “By the power vested in me, under the authority of this colony’s charter, I hereby pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”

As it turned out, he hadn’t needed to remind them of this last part.

As Mitch enveloped Reilly in his arms and kissed her with a passion that spoke of great need, the crowd cheered and applauded. Thomas, smiling and wiping away a tear of his own with the sleeve of his coat, patted Mitch on one shoulder. The couple finally broke their embrace and turned to face the crowd, completely jubilant, completely happy. Somar smiled.

In the next instant, the whole of the crowd was thrown to the ground, enveloped in smoke and screams, as an explosion shook the earth and sent shards of metal and debris flying in all directions.














Twenty




It started as a tickle. That was the closest thing he could relate it to. Like the tickle one feels in the back of the throat at the onset of a cold. It was a lacy sort of thing, light and irritating in its gentleness. And then it began to grow. It took on greater force. It became the tingling of a foot or hand that has gone to sleep. The pins-and-needles feeling of circulation returning, except instead of a numbed body part it was as if his mind itself were numbed.

He was irritated by it, but also fascinated. He hadn’t realized that he wasn’t feeling anything moments before, but now it seemed obvious. Now he could sense that the world was slightly off from what he was used to. In fact, the world was completely different. The rules of the natural universe had changed. He was noticing, for the first time, that he had not been noticing anything lately. He had been asleep. And now he was awake.

Taggart came to in the middle of a lab. The haze of some dream was fading as he looked about and saw equipment humming, lights playing in patterns across displays, screens filled with data. There were numerous White Collars in the room, each busily monitoring, testing, noting. There was a man lying on a small bed, surrounded by machines and screens and equipment that Taggart did not recognize. Except, somehow, he did.

And then he saw him. Alan. John Thomas Alan, actually. But the boy. The young man. 

My son.

Taggart blinked, shook his head. That wasn’t right. This boy was not his son. Taggart had no son. He had made every effort over the years, sometimes risking potential scandal, to remain childless. And yet, the feeling was so embedded in his thinking that he could not persuade himself to think any different. This was Johnny. This was his son. 

Something had happened.

Taggart quickly ran back through his memories, trying to make sense of where he was and what he was doing. His last clear memory was of standing near the base of the Citadel tower. He had managed to convince the Blue Collars to rebel against Somar and the rest of the colony. Victory was in his grasp, and he was allowing himself to gloat a little. And then, it happened.

The something. The nothing. Somehow the world went dark and Taggart had simply shut down. 

How long ago had that been? His last memory had the sort of haze that comes with weeks, maybe months. Could it have been that long? What happened to him during that time?

“Dad?” Alan asked.

Taggart turned to look at him. The boy, he was responsible for this. Taggart wasn’t sure how or why he knew that, but he did. And he wanted to hate him. He wanted to leap at him, to tear his throat out with his bare hands. But he couldn’t. Because he loved him.

“Son,” Taggart said. He expected the croak from unused vocal cords, dry and raspy from disuse. Instead his voice sounded perfectly natural and smooth, as if he had only been speaking a moment before. 

And then, he realized he had. 

Memories came back to him now. Days of looking at scientific data, talking with Alan about test results, poring over information and research in an effort to … 

He couldn’t remember. His memory was patchy, wispy, as if he had been dreaming all this time. In fact, it felt exactly like a dream. He had vague memories of seeing flashes of the world, realizing that he was moving and thinking and talking, but not having a full a grasp of it. He couldn’t quite assert himself. He had not been under his own control.

“You look like you need to sit down,” Alan said. “Are you feeling alright?”

He turned his attention back to Alan. “Yes, sorry. I’m feeling fine,” Taggart said. “Just fine. But excuse me. I have to check on something.”

He turned to leave, aiming for the door, when the man sat up from the bed, looking around wildly, clearly confused. “Where am I?” he asked. “How did I get here? Where are my wife and daughter?”

Alan and the others rushed to the man’s side, firing off questions, running scans. Taggart let them all sweep past him and then made his way out of the lab and into the open air.

Everything was different. For starters there were at least twice as many buildings as what he remembered. The place was a maze of structures now. And though some looked as if they were still in progress, and a few new structures were just getting started, the majority seemed complete. The idea of being away for weeks had some merit.

But where were all the people? Shouldn’t there be workers everywhere, pulling these structures together from salvaged parts? Shouldn’t he hear a multitude of voices, the sounds of tools and building? Instead he heard …

Was that music?

In fact, it was. And as he strained to listen, he recognized the tune. The wedding march. Someone was getting married? Here?

Taggart rubbed his eyes and looked around again. Was he truly awake or was this the dream? There was still some sort of haze clouding his thinking. He kept having stray thoughts. His focus, normally as strong as iron, was scattered and shifting. There was a buzzing all around him. He could feel some sort of strange energy in the air. 

He decided to follow the music. For the moment he didn’t really know what else to do, and perhaps if he found where the people were gathered he could come up with some sort of plan.

He was slowly moving through the alleys and corridors formed by the colony structures, adjusting to having control of his own body again, when he saw someone he never expected to see. In fact, for a brief moment he was almost certain that he really was dreaming, because this young man most certainly would not be present on a colony planet. He would never leave Earth.

“Corey?” Taggart asked aloud.

Corey didn’t hear him. He was too distant and too preoccupied with what he was doing. Slowly and carefully, Corey was moving from one hidden corner to another, scooting backwards in a crouch. And as he moved he tapped two pieces of wood together in a rhythm. Taggart, curious, hid and watched him. What was this about? Why was he here, and what was he trying to do?

Then, after a moment, Taggart saw a young woman come shuffling around the corner. Her affect and demeanor were so abnormal that for a moment Taggart didn’t recognize her. Then, with a shock, he recognized Penny Daunder. 

Why was she acting so strange? And why was she following the sound of Corey’s rhythm? 

No good can come of this, Taggart thought. He had no idea why he would suddenly care about the welfare of this young girl, but he did. He cared very much. He did not know what Corey planned, but he knew he was leading the girl to trouble. Corey was a spoiled and narcissistic little monster. The pride of Earth First. Taggart had put up with his antics for years, authorizing all sorts of cover-ups in the press. He knew exactly the sort of thing this young man was capable of doing. 

Taggart followed as Corey led Penny through the maze of buildings. It was clear that they were moving toward the Citadel tower, though Taggart wasn’t sure why. He only knew that whatever the young man planned, it wasn’t good, and it needed to be stopped.




We shouldn’t be doing this! Penny thought frantically. Something is wrong!

Edward wouldn’t listen. He was too focused. The rhythm was too intriguing, and it captured him like a net. The compulsion to follow it was so strong that even Penny was feeling it, a driving need to track that rhythm to its source, wherever it may be.

Unlike Edward, though, Penny had an instinct for trouble. She’d been in enough of it in her life to recognize the signs. For starters, why was the rhythm so quiet but persistent? Only she and Edward had heard it, clearly. Also, why was it constantly moving away from them? Where was it going? 

This felt like a trap.

Edward! This is a trap! Something is wrong! Still, Edward shuffled along.

After some time they came to the base of the Citadel tower. Somewhere close by there was the sound of music, and for a brief instant both Penny and Edward stopped and listened, enthralled. For once they both recognized what they were hearing. Penny realized that it was the wedding march, and apparently Edward had heard it before, too. During that brief pause they were both distracted from the rhythm. In a moment, however, it came back, this time louder and more insistent. It was the sound of metal on metal. A ting-ting-ting of rhythm that echoed from within the tower.

Don’t! Penny thought.

And they entered.




Corey was sure he’d lost her for a second there.  The damned wedding music had distracted her. It was louder than his tapping, and he raged to think that after all of the work he’d put into this, Penny would be spared from crossing the threshold by wedding music, of all things.

Then it struck him. Now that he was out of earshot of anyone who could hear, and now that the music had everyone distracted, he could turn up his own volume. He found a metal spanner in a tool kit stowed just inside the door and started tapping his rhythm again. This time he rapped it on the pipes and inner walls of Citadel, letting the ting-ting chime out loud and proud. 

It took a few repetitions, but eventually it worked. He peeked out of the door and saw Penny turn, then shuffle toward him again. He ducked back into the corridor. The cell was ready and waiting, and it wouldn’t be much longer. He debated just grabbing her and throwing her in by force, but why risk that kind of effort just yet? He should save his strength. He planned to give her a long night.

He had just gotten Penny to the door of the corridor when he heard a man’s voice from the chamber.

“Penny,” the voice said. “Do not follow that sound any further.”

Corey felt the blood chill in his veins. His heart actually skipped with a thud, and he felt a slight queasiness. Who was this, at the last minute? Who was spoiling the plan? Worse, was this someone that could cause trouble? Corey stopped his tapping and crept forward, peeking out of the entrance to the corridor.

Taggart was standing behind Penny with a hand on her shoulder, and he was looking directly at Corey.

“I don’t believe it,” Corey said aloud.

“I’m having trouble with it myself,” Taggart said.

Corey stepped out of the corridor, the spanner still gripped in his fist. It might do as a weapon if there was any trouble.

Suddenly Penny went berserk. She let out a mournful moan that grew impossibly loud in the enclosed chamber. Loud enough, in fact, that Corey was legitimately afraid someone might hear beyond the open door.

He gripped the spanner tighter and took a step forward, but stopped as Taggart placed himself firmly in front of Penny, guarding her.

“Taggart, what are you doing here? I know you’ve gone a little soft, but Earth First is going to kill you!”

Taggart smiled, shaking his head. “No more than you, A-lister. Imagine, the poster child for Earth First on a colony? It’s obscene.”

Corey gave a mirthless smile, “Oh, that’s covered.” He let his facial features dog hang into a sad expression, “You see, I’m a victim. The shrub had me kidnapped and brought here to be a zombie servant. It’s all part of some evil, twisted shrub plot!”

And with that he laughed, loud and high-pitched. It actually disturbed him a little, to hear a sound he didn’t quite recognize in his voice. He had always prided himself on complete self-control, an ever-perfect performance. And yet, somehow, an emotion had crept into that laugh that he hadn’t intended to be there. What was it exactly?

“You’re afraid,” Taggart said, smiling. “You know they won’t buy it. No matter what you’ve cooked up, Earth First is going to crucify you as an example. Trust me, I know. It’s what I would have done.”

Corey laughed again, and the damnable high pitch returned. “Taggart, I don’t think you’re in any position to pass judgment on me. I heard what you did here. A failed rebellion? You actually tried to get the Blue Collars to turn on the colony? You failed at that, just like you failed at leading Earth First.”

Taggart looked at him for a long moment, and Corey felt a small thrill of fear. He realized, suddenly, that there was something wrong with Taggart. He was different, somehow. Worse than different, he was unreadable. Corey had always had the gift of reading people, so he could adjust his performance, but he couldn’t get a sense of anything from Taggart.

“You’re right,” Taggart said. “I failed. I made a mess of things. I had a plan,” he laughed lightly. “It was a well-designed plan. But you know the saying, don’t you Corey? ‘Man plans and God laughs.’ That’s certainly true for me. I planned and I plotted, because I thought that I alone knew the truth. I knew the way things had to be. We had to strike while these aliens were dependent on us. We had to push them back, isolate them, and allow them to wither away so that we could claim the universe as our own. That’s what I thought. Then. But I don’t think it now.”

Corey laughed loudly. “So what do you think now, old man? We should just invite the shrubs over? Let them live on Earth, maybe?” He sneered. “I wouldn’t have one as a house plant.” He held up the spanner and took a step toward Taggart. “Now, you have something that belongs to me. She’s the reason I’m in this mess, and I’m going to make her pay for it, no matter what else happens. So get out of my way, Taggart, or I’ll go through you.”

It was his best work. He certainly felt none of the bravado with which he spoke, and in fact he had lifted the lines from more of his old vids than he could count, modifying them to fit the scene. He was serious, though. That much, at least, was not acting. He was planning to brain Taggart with the spanner and then drag Penny kicking and screaming into the cell.

Taggart stepped forward and faced him down, and despite himself Corey felt his resolve fade a bit. Then he gripped the spanner tighter and raised it to take a swing.

That was when the boy appeared, and all hell broke loose.




Penny wasn’t entirely sure when it happened, but suddenly she was different. Again.

First she felt the tingle, which spread over her entire body. What followed was a grand tour of everything she’d ever experienced, in a flood of fast and insistent memories. Her life played out in fast motion, with a special emphasis on Corey and the events that led her to this moment. 

Then she saw Edward.

At first, what she saw was much like the flood of her own memories. Flashes of experience and past events ran by her like chunks of debris in a torrent of water. She saw Edward’s life through his own eyes. The hospitals. The doctors. His mother. The endless counting, counting, counting. She saw other things, too, which were often mundane and ordinary, yet somehow strangely beautiful through Edward’s eyes.

She saw patterns of light and ripples of water. She saw plays of shadow falling just so on staircases and winding park paths. She saw the spread of tree branches, the patterns on bird eggs, the spirals of steam rising from pasta in a bowl. She saw shoelaces double-knotted, pebbles in small piles, earthworms wriggling in a palm full of soil. There were so many things, so far flung and different and strange, and for the first time Penny could see the absolute perfection and beauty in all of it.

And then she saw Edward.

Not as he saw himself, and not from his perspective, but standing right before her. She saw Edward, the boy, standing to one side of Taggart, who was between her and Corey. And when she saw him, suddenly she was clear again. Suddenly, after all of this time, she was no longer wading through molasses but was free and clear and light. She was herself. 

She was Penny, and only Penny.

“Edward,” she said.

The boy did not turn to face her, but kept his eyes locked on Corey, who was holding a wrench above his head, ready to strike Taggart. 

“It’s me,” Edward said.

“Are you … how are you here?” Penny asked.

“Who is this!” Corey screamed “Where did you come from!” He was holding the wrench in front of him now, waving it like a sword to fend off this sudden apparition. 

Taggart took a step back as well, looking from Edward to Penny. “Do you know him?”

Penny took a small step forward and held out her hand. She meant to touch Edward’s shoulder, but when she felt the tingling sensation she stopped. “Don’t touch me,” Edward said, still not taking his eyes from Corey. “I’m not ready yet. I might hurt you.”

Penny pulled her hand back. “Edward, what’s happening?”

Edward moved then, though his body remained rigid. It was as if this was some sort of holographic projection of Edward, and someone bumped the projector. Suddenly, instantly, he was only a few feet from Corey, who startled and swung the wrench, missing Edward entirely but making it clear that he felt threatened.

Good, Penny thought. She shuddered to think what Corey had been leading her to.

Edward spoke, “Cowboy was going to hurt you,” he said.

Cowboy? Oh … “Yes,” Penny said. “I think he was. But he can’t now. He’s scared, and we’re safe.”

Taggart moved to her side. For whatever reason she no longer felt afraid or intimidated by him. Something about him had changed. He seemed so different, in fact, that she found it hard to even think of him as Taggart.

“What is happening!” Corey screamed.

“Corey!” Penny snapped. “Calm down! Just put the wrench down and we’ll talk.”

Corey laughed, and it didn’t sound good. In fact, it sounded as if he might have snapped. Instead of putting the wrench down he threw it at Edward and ducked into the corridor.

There was a bright flash and the room filled with the smell of ozone. Penny shield her eyes and heard a clang, and when she opened them Edward was still standing with his back to her, and a molten hunk of metal was on the floor below his feet.

Below his feet. 

Penny realized for the first time that the boy was actually floating several inches above the ground.

Edward began to move toward the corridor and Penny started to follow when Taggart put a hand on her arm. “Penny,” he said, his voice filled with awe and maybe a hint of fear. “I’m not sure we should follow.”

Penny watched as Edward moved close to the corridor, then looked up at Taggart. “We have to save him,” she said.

Taggart looked confused. “Corey? He was just trying to hurt you. He may deserve what he gets.”

Penny shook her head. “Maybe, maybe not,” she said. “But I’m talking about Edward.”

Taggart watched her for a moment, then nodded. “ok,” he said. “I’ll help you.”

And Penny was surprised to find that she trusted him completely.




Corey ran frantically through the corridors. 

Ruined! The whole plan was ruined, right at the last minute. The whore was being protected now, and by Taggart of all people? And who was that boy?

The boy was following him, he knew. There was something about him that Corey feared on a level he had never experienced before. He was unnatural. He was floating above the ground! Was he a ghost? An alien?

The corridor had several branches, winding into the guts of the tower. Most of these were maintenance tunnels that led to tight spots and dead ends. One led to the cell. Corey had explored every inch of the tower and knew it as well as he knew lines from his vids. He avoided the cell and any corridor that would restrict his movement. Instead he aimed straight for the largest chamber.

Dim and inadequate light pooled in small circles throughout the length of the corridor as Corey ran. In moments he erupted into the even light of the large chamber, looking around frantically for a place to hide from that … thing.

He glanced back down the dark corridor in paranoia and dread. 

Sure enough, he could see him. There was a faint glow surrounding him. Or was it coming from him? The boy was brighter than the emergency lights lining the corridor, at any rate. And he was moving slowly.

Why? Back at the entrance he had just popped up, instantly, as if he’d teleported from one spot to another. Why was he moving so slowly down this corridor?

Corey turned and ran, not caring about the answer, and immediately sprang behind a large piece of equipment. He forced himself to calm, to let his breathing become paced and normal.

“I can see you, Cowboy,” the boy said, his voice flat and emotionless.

Corey couldn’t help himself. He felt the fear well up, taking him over. For the first time in his career he broke character. “Stop calling me that!”

“Saddle up,” the boy said, in that same flat tone, which made the words all the more frightening.

There was a burst of light in the room and Corey felt a brief tingle as the hairs on his arms stood up. Then he felt something harsher, something like ants tearing into his skin, and he felt himself being raised from the floor. He screamed.

“Edward, no!” Penny shouted from the corridor.

“He was going to hurt you,” Edward said, still no emotion in his voice.

Corey was writing with pain. His vision became nothing but flashes of white punctuated by brief views of the room. He felt himself rise and saw that he was being held just above the piece of equipment he had used as a hiding spot.

He needed to grab something! He needed a handhold! This thing was going to kill him, and he had to fight back.

In desperation he grabbed at a cable coiled on the top of the machine.

“No!” Taggart yelled. “Don’t touch that!”

Too late. It was too late, and Corey knew it the instant he grabbed the cable. The stinging ants he had felt before were nothing compared to the raging torrent of pain that now filled him.




Taggart followed Penny as they raced down the corridors. They took one wrong turn and came to a dead end of sorts. It looked like some sort of room with pod doors welded in place to form a door and a back wall. There was a cot and not much else in the room. 

The cell, Taggart thought. He remembered it. He had been here, with Alan. He had sat in a chair in that spot. That was before, when he was … what? Sleeping? That’s what it felt like. As if the whole thing were some sort of vivid dream, beyond his ability to control.

“Back!” Penny said. “We missed a turn somewhere!”

They backtracked, and when they came to the point where the corridors split, Taggart touched Penny’s shoulder and pointed. “I think he went that way,” he said.

“How can you know?”

“These ships use equipment built by Taggart Industries,” he said. “I’ve been on hundreds. He’s looking for a place to hide, and he won’t want to be in a confined spot. The engine room is down this corridor. It’s big, lots of places of to hide.”

Penny nodded and took off at a run. Taggart followed, trying to keep up, but though he was in great shape for his age he was no match for the young and fit girl ahead of him. She was a professional athlete, after all. People tended to forget that about her, due to her family’s wealth and her own apparently indulgent lifestyle. Taggart, with his strange new perspective, was starting to see her in a different light. 

Moments later they burst into the chamber that housed the sub-light engines of the tower. These were powerful enough to safely bring the tower module down from orbit and land it safely, at which point they became dynamos for powering the colony. A series of transformers jutted from the top of the machine, placed to convert the raw power of the engines into useable current for the colony. Paired with these was an array of large capacitors, which stored power like batteries until they could release it as controlled bursts into the colony’s power grid. 

As Taggart and Penny rushed into the room, he realized that they were too late. The boy, Edward, was already attacking Corey, holding him aloft by some barely visible tendril of energy. Corey was writhing, obviously in great pain.

“Edward, no!” Penny shouted.

“He was going to hurt you,” Edward said.

Taggart stood, helpless, watching the scene unfold. Corey was flailing about, his hands flexing and grasping. He was trying to get a handhold on something, to pull himself back to the floor. Taggart’s eyes widened as he saw Corey reach for a thick cable at the top of the machine. He recognized it immediately as a trunk line for routing power from the engines into the transformers and the capacitor array. 

“No!” Taggart yelled. “Don’t touch that!”

But it was too late. 

Corey grabbed the cable and a bright arc of electricity snaked through him, seeking the closest grounding conductor. Whatever energy was flowing from Edward to Corey was somehow causing an induction field, and the power of the engine was flowing through that more readily than it had been conducted through the cable. Taggart rushed forward and grabbed Penny, turning her away from the scene, protecting her with his body in case some stray bolt struck like lightning.

He watched, however, as the power of the dynamo arced and writhed, first striking the walls, then striking Edward.

Edward showed no signs of distress, but floated in place, unmoving. Then there was a flash, followed by a whump noise, and Taggart and Penny were enveloped in light and sound, thrown backwards into the walls of the chamber. Taggart’s head hit hard, and he lost consciousness just as the engine exploded.

His last thought, before darkness took him, was strange and foreign and oddly comforting. Johnny, he thought. I love you, son.














Epilogue




“That’s it?” the Chairman asked. “That’s all you know?”

The manager nodded. He was sweating profusely, dabbing at his forehead with a handkerchief. This man, the Chairman, terrified him. He always had. But he was especially frightening now, as the manager gave him the bad news.

“Yes, sir. That’s all of the information I have. Corey boarded a shuttle for the colony ship and left Earth this morning. He was furious with the girl, you see.”

“Yes,” the Chairman said, nodding. He was a large man, though the manager wasn’t quite sure if he was fat. Instead, he just seemed very substantial. He looked as if he might be a small mountain wearing a business suit. His hands seemed to be the size of a human head, and the manager had to control a little shudder at the thought of those hands crushing his skull like a ripe melon. 

The Chairman leaned back in his chair and interwove his fingers over his stomach. He was still staring at the manager, his eyes naturally narrow and his brow in a permanent furrow. The Chairman was a man who continuously looked as if he were scowling. 

“The identification number you have given for the colony ship is verified? You are certain?”

The manager paused before speaking, running through all of his information, not daring to get it wrong. “Yes, sir. That is the correct number. I verified it personally.”

“Then you will be responsible if I am misinformed,” the Chairman said, leaning forward to pick up a small digital tablet that looked no bigger and no more substantial than a playing card in his enormous hands.

“Ye-yes, sir,” the manager said. “When your men approached me …”

“That is all. Leave,” the Chairman said, his voice even but firm.

The manager, whose mouth was still open with the last word he was about to speak, snapped his jaws shut and took the invitation to leave for what it was — a reprieve as much as a command. He left without another word. He didn’t even bother to sign out at the security desk in the lobby. He was in the back of the town car that brought him here before the lift door had fully closed, and the driver had the car in the air before the manager had even fully buckled in.

Corey, the A-lister, was in big trouble. The manager would have smiled about it, if he weren’t still scared out of his mind.




The Chairman heard the manager leave, and before the man had even climbed into his town car the execution order was given. That car would meet a very unfortunate accident several blocks away. A pity about the driver, who would be caught in the crossfire. But these were the risks one assumed.

Earth First would not tolerate betrayal.

The fact that Corey had boarded this particular colony vessel was significant. This was the very vessel that Taggart had embarked upon, in his foolish plan to expand the scope of the organization. The Chairman had already dispatched someone to take care of Taggart and his plans.

Therein lay the difficulty. Taggart was still in control of the family business, and Taggart Industries was a key component in the plans that Earth First had for colony travel. The Chairman had worked for months to secure a foothold within the company, without much success. And then Taggart himself had given him the keys. 

The man had bought a moon. And though he had hidden his plans under the guise of mining contracts and lunar land development, the Chairman had managed to secure records that showed what Taggart was up to. He was building a nerve center for the lightrail network. He was planning some sort of coup. He had some delusion about closing the lightrail to the Esool, isolating the colonies from the rest of the universe. The Chairman rolled his eyes every time he thought about it. The man was clearly insane. The only real success for Earth First would be to eliminate the colonies altogether. Pull the most valuable minds back to Earth. Eradicate the rest.

But for all his idiocy, Taggart had managed something intriguing. He had created a way to shut down all of the lightrail hubs at once. That was valuable. The Chairman could use that.

For the time being, Taggart had to live. It was his command alone that could activate the failsafe. The order was to strand Taggart on the colony world he was bound for, to destroy any means of escape, and then the Chairman could force his hand. 

But Corey was a different story. The young man had overstepped his bounds. He would be an embarrassment to the cause. A very public embarrassment. All of his life, he was groomed to be the most outspoken, public face of Earth First. Whenever he attended a rally the approval ratings would spike by no less than 80 percent, and recruitment went through the roof. In a very real way, Corey was Earth First, at least from humanity’s perspective. The simpletons of the human race, the drones who were constantly glued to vids, living their lives vicariously through an actor’s part in one drama or another, they had no idea what Earth First really was. They had no perception, and no means of understanding, that Earth First was the future of humanity.

Corey’s betrayal would tarnish the reputation of this fine organization — an organization that the Chairman had given his entire life to. An organization built for more than a century. Corey, with his idiotic lust for revenge over a petty dishonor, was putting Earth First in a bad light.

He would have to die, even if a thousand people died with him.

The Chairman held up his digital pad and called up his contact in Earth Colony Fleet. It was not too late. The colony vessel was on the verge of launching, and communication was still possible. With a series of transfers, the Chairman found himself talking to a young man named Eric Grayman.

“All goes according to instruction?” the Chairman rumbled

“Yes sir,” Grayman said. 

“Good,” the Chairman nodded. “Following this transmission will be a series of instructions. They are plans to install a device in the ship’s engines. The device has already been brought aboard.”

“Is this another explosive device, sir?” Grayman asked.

“It is. Does that change things for you?”

“No sir. Earth First is worth any sacrifice.”

The Chairman actually allowed himself to smile, though he was aware that to most people it looked as if he were baring his teeth in a growl. “You are sacrificing yourself to the most noble cause of humanity.”

“Thank you, sir. It’s an honor.”

The comm channel closed and the Chairman turned to face the window at the back of his office. The window was artificial, of course. It was a large vid screen, displaying anything the Chairman cared to see. Today he cared to see acres of green forest, rivers winding through valleys, mountains in the far distance. A vista like this hadn’t really existed on Earth for hundreds of years, crowded out by the glorious expansion of human cities to every crevice of the Earth. But the recreation was good enough. It was soothing. 

It would be months before the Chairman knew the outcome of today’s events. That was fine. He was a patient man. He slept in his own stasis pod each night, and for three full days out of every week, allowing him to extend his life a great deal. To him, the months would seem like weeks, and every detail would be fresh in his mind. So waiting was not something he worried over. It was the unknown that bothered him. The things he could not plan for were the things that might have kept him up at night, if he wasn’t using the pod to force himself to sleep. 

Still, every unknown could be an opportunity. And the Chairman was good at exploiting opportunities.

So let them come.
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