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A Greeting from the Series Editor
 
 
Hello, and welcome to The Stellar Guild, a new series by Phoenix Pick, the science fiction imprint of Arc Manor. I’m Mike Resnick, the series editor.
 
Over the years I’ve worked with a number of beginning writers. Hugo winner Maureen McHugh refers to them as “Mike’s Writer Children”. The reason I (and others) do this is quite simple: in the field of science fiction, almost every writer who helped today’s stars and journeymen is either rich, dead, or both, and since it is impractical to pay them back by the time we’re in a position to, we pay forward. I have worked with eight writers who went on to be Campbell nominees (the Campbell is science fiction’s Rookie-of-the-Year award), as well as some whose success came later or occasionally not at all.
 
The thing is, I’m not unique. Just about every writer I know pays forward in much the same way in this most generous of literary fields, and when Arc Manor publisher Shahid Mahmud was looking for a new line that featured a new approach, we put our heads together and hit upon what has become The Stellar Guild, in which each book features, not a collaboration, but a team-up between a superstar of our field, who will write an original novella, and a protégé of the superstar’s own choosing, who will write a novelette set in the same universe.
 
You know what I love about this field? When I first approached each of our superstars—Kevin J. Anderson, Mercedes Lackey, Eric Flint, all the rest—and said I was editing a new line and wanted a novella, and we would pay such-and-so for it, everyone politely declined. After all, their services are in great demand, they’re contracted years ahead, and Arc Manor was offering substantial-but-not-Wall-Street pay rates.
 
But the second I explained that I also wanted a novelette in the same book, with full credit on the front cover, from a protégé of their choosing, every last one of them instantly changed course and agreed to write for The Stellar Guild.
 
Some of the protégés, like Steve Savile, have already sold a few books and had some success; others are virtually unsold prior to their Stellar Guild appearance. What they have in common, besides talent, is that each of them has a friend and role model who’s helping them up the ladder.
 
 So here you have it—a brand new line, in which today’s superstars strut their literary stuff, and also introduce you to the early work of the next generation of Hugo winners and bestsellers.
 
Mike Resnick
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PART ONE



1
196 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
21 years to scheduled arrival at Tau Ceti.
 
Burton Pellar, the ninth Captain of the generation ship Beacon, was dead, and more than two decades remained before the starship was due to arrive at Tau Ceti.
 
The Beacon’s thousands of crewmember-colonists gathered in mess halls, community chambers, and exercise domes, getting close to any public transmission screen that would show the funeral ceremony taking place down in the main cargo bay.
 
Though she was only fourteen, Jorie Taylor was one of the privileged few invited to attend the ceremonies in person. Kora Andropolis, in line to be the Beacon’s tenth Captain, had taken a liking to the girl and asked her to be present.
 
Dressed in their best shipclothes, Jorie’s parents joined her for Captain Pellar’s memorial. Everyone remained quiet as a string quartet played “Spring” from Vivaldi’s “Four Seasons,” which had been the Captain’s favorite piece. During the slowship’s two-century-long voyage, the people aboard—descendants of the original pioneers—had taken care to preserve and revere the cultural masterpieces from their homeworld. The crewmember-colonists knew where they were going, as well as where they had been and who they were.
 
Beside her, Jorie’s twelve-year-old brother fidgeted, and she nudged him to be still; Steven didn’t see the historical significance of what they were witnessing. For both of them, Pellar was the only Captain they had ever known; he had assumed the role the very year her brother was born, when Jorie was only two. Very little changed aboard the Beacon as it toiled across empty space, but this was a dramatic shift.
 
Jorie knew her ship’s history and had studied the Captains. The first, Delda Rochelle, took the slowship’s helm when it was finally completed after many decades of construction; Captain Rochelle guided the Beacon under gradual but constant acceleration away from the turmoil of a seemingly dying planet, leaving Earth and the Moon behind. It took them twenty years just to leave the home solar system.
 
And after that a journey of 11.9 light years lay ahead of them before they reached Tau Ceti and what they hoped was a habitable planet: Sarbras.
 
The ship’s second Captain, Templesmith, had served for twenty-five years, overseeing the difficult but subtle transition as the group of hopeful pioneers leaving Earth became a generation of voyagers. They spent their entire lives in transit, knowing that not even their great-great-grandchildren would survive to see the Beacon arrive at its destination. Then came Captains Blake, Wexler, Chan, Marius, Orov, Ramirez, and Captain Pellar.
 
Most of the leaders in the middle of the voyage were unremarkable, unmemorable, Jorie thought. They served through a century and a half of complacency, even malaise (except for the power-failure disaster in year 118). Those past Captains were little more than names in the history texts, like a list of colony equipment, an inventory of prefab shelters, or the catalog of plant seeds and animal embryos stored in deep-freeze ready to be reawakened once the ship arrived.
 
Twenty-one more years.
 
For the first time, she realized—truly felt it in her gut—that she and her brother would be part of the first generation to see the fruition of so many dreams. They were going to set foot on a virgin world and make it humanity’s second home.
 
Their home.
 
When the string quartet finished, followed by an awkward smattering of applause, Kora Andropolis stepped up to the plastic-wrapped cocoon that held the Captain’s body. Burton Pellar rested on a rectangular supply crate, which had been draped with a blue cloth so that it looked like an altar.
 
“Captain Pellar brought us this far.” The compact, middle-aged woman had short brown hair that was lightly salted with gray strands. Andropolis was generally soft-spoken, though she did not suffer fools. Fortunately, she did not consider Jorie a fool.
 
“For ten years, he guided this ship, and brought us a full light year closer to Tau Ceti. Now, the Beacon has to go on without him—and, yes, we will go on. As your new Captain, I’ll do my best to see that we arrive safely at our destination.”
 
Burton Pellar hadn’t been a warm man and kept himself distant from the crew, but he had not been disliked. The years of his Captaincy had passed without drama, disaster, or political turmoil. Jorie supposed that most Captains would consider uneventful decades a sign of success.
 
“Burton Pellar was my friend,” Andropolis continued. “We will honor and remember him. I’m sure we can find a continent or a mountain range on Sarbras to name after him.” She gave a small smile in an attempt to lighten the mood. “Now we set him free to drift among the stars with the other Captains, as a waypoint on our journey.”
 
She stepped back from the wrapped body. Council members who’d been appointed pallbearers came forward, picked up the Captain, and carried him over to a small maintenance airlock chamber.
 
Jorie’s parents stared straight ahead. Steven was at last interested. When an average colonist died, his or her body was reclaimed, processed, and recycled to fertilize the vegetation in the greenhouse dome. But Captains were special—they were set free.
 
After Andropolis activated the inner hatch of the airlock, the four pallbearers placed the shrouded body inside the chamber. They sealed the hatch again, and the head of life-support punched the controls. “Goodbye, Burton,” he whispered.
 
During the airlock-cycling process, Jorie looked around the cargo bay’s sealed crates that had been stacked there almost two centuries earlier: excavating machinery, mining equipment, prefabricated shelters, tools, ready-made satellites to be deployed around their new planet. Experts and precision engineers regularly inventoried, checked, and maintained the equipment, but there was little to do with it but wait while the ship crossed space.
 
Finally, the last breaths of air slipped out of the airlock chamber; when the outer hatch opened, the pressure differential was enough to nudge the wrapped body. Burton Pellar eased out into the starry vacuum, separating from the Beacon on his own journey.
 
Getting down to business, the Noah—a smiling and avuncular, silver-haired man (who had no other name as far as Jorie knew; his position was all that mattered)—turned to Andropolis. He looked like some druidic forest wizard. “Change is a constant in the cycle of life. It is with great pleasure, and continued hope, that I now appoint Kora Andropolis as the Beacon’s tenth Captain.” He pinned a symbolic star on the lapel of the clean, white jacket she had donned for the ceremony. “See us safely on our way, Captain.”
 
That ended the formal part of the ceremony, and the gathering quickly devolved into casual conversation and continued congratulations. Jorie felt proud for her mentor, and her parents worked their way through the crowd to shake the new Captain’s hand, and they made Steven do the same, so that he would remember it.
 
When Jorie’s turn came, she said, “I’ll always remember this, Captain.” The word sounded strange in her mouth. Captain. Still caught up in pondering the Beacon’s long voyage, she added, “You might be our last one. Isn’t that exciting?”
 
Andropolis gave her a warm smile. “If I’m optimistic, yes, I might live long enough to see our ship to Sarbras, but by no means will I be the last Captain. Our mission doesn’t end once we arrive at the planet—it’s just the beginning. There’s more to a long journey than just getting to the finish line.”
 
Jorie bit her lip, thinking of all the increased responsibilities that Andropolis now shouldered. Seeing her concern, the older woman smiled and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Captain Pellar trained me very well. He prepared me for everything I needed to know.” She gave a firm squeeze. “I only hope I can do the same for you.”
 
Jorie wasn’t sure she understood. “What do you mean, Captain?”
 
“We should start as soon as possible. I’m taking you on as my protégée to prepare you for your role as the Beacon’s eleventh Captain…whenever it’s time.”
 



2
Inside the fenced compound of Complex Alpha, Earth’s largest government space-research facility, Andre Pellar watched the transmission that had just arrived from the ancient slowship Beacon. He kept the sound low and hunched above the screen in an attempt to hide what he was doing; he would be in trouble if anyone caught him wasting time on irrelevant matters when he was supposed to focus his concentration on the job at hand.
 
Though his defense likely wouldn’t hold water, Andre considered the message part of his work; the progress, and fate, of the enormous generation ship was certainly relevant to their massive project. He hoped the chief scientist would back him up, but that depended on what kind of mood Dr. Max Chambers-Osawa was in.
 
Even if he suffered a revocation of privileges or a reduction in food rations, he doubted the consequences would be overly severe. Andre was a talented theoretical physicist, second only to Dr. Max. The project needed him.
 
Most of the research conducted behind the security fences was defense-related—weapon designs and surveillance-and-security systems to crack down on unrest. But President Jurudu had a soft spot for Dr. Max’s pie-in-the-sky project, though it was a long-term study and might not bear fruit for a dozen or more years. The President continued the funding and allowed them some leeway.
 
The Beacon still had more than two decades before its arrival at Tau Ceti, provided the slowship was on course and on schedule after two centuries in flight.
 
Even after so much time had passed, the colony vessel continued to broadcast annual updates. The thousands aboard assumed that those who were still struggling on Earth would cheer them on (and Andre quietly did, although he was in the minority).
 
Most people, however, no longer paid much attention to the long-gone colony vessel. Due to the distance and transmission delay, by the time the Beacon’s news reached Earth, it was more than a decade out of date. The slowship’s concerns and triumphs were too distant to have any relevance in their daily struggle. How could a vessel that was ten light years away, and which had nearly bankrupted Earth in the midst of catastrophic ecological ruin, matter to them at all anymore? In his quest to find a scapegoat for propaganda purposes, President Jurudu fostered public resentment against the Beacon, and they were much too far away to defend themselves.
 
Andre (privately) believed that the generation ship carried humanity’s Plan B, their second chance. The annual transmission, which Earth had just received via long-distance high-intensity packet, was particularly meaningful to him. Though the news was ten years old, the Beacon announced the recommendation and selection of Burton Pellar as their new Captain. Andre had never met the man, but he knew that the Pellars aboard the slowship were his distant cousins. His own ancestors were from another branch of the family that had stayed behind; nevertheless, he still felt a connection to them.
 
Dr. Max cleared his throat, startling Andre. “That man’s rather old to be chosen as Captain, don’t you think?”
 
Feeling guilty, Andre fumbled with the screen, but it was too late to blank the file. Instead of scolding the young man for watching the message packet, Dr. Max wore an amused and superior smile. His shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair looked windblown. “He won’t last to the end of the voyage.”
 
Life expectancy on Earth had shortened because of environmental hazards, austerity measures, and contaminants, especially in recent years. Even so, Andre didn’t think Captain Pellar looked particularly old, perhaps in his sixties. “It’s conceivable he could live another few decades, sir.”
 
Dr. Max always had a condescending attitude toward the colonists. “He might be dead already, with all the radiation they’re exposed to in deep space. Remember, the Beacon’s technology is two hundred years out of date. Who knows what medical techniques their doctors practice? Leeches? Bleeding?”
 
Andre knew better than to argue with the blustery physicist, choosing not to point out that the medical technology available when the slowship departed was actually superior to what the frayed Earth possessed at present.
 
More than two centuries ago, the sun had entered a violent cycle of solar flares, which caused significant damage to the ozone layer and the environment. With climate collapse causing one catastrophe after another, and cancer running rampant among the population, the nations of Earth had made a gigantic last-ditch effort.
 
The highest-resolution scans from orbiting telescopes and long-range probes found an Earth-sized planet in the habitable zone around Tau Ceti, nearly twelve light-years away. Out of hope and desperation grew a the germ of a project that required what humanity had never been good at—long-range planning.
 
The idea was initiated by wealthy, private visionaries who funded an escape ship, at first. But, as the project grew and word spread, other governments signed on, culminating in the construction of the enormous generation ship, a project on a breathtaking scale that had never been matched in history.
 
Building the Beacon took twenty turbulent years. Long-range engines were developed, tested, and installed; the ship itself was built; life-support, power systems, equipment, tools, seed stock…all were loaded aboard; the colonist volunteers had to be selected.
 
The ship was a symbol of hope, a last chance—one that had gutted Earth’s economy at the worst possible time. After the slowship sailed away, filled with optimistic pioneers, a worldwide economic and environmental collapse led to a century of civil wars, famines, survivalist movements, and a succession of squabbling military dictators.
 
Eventually the solar flares died down, and Earth had begun to recover over the past few decades. Human civilization picked up the pieces, governments grew progressively stronger, finally reaching the current Golden Age under President Jurudu. (At least, that was what Jurudu’s constant press releases claimed; Andre couldn’t see that the people were noticeably more prosperous now than they had been under other regimes.)
 
With a common cause, every person had to chip in for future generations. “We sacrifice today to create a better tomorrow,” was one of Jurudu’s most common slogans. Andre would have preferred the President to focus his efforts more on agriculture, industry, education, and expansion of medical facilities, rather than on huge military and surveillance expenditures. But he kept his opinions to himself. He was pleased to be part of this project, working closely with one of the best theoretical physicists in the entire space program.
 
Embarrassed to have been caught daydreaming, Andre blanked the recording from the Beacon. “Sorry for the distraction, sir. I’ll get back to work. These calculations show some promise. If they check out, I’ll forward them to you. Might be useful for further development.”
 
“Oh, no worries, young man.” The physicist was smiling far too much. “And I won’t be needing your equations.” Dr. Max hooked his thumbs in his waistband, rocked back and forth on his heels, building the suspense. “After today, everything changes, Dr. Pellar. I’ve had a breakthrough—checked it and double-checked it. I’ll give you my white paper as a courtesy—familiarize yourself with it. I already have a meeting set up with President Jurudu and the generals. You and I are going to be highly rewarded, provided you can help develop this concept and carry it through the testing and implementation stages.”
 
Andre wished the scientist would get to the point. “I would be happy to help in any way possible, sir.”
 
Dr. Max leaned closer as if sharing a secret, though only the two of them were in the laboratory. “I’ve worked out the new faster-than-light drive, Dr. Pellar. We’ll be able to build spacecraft engines that are orders of magnitude faster than anything that’s been developed before. Once we test the FTL and send out some sample probes, we can dispatch a ship of our own—our own colony ship! We’ll reach Tau Ceti in no time, well ahead of the Beacon.”
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Jorie had seen the Beacon’s Wall of Lives many times—she couldn’t think of any place on the giant generation ship that she had not thoroughly explored in her fourteen years—but this was different.
 
The Captain brought her to the Wall in order to make a point.
 
Andropolis said, “You have to comprehend how the ship works, and know everything about us, if you want to be the next Captain.”
 
Jorie gave the older woman a mischievous grin. “When did I ever say I wanted to be Captain?”
 
“You do, and don’t pretend otherwise—or have I made the wrong choice as my protégée?”
 
“Don’t worry, Captain—I’m planning to learn everything.”
 
Andropolis gave a satisfied nod. “Do it, because as soon as we can gather more data on our new planet, there’ll be a lot more for everyone to learn.”
 
Jorie faced the transparent bulkhead wall in the Aquarium Room, raising her gaze to follow the columns of scribed names. The Wall of Lives curved up to the distant ceiling, a visible window into the toroidal water tanks that encircled the Habitation Decks. The water served not only as the supply reservoir for the colonists, but also provided shielding from cosmic radiation.
 
Such a vast amount of water would have drained a large lake on Earth, but lifting so much water out of a planetary gravity well would have been far too expensive. During the Beacon’s construction in orbit around the Moon, all the necessary water had been obtained by retrieving, dismantling, and thawing two small comets.
 
Segregated compartments of the toroidal water tanks preserved entire Earth ecosystems complete with algae, plankton, weeds, and a variety of edible fish: trout and salmon in this tank; anchovies, snapper, cod, halibut, and other fish in separate tanks at appropriate temperatures and salinities. The sleek forms flitted back and forth, exotic reminders of a lush and far-away world that Jorie had never known.
 
She had always wanted to see a live dolphin. The Noah’s genetic library contained dolphin embryos, and she hoped they could be brought back, depending on the ocean conditions on Sarbras. Nobody knew whether the new seas could support Terran life…or if the planet had oceans at all. Even in the best case, they would have to establish the entire food chain, lay the foundations, start with the basic underpinnings.
 
Captain Andropolis said, “I need to emphasize just what a responsibility you will be shouldering, how much of an investment in hope, time, and lives has been put into this effort. Two centuries and about eight generations for us, thousands and thousands of lives aboard the Beacon, not to mention all those we left behind on Earth.”
 
The old woman touched the etched letters, running her fingers along the column of names as high as she could reach, but they extended much farther up the towering glass aquarium wall. “These aren’t just random names—they are a testament to everything that has been sacrificed so we could plant one seed on a new world.”
 
The scribed words were so dense that the names blocked rectangular swatches of the wall. One framed section listed the 3,716 original colonists. “These are the ones from Earth, who boarded the Beacon and headed off on a one-way trip to a place no one had ever seen, knowing that not even their children’s children would see the end of the voyage. Yet, still they left.” The Captain looked at Jorie. “You and I were born into this—we had no choice. But those first people volunteered, knowing the gamble.”
 
“We’ve lasted this long, and we’re almost there,” Jorie said. “I’m optimistic.”
 
“A Captain has to be an optimist—don’t ever lose that. But you’ll need to be realistic and pragmatic as well. We know very little about Sarbras. What if we arrive only to find that we can’t live there? Then what?”
 
Jorie had heard frightening questions like that over the years. Some people had made theoretical projections, while others continued to use the Beacon’s astronomical observation equipment to glean any possible details as they flew closer.
 
She pushed the fears aside. “Then we’ll have to make do, Captain. The Beacon isn’t going to turn around and head back home.”
 
Andropolis nodded. “People have made grim projections for years, and we’ve tried to plan—but unlike all those others, you and your generation are actually going to face that reality. You will have to make the decisions and do whatever is necessary to keep the crew alive.”
 
“You’ll be with me there, Captain. It’s only twenty-one years.”
 
“Maybe, maybe not. Nothing is certain. That is why we plan.”
 
Jorie looked up at the tens of thousands of names that had been inscribed over the past 196 years. Except for the first group from Earth, every single person memorialized on the Wall had been born aboard the Beacon, had grown up and died here, holding onto the long-term dream.
 
“When we arrive at Sarbras and build our cities,” Andropolis mused, “we’ll turn this wall into a monument to every single person who invested in our future. Captain Blake first proposed it, and every Captain since has committed to the idea. I suggest that you do it as well.”
 
Jorie loved the idea. “That sounds beautiful. You and I will erect the monument together when we get to Sarbras.”
 



4
When Dr. Max Chambers-Osawa asked him to attend the high-level meeting at the President’s palace, Andre felt intimidated. “But, sir, this is your presentation, your discovery. You’re the head of the project, and besides…President Jurudu likes you already.”
 
Dr. Max chuckled. “The President needs to like you as well, Andre. All the more reason for you to accompany me. This is a long-term project, and I intend to burden you with most of the management chores. I’ll be working, and I can’t always be bothered by nonsense meetings. I want the President and his generals to recognize you as my representative.”
 
“I see your point, sir.” Andre did not doubt that he was a valuable asset to the project. He had combed over Dr. Max’s original calculations, rerunning the models to verify the physicist’s conclusions. In doing so, Andre had discovered a slight but beneficial error that increased the predicted speed and efficiency of the FTL engines by 0.2 percent. Though the mistake annoyed and embarrassed Dr. Max, he was pleased with the performance improvement.
 
On the day of the meeting, Andre wore a new suit that cost more than he could afford, selected by his girlfriend, Renee Sinha. Though the garment fit him well, he did not find it comfortable; he had never been the sort to wear suits, nor did he move in circles that required them, until now. For his own part, Dr. Max did not dress up for the high-level representatives, explaining that the import of his discovery would be readily apparent, and therefore should be more than enough to impress anybody.
 
The President’s palace was a blocky yet ostentatious structure with marble columns and alabaster statues, towering paintings of President Jurudu as well as idyllic landscapes that showed how Earth had been and how it would be again. From these halls, Jurudu imposed his strict austerity measures worldwide, announced rigorous work requirements and productivity expectations in a series of plans that outlined the path to progress and prosperity. “We sacrifice today to create a better tomorrow.” Unfortunately, their sacrifice had gone on for years, and the tomorrows did not seem much better.
 
As soon as the two arrived, Jurudu’s staff ushered them into the President’s private admin chambers. Dr. Max had already provided a cryptic description of his discovery when he set up the meeting, and the President was eager to hear what his pet project had produced.
 
As they entered the plush office, Andre on the heels of the physicist, Dr. Max bounced ahead, as if he were going to see a childhood friend rather than the most powerful man on Earth.
 
A trio of uniformed and heavily decorated men occupied chairs near the great desk: the generals in charge of the Surveillance & Security Bureau, Military Operations, and Police Operations, planetwide. Andre didn’t understand the distinctions among the categories, but each officer wielded a great deal of power.
 
Even in the presence of the triumvirate of generals, President Jurudu dominated the room, drawing Andre’s gaze like a magnet. He was a powerful, dark-skinned man with hair trimmed close to his head, thin eyebrows, and an equally thin moustache. His impeccable dark suit could barely contain his wide shoulders, and his hands looked powerful enough to squeeze blood from a stone. (Andre didn’t doubt that he had tried.)
 
Jurudu rose from his desk and extended a hand as the physicist trotted toward him. “Dr. Chambers-Osawa, I was delighted to receive your report. It’s a relief to hear from a project head who does not make excuses.” His chuckle sounded like rocks rolling down a tiled hall.
 
“No excuses, Mr. President. I have done what you asked me to.” Dr. Max turned, remembering his manners. “This is my assistant, Dr. Andre Pellar, to help with our presentation, and he will be instrumental in moving our project to its next phase.”
 
“If there is a next phase,” said the Surveillance & Security General.
 
Dr. Max glanced to the left, dismissed the man as if he were no more than a waiter. “There will be.”
 
Andre dutifully opened the folders, handed presentation materials to the four men, and set up the display screen. He knew not to speak unless someone asked him a specific question.
 
Tossing his long, graying hair over his shoulder, Dr. Max began his talk, focused entirely on Jurudu. “Almost two hundred years ago, the slowship Beacon departed from Earth on an extended journey to another star system. That expensive vessel carried our best people and huge amounts of resources. In the years leading up to the launch, Earth sacrificed terribly to build that boondoggle ship.” He sniffed. “I have never been convinced the cost was justified.”
 
The three generals grumbled, and President Jurudu nodded. “What did we get for that effort? We should have devoted those resources to saving the rest of Earth’s population, not just a handful.”
 
Dr. Max sounded glib. “Water under the bridge, sir. That was centuries ago, and they didn’t know any better. They were like old pioneers in rickety wagons crossing the country in search of the promised land. This, however, changes everything.”
 
Grinning, he tapped the screen and displayed equations that meant nothing to the President and the generals. He continued, “But while those old pioneers continue to creak across the continent in covered wagons, imagine that we now have a hypersonic jet! With the faster-than-light engines I have designed, we can build a new ship and fill it with our own colonists. I predict we’ll be able to launch within fifteen years, and still arrive at Tau Ceti before the Beacon does!”
 
“If it works,” said the Military Operations General.
 
“It will.”
 
“Prove it,” President Jurudu said.
 
“That’s precisely why I’m here. I’d like to develop a test probe, send it to Tau Ceti, and gather detailed images of the planet Sarbras. A proof-of-concept. Then, when our fast ship gets there full of our colonists, we’ll be far better prepared than any of the people aboard that quaint generation ship.”
 
With a nod from Dr. Max, Andre switched the image to an illustration that showed a rough blueprint of a new spacecraft, then moved on to a less-accurate but glorious rendition of the ship, followed by a chart of the local stars, and finally—because he knew it would be necessary—time and monetary projections.
 
The President’s brow furrowed. “If we colonize that planet, can we take its resources and ship them back to Earth? Can we harvest food from the Tau Ceti planet and deliver it here to help our people?”
 
“Oh, no, Mr. President! The distance is too great, and the cost of travel would negate any savings.”
 
“Then why should we waste money on this?” asked the Police Operations General. “The last Tau Ceti debacle destroyed our economy.”
 
Dr. Max looked at the man as if he were a fool. “Because if there is going to be a second planet where humans make a new home, then it should be controlled by us, not by the group of people who drained away this world’s resources in the first place.”
 
Andre continued to flip the images, trying to keep up with the physicist’s enthusiasm.
 
“Ah, manifest destiny,” Jurudu said, pondering. “And I can be the first leader to place human footprints on an alien world, claim a whole star system for humanity.”
 
“To what purpose, Mr. President?” the Military Operations general said. “It is so far away we could never effectively govern or even communicate with a second human planet.”
 
“Your thinking is much too small, General. Only one person in all of human history can ever be first.” The President locked eyes with Dr. Max and read everything he needed to know from his expression. “Build your probe and send it to Tau Ceti. Show me what your faster-than-light engines can do—and then we’ll decide on the next step.”
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Nigel Rosenburg designed cities in his dreams, populating a planet he had never seen, developing buildings to fit within a landscape he could only imagine.
 
Rosenburg’s showroom on Deck 17 was more like an art gallery than a working research lab. He invited Captain Andropolis and her protégée so he could show off an intricate new model he had spent months developing.
 
Rather than just conjecturing possible urban layouts and sketching rough blueprints for discussion and planning, Rosenburg went the full distance. His designs were more than flights of fancy: They showed what the Beacon colonists could achieve on Sarbras, and it gave them a chance to dream.
 
Even with a centuries-long journey ahead of them, the first few generations of crewmember-colonists had developed preliminary plans, but such schemes had always been too distant and theoretical to matter much.
 
Now that they were only about twenty years out, however, Nigel Rosenburg focused on concrete plans, mapping city grids with spacious, livable dwelling complexes and integrating them with transportation systems that could meet the needs of agriculture, mining, and industry. Before his death, old Captain Pellar had granted Rosenburg permission to spend his time creating one metropolis after another, based on numerous possible environments on Sarbras.
 
The city planner was a balding man with long mercurial eyebrows that rose like feathers above his eyes. Always cheerful, he would talk at great length about how much space was required for true happiness. He realized that some people would want to live close together in an urban environment (as they all currently did aboard the generation ship), while others would prefer open spaces, fields or forests.
 
Rosenburg’s initial designs had been exotic and fanciful, but he was just getting warmed up. Since no one yet had any clear picture of the alien planet’s geography, mineral resources, or climate, the canvas was blank and open. He let his ideas run wherever they wanted to go.
 
First, he designed a dramatic city of fairy-tale buildings that grew out of the walls of a gorge adorned with waterfalls. Hydroelectric generators tapped the plunging streams to power the city. Since preliminary data suggested that Sarbras had slightly lower gravity than Earth, Rosenburg stretched the design strengths of common construction materials to build gossamer skyscrapers, soaring minarets, and observation towers. Showing off his talents as an artist, Rosenburg painted pictures of his waterfall-canyon city surrounded by a veil of mist. He also built delicate, richly detailed models that filled a large showcase in his lab.
 
For his second design, conjecturing that Sarbras might be a cold world with large ice sheets, he proposed that the Beacon colonists could tunnel into the glaciers and excavate frozen grottoes for living areas. He modeled how the pioneers could process the ice to create air, water, and simple fuels; depending on the solar bombardment of the outer layers of the ice sheet, there could also be deuterium or tritium for power reactors. Even in subzero environments, he was certain that the hardy colonists could establish a thriving settlement, adding food algae to the walls, building hydroponics gardens with piped-in solar power; even, depending on the stability of the ice sheet, large grottoes where small livestock could roam.
 
Or, another case: if Sarbras were an ocean world, Rosenburg developed techniques to construct buildings on the ocean floor, sealed living modules that gradually blossomed into a full-blown metropolis under a necklace of protective domes, with open-air rafts tethered above.
 
The ideas inspired the dreams of everyone aboard. Jorie was convinced that if the colonists could live for more than two centuries on an enclosed starship, they could make a home just about anywhere.
 
Rosenburg led Captain Andropolis and Jorie into his work area, where his new model covered half of the table. Although they still had two decades to prepare, the city planner spent more time getting pragmatic for his new designs.
 
“This is a traditional settlement that we can easily build with the materials, tools, and expertise we have on board. I used simple, classic Earth cities as a model. For topography, let’s assume a flat, arable landscape, perhaps grasslands. We’ll build our city near a waterway.” He raised his extravagant eyebrows so that the hairs looked like ferns unfurling, turned a paternal smile on Jorie. “I can list all the reasons for you, if you’d like?”
 
Jorie said, “No need—the reasons are straightforward, right out of the basic Earth history of urban development.”
 
Rosenburg was taken aback by her answer, but obviously pleased. “Good, then.” He paced around the table. “This is a best-case model, so assume that the soil is compatible for agriculture and that farmland will cover many acres outside of the city. We’ll install a transportation system for farmers to deliver their crops to the larger cities. If there’s a forest nearby—assuming that Sarbras even has trees—we can use the lumber for construction material.”
 
“So many assumptions,” Captain Andropolis said.
 
Rosenburg shrugged. “What else can we do?” He turned back to his model. “We’ll build large power plants, industrial centers for processing materials, and mines wherever there are mineral resources.” He stalled for a moment, then said, “I can’t plan that in detail until we know the distribution of ores on the planet. Sorry about that, Captain.”
 
“We’ll be able to tweak this as we go along, Mr. Rosenburg,” Andropolis said. “We still have twenty years.”
 
He kept chattering. “The city center will be compact, and we’ll expand vertically if the materials and the climate are amenable. The thousands of people aboard the Beacon have learned a great deal by living together so closely and efficiently for two hundred years.”
 
Captain Andropolis smiled. “Given a whole planet of elbow room, we’ll do just fine.”
 
“And here, lest we forget.” Rosenburg indicated the town square and a large monument that gleamed under the showroom light: a crystalline slab cut into an innovative geometric shape, tilted skyward. “This is the Wall of Lives. I’ve included that in every one of my designs.”
 
Jorie leaned forward over the beautiful city model, imagining how this all could be real within her lifetime. Seeing her interest, Rosenburg said in a firm voice, “And you, young lady, will have to build my city.”
 
***
 
Although the Beacon sent an update message each year, transmissions from Earth arrived only intermittently. After so much time, Jorie figured that the people back there had mostly forgotten about them.
 
Over the centuries, the reports had been dire: solar flares, climatic destruction. The succession of upheavals made it appear that the entire ecosystem was doomed, that the human race—or at least civilization—would crumble.
 
Throughout the crisis, according to the sporadic reports, new leaders had appeared on Earth, usually warlords who enjoyed only brief reigns before being overthrown by someone with better promises or more powerful weapons. With the constant struggles to rebuild governments and societies, Jorie supposed that sending polite update messages to a long-gone ship was not high on anyone’s priority list.
 
Whenever the Beacon did receive a new message, it came as a welcome relief and a matter of great interest.
 
Jorie was studying in the Captain’s bridge office when the transmission arrived, and she and Andropolis eagerly sat before the screen. The speaker was a deep-voiced black man with firm, chiseled features and a striking air of confidence. “I am Earth’s new President, Elé Jurudu. I am pleased to inform you that we have finally overcome our greatest obstacles. Earth is now unified under a single government and a single strong leader.”
 
President Jurudu spoke from a well-appointed office, but his message included no external video of Earth’s burgeoning cities, thriving factories, or restored parks. The Beacon listeners were supposed to take his statements on faith.
 
The man smiled, as if delivering good news. “Two years ago, I led a coup and defeated the forces that were holding us back. I have instituted austerity measures to help us climb out of our deep hole and rebuild civilization. Earth is about to begin a new Renaissance. We will recover, and we will grow strong again.”
 
“That message is ten years old,” Jorie pointed out. “I wonder what’s happened since.”
 
Jurudu continued in a harder voice. “Using the best technology available, the Beacon embarked on a long one-way voyage and took with it our prime resources, our finest creative and scientific minds. After you left us, Earth suffered greatly from devoting its wealth and resources to building your vessel, but now we are recovering. Our nightmare is over, and Earth is ready for a new dawn.” He folded his hands, smiled, and ended the transmission.
 
Jorie considered the man’s choice of words, his tone. “It sounds like they’re blaming us for their problems.”
 
“We’re far away, and we can’t defend ourselves or refute his claims,” Andropolis said. “But I disagree with his assessment of us. The Beacon was a landmark of human cooperation and shared sacrifice. We saw a need, faced the challenge, and accomplished something wonderful for our race as a whole. Apparently, that spirit of cooperation didn’t last. I’m glad we got out when we did.”
 
The Captain let out a sigh. “I’ll broadcast it shipwide and let everyone draw their own conclusions. We’ve seen Jurudu’s type before. He may be no better than any of the other leaders.”
 
“That makes me sad, but it doesn’t really matter to us,” Jorie said. “We’ll never go back there, and we have a clean slate—a world that we can’t mess up.”
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After his intense workdays on the FTL project, Andre enjoyed evenings in his austere apartment with Renee Sinha, an intelligent, opinionated, and passionate woman who had chosen to become his partner. He didn’t know what she saw in him, but after so many years of deprivation, people no longer dreamed of fairy-tale romances, choosing instead to find a match that guaranteed food, shelter, and stability.
 
Renee put in a full shift in a chemical-processing factory and also worked part-time as a hired driver. With Andre’s responsibilities in Complex Alpha, especially now that President Jurudu had given a green light to developing a proof-of-concept FTL probe, their schedules did not often match, which made him appreciate the evenings when they could be together.
 
He and Renee shared a meal of bland food: noodles with spices, watery broth, and a few bits of meat sprinkled with concentrated protein nuggets. Andre was a dutiful research deputy, and he knew to hold his opinions in check, voicing no criticisms, even in private. He never talked about his work.
 
Renee, on the other hand, had too many opinions to keep to herself, and she often spoke at great length and with great conviction, as if she believed Andre was in a position to change the world. Now that he was working on a project of vital importance, and actually met with President Jurudu, she thought he had genuine influence.
 
“Why do we view the Beacon as competition?” she asked. “All of Earth joined in that project. Everyone agreed it was a good idea. Our hopes and prayers went with them. And I’m glad—glad that they’re almost there.”
 
“But if our project works,” Andre said, “those pioneers don’t have to be so alone. We could join them and build a colony together on Sarbras.”
 
Lifting a forkful of noodles from the plate, she leaned over with a skeptical frown. “Sharing resources and building a colony together? You think that’s what President Jurudu has in mind?”
 
He glanced away. “No, I suppose not.”
 
“Consider what the Beacon colonists proved, just by staying alive for all that time! They’ve beaten the odds. They learned how to survive for two centuries in an enclosed man-made ecosystem. Imagine the bravery! No one on Earth dreams that big anymore. All we do is try to survive year after year and endure the next set of austerity measures.”
 
Andre realized that he didn’t disagree. He spent a great deal of time wondering what might have happened if his ancestors had joined the colony ship along with those other Pellars. However, because he worked directly for President Jurudu, he felt obligated to say, “We’re surviving—isn’t that good enough? A hundred years ago, that wasn’t a sure thing. It’s why we built the Beacon and sent it away, because we feared the human race would die out. Extinct.” He ate another mouthful. “We aren’t living in a paradise, Renee, but we’re alive, and things are sure to get better.”
 
With a bitter laugh, she pushed aside her bowl of noodles. “Oh, Andre, I know you have to say that, but you don’t have to accept everything they tell you. ‘We sacrifice today to create a better tomorrow’? Do you really believe that? I was attracted to you because of your intelligence. Don’t be passive and accept the status quo.”
 
Andre wasn’t very hungry, yet because of the austerity measures he did not dare let a scrap of food go to waste. He dutifully ate his meal.
 
To encourage him, Renee queued up the Beacon’s recent message. “Isn’t it remarkable that even after all this time, they keep sending us messages of hope?” They watched the cheerful announcement of Captain Pellar being appointed to the leadership role. “You’re related to that man—don’t you feel a connection to him? Thousands of those original colonists still have relatives here on Earth. Most may have forgotten how courageous their ancestors were—but not all of us. We pray for those explorers, and we’re with them in spirit. The Beacon colonists are going to achieve their dreams after all!”
 
Thinking her naïve, he said, “Exactly. How could those left behind not resent that?”
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Over the slowship’s voyage, there had been good Captains and mediocre ones. Jorie vowed that she would be the best—especially if she was supposed to lead during the first years of the new colony.
 
Each crewmember-colonist received intensive education and practice in order to preserve the collective levels of expertise, to hone their skills, and maintain the colony readiness for when they reached their new world. Teacher after teacher hammered in the fundamental principle: “We must not forget what we know.”
 
At the very beginning of the voyage, Captain Rochelle had been keenly aware that subsequent generations could lose vital skills and experience. When they arrived at Sarbras many generations later, they would need experts in mining, metallurgy, industry, electromagnetics, meteorology. For centuries, however, none of the students had any chance to put their planetary knowledge into practice. Nevertheless, they learned for themselves and taught their children, who would pass on the teachings to their children….
 
Jorie wanted to be more widely knowledgeable than anyone else, have a solid background on all the ship’s major systems, understand the big picture. She already had a full slate of classes in science and industry, and she spent hours each day with Captain Andropolis learning about leadership.
 
Whenever the Captain had specific meetings for her, Jorie was excused from her formal classes, although not from the homework. Andropolis insisted that she review the day’s lessons and learn the material as well as, if not better than, her fellow students. Jorie never complained, but threw herself into the effort with all of her heart.
 
Now, she accompanied the Captain to the greenhouse dome to hear the Noah’s monthly review. The well-lit dome was the Beacon’s largest park, filled with the smell of vegetation, humid air, mulch and fertilizer. Trickling irrigation streams ran along the ground, making the place a delight. Under the overarching dome, the plants grew in a layer of soil that was carefully fertilized and maintained—dirt that came from Earth itself.
 
In addition to maintaining the ship’s inventory of seeds and embryos, the Noah also enhanced food strains and developed ways to increase edible biomass from the greenhouses. Thanks to the efforts of his predecessors, the greenhouse crops were just as efficient as the water-grown hydroponics trays, which also produced fruits and vegetables.
 
When they arrived, the Noah paid special attention to Jorie. “I decided to generate the seeds from five birch trees, and my assistant and I planted them here in the big dome. It should be tall enough for them to thrive.” He heaved a long, wistful sigh. “It’ll be nice to have birches.”
 
“I’ve seen stands of birches in images.” Jorie recalled forest landscapes of spindly, white-barked trees with golden leaves. She had read poetic descriptions of the sweet smell of fallen birch leaves, how the bark could be peeled off like paper….
 
“Go have a look,” the Noah said. “Carrick can tell you all about the trees.” Jorie wondered how much there was to know about birch trees, but she sensed the Noah wanted a word alone with the Captain, so she trudged across the soft grass.
 
At a stand of small trees as high as her waist, she spotted Carrick Platt, a young man her age, at the edge of an irrigation canal, digging a long furrow in the soil. He was covered with a thick slurry of mud—smears across his shirt, his arms, knees, and feet.
 
Seeing him, she laughed. “You’re filthy!”
 
Carrick showed no embarrassment. “It’s dirt. Dirt is where life comes from. And this is real dirt…earth from Earth. You should respect it.” Teasingly, he threw a clod at her, which spattered across her blouse. When she cried out, Carrick said, “You must be the one the Noah wanted me to meet.”
 
Indignant about the mud and the comment, Jorie wiped the dirt from her shoulder. “He said you were going to tell me about birch trees.”
 
“He said that, did he?” Carrick asked. “They’re trees. I could give you the scientific name, describe where they used to grow on Earth, explain the germination process…but it’s probably not all that interesting.”
 
“Probably not.” She knelt down near the stream bank to see what he was doing. As soon as Carrick turned his head away, she scooped up a handful of mud and dumped it over the back of his head.
 
And that was just the start.
 
 
 
***
 
 
 
On the observatory deck, the astronomers were intent on their instruments while Captain Andropolis and Jorie remained in the back of the room, careful not to interfere. The Captain insisted, “It is important to be present for significant events.”
 
The chief astronomer explained with exaggerated patience, “The planet is transiting Tau Ceti. It’ll happen more often now as our approach aligns with the ecliptic.” He seemed unaware of who Jorie was, or why a teenaged girl would be there. “We’ve enhanced the Beacon’s telescopes over the years so that we can see more of our new planet. There’s a lot of dust around the outskirts of the Tau Ceti system, obscuring the view for now. Our resolution will improve as we come into the system.”
 
“And what does the transit show us?” the Captain asked, probably for Jorie’s benefit, but Jorie had already taken two years of astronomical training.
 
“We can get a spectrum of the atmosphere. We’ll have only a fraction of a second to gather data, but that will yield significant information. We have the baseline Tau Ceti spectrum, and when the planet crosses the star’s limb, we can separate the two spectra, which will tell us more about Sarbras.”
 
Sarbras…even its name, a perfect palindrome, spelled the same forward and backward, implying “there and back again” for the planet. Except the Beacon colonists would not be going back to Earth. Ever. They had to accept whatever was there.
 
The primary telescope screen combined numerous images gathered from the large reflectors, as well as tethered outrigger satellites that increased the observational baseline. Jorie could see the grainy, speckled image of Tau Ceti—yellow-orange, slightly smaller than Earth’s sun—and the small dot as Sarbras crossed the face of the star. The astronomical team compared the spikes and bands on the spectrographic traces and subtracted out the baseline of the star’s spectrum, to yield only the lines absorbed by the planet’s atmosphere.
 
“Looks like Sarbras has all the right elements, as we expected: nitrogen, oxygen, water vapor, CO2, trace gases.” The astronomer looked closer. “A little higher sulfur content than we expected, possibly implying volcanic activity.” He glanced up. “We’ll need some time to study this, Captain.”
 
“Keep looking,” Andropolis said. “By the time we arrive, we’ll know all we possibly can about the planet.”
 



PART TWO
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200 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
17 years to scheduled arrival at Tau Ceti.
 
The proof-of-concept FTL probe didn’t look like much, from an aesthetics standpoint: a set of Dr. Max’s new-design engines (collectively the size of a three-story building) topped with a small sensor package, and not much else. But the beauty was inside, a symphony of artful and sophisticated physics.
 
Over the years since President Jurudu approved the project, Andre had worked closely with Dr. Max, shouldering the administrative duties at Complex Alpha and monitoring the development of the engines through a dozen different test stages. While Dr. Max had created the original breakthrough, he waved his hands through the big picture of the FTL project; the physicist had no patience for the complicated and often frustrating management chores. Now that his hard “brain work” was done, he spent a lot of time at black-tie state functions with the President and his staff.
 
Andre was left to supervise work teams, oversee procurement operations, and prioritize funds and manpower. He had never liked to draw attention to himself, and rubbing shoulders with high-level diplomats made him uncomfortable. He just wanted to live a quiet life and manage as best he could.
 
Though her job was not nearly as flashy as his, Renee remained energetic and passionate about many things. When they did find time to be together, she told him about people she’d driven around, or she discussed routine activities at the chemical plant, but she was most interested in the new friends she’d met outside of work. Renee kept wanting him to join her and her companions at a coffee club in the evenings or for a soup lunch in a government cafeteria, but he was too busy preparing the test probe, especially now that the launch date had been set.
 
Even with President Jurudu’s full support, building the FTL probe took four years. Though the work was technically on schedule, Dr. Max often paced back and forth in his lab, frustrated that plans on paper took so long to implement in actuality. Once, in response to his grumbling, President Jurudu had told the physicist with a paternal smile, “I understand completely, my friend. My prosperity plans seem so easily achievable when I write them up, but you can’t count on other people to work as hard as you do. That’s why we have to watch everyone so closely.”
 
The primary bottleneck was that Earth’s space program—at its pinnacle during the construction and launch of the Beacon—had lain fallow for two centuries, all that knowledge and expertise lost, the industrial facilities shelved or retooled; nowadays, it was nearly impossible to find anyone with practical aerospace experience. Why would anyone bother? Space science was no longer a viable field of study with Earth’s at-home difficulties so much more prominent.
 
Thus, the FTL project had started from scratch, but the President’s command opened all the necessary doors. There was some initial public criticism about Jurudu squandering funds and resources that should have been devoted to improving the standard of living, but they were quickly silenced.
 
Renee also insisted that the FTL project was unnecessary, but for her own reasons. Often, she and Andre would sit in their apartment and debate into the late hours, even though he had to get up early and get to Complex Alpha. “The Beacon is already on its way,” she said. “Why would you trample on their dreams like that?”
 
“I’m sending a probe, Renee. We just want to get a look at the Tau Ceti planet.”
 
She sniffed. “No, you don’t. It won’t stop there, and you know it.”
 
In fact, he was sure it would not, but he didn’t admit that to Renee. He tried a different argument. “For the good of the human spirit, shouldn’t we try a grand project again? Shouldn’t we let ourselves dream after this long nightmare of hardship?”
 
Renee had leaned over and kissed him. “That’s a beautiful sentiment, Andre, and I agree wholeheartedly—but are you talking about humanity’s dreams, or Jurudu’s dreams?”
 
He frowned. “Can’t they be the same?”
 
She gave a sigh like a parent dealing with a particularly thick child. “I love you Andre, but you really must pull your head out of your orifice.”
 
***
 
Though he still felt out of his depth, Andre joined Dr. Max for the ceremony at the President’s palace, where the important people could watch the probe’s departure from orbit.
 
Andre had asked if Renee could be his special guest at the reception, although she did not seem keen on attending. However, when the President’s staff sent stacks of paperwork to be filled out—approval forms, authorizations for intensive background checks and security clearances—she declined, saying it simply wasn’t worth all that effort just to have a glass of champagne and watch a spacecraft move across a screen
 
Feeling alone during the reception, Andre talked with a few well-dressed people, answered politely when he was spoken to, and drifted around the lavish room to avoid notice. He kept to the edge of the hall, drank a little too much, and wished he was back home.
 
When the time came, everyone fell silent to listen to filtered announcements from the six spacesuited crewmembers, a newly trained group of orbital workers who, four years earlier, would never have dreamed of going into space. The construction captain transmitted the probe’s readiness, and screens showed the countdown. President Jurudu wished them luck.
 
The space workers disengaged the probe from its orbiting construction gantry and nudged the ungainly craft away from the structure with bursts of maneuvering jets. When it drifted free, the probe aligned itself, using navigation locks to fix the course on Tau Ceti, which was an unremarkable star in a sea of stars.
 
Andre moved to stand beside Dr. Max, holding his breath. Together, the two men watched as the initial rockets ignited beneath the unmanned probe. The first stages were just standard engines to accelerate the spacecraft out of Earth orbit. Astronauts on the station platform tracked the probe as it moved away at increasing speed.
 
Dr. Max was grinning.
 
With a searing blue-white flash, the faster-than-light engines came online, and the probe flickered away in an instant, like a dragonfly lost in the bright sunlight. The observers applauded as soon as President Jurudu applauded.
 
He made his well-rehearsed speech. “It is said that when Alexander the Great had defeated the known world, he wept for there were no more worlds to conquer. I have taken Earth in my embrace and saved it from self-destruction, but we must reach farther and dream harder. An entire new star system is ours for the taking, for the good of humanity. We must leave our mark there and build a new empire under our flag.
 
“The people aboard the Beacon departed two hundred years ago and still haven’t reached their destination. Now, we can get there in a few months.” He let out a condescending chuckle. “If this probe is successful, we will build a gigantic colony ship of our own and head for Tau Ceti. We can get there first and achieve in a month what our rivals took centuries to accomplish.”
 
He shook his head, and his voice held anger. “The Beacon project caused tremendous hardship to those of us who remained behind. If those cowards had helped their fellow man instead of fleeing a sinking ship, if they had devoted those resources to humanity’s needs instead of their selfish goals, we could all have gone to Tau Ceti much more swiftly and without so much suffering.”
 
Grumbles rippled around the room. Then, with a wide grin, President Jurudu raised his champagne glass and turned to the physicist. “A toast to Dr. Max Chambers-Osawa and his great breakthrough.” He took a gulp of champagne, then hurled the glass at the starry screen, where the probe had already vanished. The crowd roared and did likewise. As did Andre.
 
***
 
Since the automated probe flew faster than the speed of light, it outraced any radio transmissions to or from the distant star. The project team had to wait for the probe to make the round-trip journey before they could see any results at all: five weeks out to Tau Ceti, where the suite of analytics would take images of the star system and the planet; then, if all systems functioned properly, five weeks to fly back to Earth and deliver the data. If the probe simply sent a signal with its observations from Tau Ceti itself, the transmission would take nearly twelve years to travel across the interstellar void.
 
Two and a half months was a trivial amount of time for such a momentous flight. Nevertheless, each day dragged on, and Andre felt as if he were holding his breath. So much rode on this one set of results.
 
Dr. Max was eager to confirm that his starship engines could drive a spacecraft 11.9 light years and back in a reasonable amount of time, while Andre wanted to see what the probe learned about the Tau Ceti planet. The Beacon had set course for that enigmatic world, knowing almost nothing about it—the greatest and most expensive gamble in human history. If Sarbras was not, in fact, habitable, then all that investment, all those hopes and lives would have been wasted.
 
While waiting for the projected return date, Andre agreed to go out for drinks with Renee and her friends. He found them an intense lot, full of impractical solutions for the world’s problems; they didn’t seem to know what to do with him, though, and Andre was too preoccupied to be very good company. Renee nudged him in the ribs, tried to get him to participate in the conversation, but he shook his head, apologizing, “I’m sorry. This waiting is just driving me mad.”
 
She laughed in disbelief. “The colonists aboard the Beacon had to wait for two centuries. You can endure a few weeks.”
 
He was interested to learn that several of Renee’s friends also traced their lineage back to families aboard the generation ship, and they were proud to call themselves “stepchildren of the Beacon.” Hearing this made him feel warm inside, and he told them with a hint of pride that the slowship’s current Captain (according to the latest transmissions) was his distant relative. “And I’m proud to be part of the extended family,” he said.
 
***
 
The probe returned on schedule, much to Dr. Max’s delight. He and Andre holed up at Complex Alpha, poring over the new data the sensors had collected. Mankind’s first close-up view of an extrasolar planetary system!
 
The automated probe had undershot Tau Ceti, arriving well outside the dust-enshrouded star—an error that amounted to less than 1%, so Dr. Max was not overly concerned, although the probe’s images of the new planet were of disappointingly low resolution.
 
Centuries-old observations had already indicated that Sarbras possessed a breathable atmosphere and oceans with liquid water—excellent news all around. When launching the FTL probe, Dr. Max’s team had known too little about the planetary system to calculate the Sarbras orbit with any accuracy, and the new images showed only a murky blur: a sphere with clouds in its atmosphere and occasional glimpses of land masses—no panoramic landscapes of the alien world that was destined to become humanity’s second home. Nevertheless, this data was far better than any they had previously possessed.
 
Dr. Max studied the planetary images, but he was more interested in deconstructing the FTL engines to discover any signs of strain or possible failures or inconsistencies. Sarbras held very little interest for him. As far as he was concerned, the probe’s FTL engines had worked; therefore, scaled-up engines could take a much larger craft filled with their own colonists to Sarbras.
 
“The galaxy is now open to the human race!” the President announced.
 



9
For two centuries, the colonists looked to their Captains for continuity, safety, and guidance. Each Captain from Rochelle through Andropolis had made sure the engines functioned properly; the life-support and recycling systems operated without incident; the greenhouses and aquariums provided sufficient food.
 
After four years of study, Jorie had impressed Captain Andropolis enough that on her eighteenth birthday she was officially appointed the Deputy Captain. The announcement surprised no one aboard the ship.
 
To celebrate the appointment, Andropolis invited Jorie to suit up and go outside the ship with her. Together, they would stand on top of their world and look across the cosmos.
 
Most people aboard had little occasion to go outside. Engineers and maintenance crews made monthly expeditions across the hull, but they were an isolated lot, preferring their own company in the lower decks. The Beacon’s average crewmember never had such an opportunity. Suiting up for discretionary trips was the Captain’s prerogative.
 
In preparation, Andropolis put Jorie through five separate practice runs in the simulation chamber, tested and fitted one of the environment suits just for her, drilled her on the hazards of hard vacuum and cosmic radiation, and ran her through thirty different unlikely but dangerous accident scenarios.
 
Jorie paid close attention, determined to pass every test, but her mood was giddy. She couldn’t wait to have a real adventure and tell Carrick about it; it would certainly be more exciting than the young man’s experiences in the greenhouse dome, the Noah’s plans for cross-breeding legumes, the test plots of new seeds they germinated for eventual planting on Sarbras.
 
Wearing their bulky suits, Jorie and the Captain entered the maintenance airlock, standing together in the cramped chamber. The last time she had seen this airlock in use was more than four years earlier, during Captain Pellar’s funeral. This was a much more joyous occasion.
 
As the Captain sealed the interior hatch, Jorie saw the excitement reflected on the other woman’s face from behind her faceplate. Kora Andropolis looked like a young girl, her eyes sparkling. Through the helmet radio, the older woman said, “Are you ready for a new experience, Deputy Captain?”
 
“Absolutely, Captain.” Jorie’s heart was pounding. Though she breathed slowly, she could hear each exhalation echo in the helmet. The air smelled dry, flat, and metallic, not at all like the humid environment inside the greenhouse domes, but Jorie didn’t mind. She was going outside!
 
After the air drained back into the storage tanks, the outer airlock door slid open to the wide universe. Jorie let the Captain go first, and Andropolis moved forward, climbing out of the chamber and planting a magnetic boot on the expanse of hull plates. Jorie followed her, imitating her movements, and stepped out into…absolute openness.
 
Her entire life had been enclosed within walls. Even the large Aquarium Room, the cargo-storage bays, and the high greenhouse domes imposed boundaries on what she could see. Now, for the first time ever, Jorie saw a horizon: the slowship’s hull was an endless plane of interlocked metal plates studded with modules and protrusions, sensor panels, whip-like probe antennae. The Beacon was an enormous ship, the size of a small asteroid, having been constructed in lunar orbit because it was much too large to be launched after it was built. Now, the curve of her whole world dropped off into infinity.
 
“Welcome to the universe, Jorie Taylor,” the Captain said.
 
Just looking out into the unending ocean of bright stars made Jorie dizzy and disoriented. She could still feel the solid ship beneath her boots, but everything else in all directions fell away to forever. Other than the Beacon, she saw no anchor point, no way in which to orient herself. She swallowed hard. “I hope you have the course set straight, Captain. I can’t see where we’re going or where we’ve been. We really are in the middle of nowhere.”
 
The Captain’s voice held a deep sense of wonder. “On the contrary, Jorie, we’re in the middle of everywhere.” She got her bearings, looked at the star patterns, and told Jorie to scout the constellations herself. “You’ve studied these. See if you can find Cetus.”
 
Jorie found the pattern, sketched the imaginary lines that connected the bright stars, outlining a shape that the ancient Greeks had seen as a huge whale in the night sky. As she looked now, she noted that one of the stars in the constellation pattern was brighter than what the library charts showed, the one named with the Greek letter tau.
 
“That’s it—Tau Ceti.” Jorie extended her arm and pointed with a gloved finger. “It still looks far away.”
 
“Yes, that’s where we’re going. Back there behind us”—the Captain turned around, extending both of her hands to encompass a wide swath of the sky. “Can you find the constellation Boötes? From where we are now, Earth’s sun is just a third-magnitude star in Boötes. It’ll stand out as an anomaly from the pattern you memorized on the old charts.”
 
Jorie scrutinized the sky, found the elongated spearhead shape that the Greeks called Boötes the hunter, but she couldn’t spot Sol. “I’m surprised the constellations still look the same, even from this far away.”
 
“Even ten light years is still just a tiny gap on the scale of the Galaxy,” the Captain said. “Here, let me show you.” She guided Jorie’s gloved hand, tracing patterns among the stars until she finally identified the third-magnitude dot. “There’s our old sun.”
 
It didn’t look special at all. Jorie said, “Do you think they’ll ever send another expedition to Tau Ceti?”
 
“Maybe in the far, far future, once we’ve proved that it can be done. And we’re going to prove it. Many of the people back on Earth would not have bet on us surviving even this long, but because we’ve been so careful, because we’ve scrimped and recycled and taken care of our limited resources, we still have plenty of food. Our life-support systems and power generators are operating above design specs, and even our remaining fuel supplies are far above estimates. Over the voyage, our scientists have improved the efficiency of our engines and scooped up additional hydrogen on our journey to be used as fuel.”
 
Jorie brightened. “If we have the extra fuel, can’t we accelerate? We could get to Sarbras faster.”
 
“Yes, we could shave a few years off our journey, but then we’d burn our reserves. I agree with Captain Pellar before me. For our survival we should keep those reserves in case we need them. We’ve spent two centuries in transit—why get impatient now?”
 
“I guess you’re right, Captain,” Jorie said, “but still it’s hard to wait and wait all my life…all your life.”
 
“We’re not just waiting to no purpose, Jorie. We are living. We’re not simply a lost generation, not a stopgap on the way to a new colony—nor were any of the generations before us. We all lived aboard this ship. We are who we are, and our lives matter as they are. You have to understand that as Captain.”
 
Jorie thought about that, felt it resonate in her heart, and turned to look toward Tau Ceti, focused her attention on the bright yellow star. “I won’t forget, Captain.”
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Shortly after the successful return of the Tau Ceti probe, President Jurudu signed a decree that expanded the boundaries of Complex Alpha and transferred thousands more workers to the project.
 
Dr. Max spent his time designing the full-scale FTL colony ship that would carry a thousand loyalist pioneers to Tau Ceti, and he could not be bothered with management distractions. Without asking him ahead of time, Dr. Max appointed Andre as chief administrator. Though Andre did not want the assignment or believe he had the proper expertise, President Jurudu authorized the promotion and asked not to be bothered further with the details. A brushfire war in Southeast Asia kept the President’s attention focused as he brought in armed forces to impose peace and stability.
 
And so, Andre became the new administrator of Complex Alpha, which quadrupled in size, transitioning from a theoretical think-tank to a gigantic outpost with a breathtaking goal.
 
Entire villages near the outskirts of the compound were evacuated, the inhabitants reassigned to space-program tasks. Large excavating machines came in to flatten the landscape and build new barracks, roads, rails, power plants. Jurudu allowed the diversion of construction teams and engineering crews from building two large hydroelectric dams, assigning them instead to construct launchpads for shuttles that would ferry materials up to the assembly site in orbit.
 
Andre was at a loss as to how to manage such an immense movement of personnel and materials, so he studied records of the only comparable project he knew: the Beacon’s construction.
 
Andre couldn’t help but admire those old pioneers, even though Jurudu and Dr. Max continued to paint them as exploiters and opportunists. Yes, the generation ship had been the most enormous expense in human history, but while the Beacon might have contributed to the strain on the worldwide economy, it was by no means the only factor that had brought about the collapse.
 
In those days, the human race had been unified by a common hope and goal. Now, however, the public attitude was different. When President Jurudu announced his vision, people would draw together as they were told, but Andre doubted they would put their hearts into it as the original project participants had….
 
***
 
As soon as Dr. Max was ready to unveil detailed designs of the sleek new ship, President Jurudu made an official speech with great fanfare, although the project was already well underway. In a broad valley, he commanded the largest worldwide audience in his sixteen years of unchallenged rule. A sea of human faces greeted him with cheers and applause.
 
“Our world, beloved though it may be, is old and worn. Earth has sheltered us long enough, and we have taken all she has to give. It’s time for the human race to leave the nest and claim a new home. Sarbras!”
 
Jurudu gestured to the expansive screen behind him. His specialists had taken the FTL probe’s blurry data and modified the images to depict the Tau Ceti planet as a beautiful place with sparkling oceans, verdant continents, and billowy white clouds. Andre had studied the original low-res images himself and knew that these new versions were pure fancy—but perhaps the people needed fanciful optimism, if they were being asked to sacrifice even more. For a better tomorrow.
 
“A paradise full of resources, untamed lands for brave pioneers,” the President continued. “And we must get there before the Beacon colonists arrive and take it all for their selfish ends.”
 
Although Andre would not have characterized the original slowship project like that, he knew Dr. Max agreed with the sentiment. Puffed up by the success of his FTL probe test, the older physicist insisted that Tau Ceti was theirs for the taking because they had risked more, developed more, and found a way that did not require centuries in transit.
 
Next, when the President introduced him, Dr. Max presented his beautiful renderings, blueprints of the ambitious ship: a silver-plated dream of exploration that pushed the frontiers and expanded outward to a limitless future. The audience let out appropriate and appreciative gasps.
 
Digging back through Earth history, President Jurudu himself had chosen the name of the vessel—the Conquistador.
 
To reward the genius physicist, the President placed an ostentatious gold medal with bright red and green ribbon around Dr. Max’s neck, naming him a “hero of humanity.” Andre had begged off making his own appearance on stage, not wanting to take the limelight from the older physicist, who reveled in it.
 
“This is a challenge we must all face.” Jurudu gestured toward the holographic projection of the new ship. “Long ago, the Beacon project asked us to make that investment for our children and grandchildren. They promised their dream would benefit future generations. Now, thanks to Dr. Chambers-Osawa, this investment can benefit you and your own families. But I will not deceive you. Building this ship will require further austerity measures. You will have to sacrifice more to create a better tomorrow, tighten your belts so that we can take our new world. Later generations will thank us for this!”
 
Since a faster-than-light vessel could make the trip in months rather than centuries, Earth’s new starship could carry a thousand hand-picked colonists without the multigenerational life support systems the Beacon had required. Even so, the cost would be backbreaking. Andre worried that people who barely had enough food to eat or power for their living quarters would not be eager to make additional sacrifices.
 
The President’s call for further hardship did not spark spontaneous enthusiasm from the crowd, although he had planted applause; carefully vetted reports on worldwide newsnets would put a positive spin on the idea. Wearing his ridiculous-looking medal, Dr. Max beamed. President Jurudu smiled at the audience, a great leader proud of his accomplishments.
 
But at the fringes of the crowd, shouts erupted as well-organized demonstrators unfurled banners and chanted in protest. Andre was amazed to see objectors so secretive and well-coordinated, they had taken the security troops by surprise. Squinting, he could read some of the banners:
 
“Don’t spread war across the stars.”
 
“Tau Ceti belongs to the Beacon.”
 
“The future is ours—don’t steal it.”
 
The President’s security troops swooped down like a pack of hungry wolves, beating their way through the crowds, shoving people aside, but the protestors responded quickly, as if they had rehearsed and choreographed their escape. Having made their point, the demonstrators dropped their banners and melted into the throng. Live cameras had captured their outpouring of protest.
 
At the main podium, Jurudu wore a dark and stormy expression. “I will not allow anarchists and Luddites to diminish our determination. I represent human civilization, and it is my responsibility to lead us to a brighter tomorrow—as I have been doing for sixteen years. You all know I am on your side. These troublemakers would have us return to the Dark Ages and hand over our future to the cowards who abandoned us two centuries ago. I will not have it!”
 
He raised his fist and the crowd roared. This time, Andre heard genuine support in the sound.
 
***
 
Andre worked for three days straight in Complex Alpha. He slept in his office when he was too exhausted to concentrate on his work, then returned to administrative duties as soon as he awakened.
 
When talking to Dr. Max, he suggested transmitting a new update to the Beacon. “We should inform them of the project and let them know that the Conquistador’s colony will be there waiting for them when they arrive at Sarbras—if all goes as planned.” And Andre knew that, under Jurudu’s command, all would go as planned.
 
The physicist was not convinced. “Why in the world would we want to do that?” When Andre persisted, Dr. Max sent him away and left the decision to Jurudu.
 
Troubled, the President called Andre to his offices and said without preamble, “If we do as you suggest, we would sacrifice our element of surprise. I see no advantage in informing them of our plans.”
 
Andre stood straight before the imposing wooden desk. “We already hold all the cards, Mr. President. On the timeline, the Conquistador will have four years to map the planet, claim the best areas for ourselves, build and secure a strong settlement. Then, when the Beacon arrives, we can incorporate them into our colony, make use of their equipment and resources. We want their cooperation. Wouldn’t it be better to give them a chance to prepare for the idea?”
 
Seeing Jurudu’s continuing skepticism, Andre took a different approach, one that had made an impression on Dr. Max. “Even if we send a message now, Mr. President, it’ll still take nearly eleven years before our transmission reaches them. Earth has suffered for centuries since the Beacon left us—wouldn’t you like them to know that we’ve beaten them? That after their incredibly long journey, we’ve already raced past them and succeeded?”
 
The President raised his eyebrows. “You suggest we gloat, Dr. Pellar?”
 
“I wouldn’t put it quite so bluntly…”
 
Jurudu smiled. “Maybe it’s good for them to be aware of the harm they’ve done to our world, and know that they can’t do it again on Sarbras. We need to tell them they must be prepared to cooperate with us and abide by our ideals.” He looked up, capturing Andre with his gaze. “We are still on schedule? To reach Tau Ceti first?”
 
“Yes, Mr. President.”
 
Jurudu nodded slowly. “Very well, draft the message for me, and I will approve the words. I trust I can leave the transmission process to you?”
 
“Of course, Mr. President. You placed me in charge of Complex Alpha. I can handle sending a simple message.”
 
***
 
Wanting to be away from the fenced-in offices while he chose the appropriate wording, Andre went home. Although he knew Jurudu would revise the text, he had a good idea of what to say.
 
He could not downplay the significance of the construction and imminent launch of the Conquistador, nor what it might mean to the colonists aboard the generation ship. However, when he sent the President’s announcement, he intended to append the complete data files from the FTL probe (without asking permission); that would give the Beacon colonists all available information about the mysterious new world. At least it would allow them to plan.
 
When he entered his apartment, he was delighted to find Renee there; he had missed seeing her the past several times, since she was out with her friends. He noticed immediately that her face was bruised, her left eye nearly swollen shut; she had tried, without success, to cover the discoloration with makeup.
 
He ran to her. “Renee, what happened?”
 
“It doesn’t matter.” She brushed him aside as he followed her around the room, deeply concerned. “I got in a fight. You know how my friends like to debate. It got out of hand.”
 
“Why didn’t you tell me? I could have been here!”
 
She frowned at him. “Andre, when have you been here?” His heart sank as she continued. “You devote every day to taking away the triumph from those people aboard the Beacon, from your own cousins! Don’t they deserve it? They gave up everything and invested generations on their voyage.”
 
He felt testy to hear that she resented him and his work. “And we stayed here on Earth for the same amount of time—it wasn’t a picnic for us, either! And now we’ve developed a faster engine. Neither one was easy. We deserve what we create for ourselves.”
 
Renee would not be swayed. “So, a farmer cuts down a forest, clears a field, plows the soil, plants his crops, weeds them, tends them…and just before he can bring in the harvest, bandits steal all the grain. Are you saying the bandits deserve the harvest as much as the farmer does?”
 
Andre was shocked. “Are you comparing us to bandits?”
 
She gave him a cool shrug. “Aren’t you trying to steal a planet right out from under their noses after they’ve spent two hundred years getting there?” Even though he had just gotten back to the apartment, Renee gathered her jacket and went to the door. “I’m going out with my friends.”
 
Recalling the protest that had erupted during the President’s speech and the rough response of the security troops, he suspected how Renee had been beaten and bruised.
 
“But I hoped…I’d like to spend some time with you.”
 
“You’d better spend some time alone thinking,” she said and left.
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With its enclosed Earth forests, meadows, and plots of flowers, the Beacon’s central terrarium dome was highly coveted for weddings. Since Jorie Taylor was the Captain’s official deputy and protégée, she had enough pull to request the spot when she married Carrick Platt.
 
Jorie’s parents and brother Steven were there, along with Carrick’s mother and his two young sisters. They gathered beside the running irrigation stream where Jorie had first met him. His birch trees now stood nearly three meters tall, reaching slowly up to the dome high above.
 
She focused her attention on her husband-to-be, the young man who’d splashed her with mud on the first day they’d met. Earth from Earth. He spent his days tending the trees, studying the seed library, and dreaming of the legendary forests on old Earth. Over the past four years, Carrick had given her an appreciation for the preciously guarded ecosystem, and her understanding now went far beyond the facts she had learned in her classes. Since she would eventually become the Beacon’s Captain, Jorie knew she had to be invested in the mission, not just with her mind, but with all her heart and soul. Carrick made certain she didn’t forget that.
 
The two were eighteen, nearly nineteen—old enough to settle down and start their own family. As soon as they had decided to get married, Jorie and an awkward Carrick presented themselves before Captain Andropolis. When they made their announcement, the old woman did not look at all surprised. “You two may have agonized over the decision for months, but the rest of us saw it coming a light-year away.” She chuckled. “I’m glad you’re finally getting down to business.“
 
“Does that mean we have your blessing, Captain?” Jorie asked.
 
Carrick was alarmed by the question. He whispered to Jorie, “Do we need it?”
 
“Of course you don’t,” Andropolis said, “but it never hurts to have the ship’s Captain on your side. And I will perform the ceremony myself, along with the Noah.”
 
Carrick’s eyes went wide, and he swallowed hard, but Jorie couldn’t keep from grinning. “That would be acceptable, Captain.”
 
Now, in the high forest dome, the air exchangers operated at their highest capacity because of the gathered crowd. Even so, the moving air was not enough to generate a breeze.
 
Jorie looked up and saw a few of the leaves rustling and she tried to imagine wind whispering through a forest on Earth. Poets had described the chatter of aspen leaves, the soft sigh of a breeze through dense pines, but she had never heard it herself. Maybe Sarbras would have native forests, huge stands of alien trees. Or the colonists would plant their own trees from seeds preserved in the Noah’s library bank. Someday….
 
When Jorie looked at Carrick, he seemed very young and boyish. This man was going to be her husband? Yes, she thought. Yes, he is.
 
Traditionally, families aboard the Beacon were limited to two children, in order to maintain the population level at its stable point of three thousand people, which did not stress their food supply or life-support systems. In order to ensure genetic diversity for when they reached Sarbras, each couple was encouraged to have one natural child and a second artificially inseminated from the large sperm bank that the Beacon had brought along upon departure from Earth.
 
Now, Captain Andropolis spoke the words of the wedding ceremony, a familiar blessing that had been used for colonist couples, generation after generation. “Our lives are braided together to become stronger. Each family is a thread in the fabric of our safety net. You two join in a stronger knot that can never be untied—and you will create strands of your own.”
 
The Noah picked up the ceremony. The silver-haired man still looked bright and vibrant, as if he drew personal energy from all of his trees and plants. He reached out to clasp Jorie’s outstretched fingers in one hand and Carrick’s in the other. “From small seeds grow a great forest. From small dreams grow our race’s greatest hope. And from your love will come the greatest gift we have to offer future generations: Two people become husband and wife, become father and mother…become partners, never to be apart.” He joined their hands, clasping his palms over their interlaced fingers.
 
When Captain Andropolis pronounced her benediction, the words struck Jorie as more meaningful than she had thought they would be. “Jorie and Carrick, your children will be among the first to grow up on a new world. And their children will be born on a planet, not on a ship.”
 
Jorie felt warm tears running down her cheeks. When the old man held up their hands and pronounced them married, the audience in the forest dome cheered.
 
With a mischievous smile, the Noah added, “My assistant Carrick has requested a small modification to personalize the ceremony. He assures me his new wife will understand the meaning.”
 
Carrick had said nothing about this to her. Jorie shot him a glance. “What are you doing?”
 
“It’s a blessing, like a baptism, to symbolize that we are going to put down roots on a new world at last.” Carrick bent down to the edge of the narrow irrigation stream, scooped up a handful of the mud, and stood up. “Earth from Earth.”
 
With an impish grin, he tossed the mud at her.
 
The audience members laughed. Jorie grabbed a handful and splatted it on Carrick’s chest. “There,” she said, “I suppose we belong together.”
 
 
 



PART THREE
 
 
 
 



12
204 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
13 years to scheduled arrival at Tau Ceti.
 
Andre Pellar was miserable, and it had nothing to do with the progress of the Conquistador Project. Questions and regrets swirled like a cyclone in his head. He could not concentrate on his real work. Thanks to the emotional turmoil, he made mistakes, forgot details, and brushed aside important double-checks. When one of the production lines stalled due to a misfiled requisition, Andre received a harsh official reprimand for his employee file, as well as an annoyed rebuke from Dr. Max (which stung him more than the reprimand did).
 
When quality-assurance teams discovered to their dismay that the integrated circuits monitoring the FTL distortion fields were flawed—one in ten had incorrect proton nesting—an entire batch had to be scrapped and re-manufactured, resulting in a three-day delay.
 
Dr. Max was furious. “This was on your watch, Andre! Why weren’t you paying attention? The full-power test of the engines is in two days, and I will not miss that deadline!”
 
Andre hung his head. “I’m sorry, sir. It’s…a personal matter.”
 
“You don’t have any personal matters that are more important than this project. Get your head back in your work.” The physicist stalked off. While he was passionate about the Conquistador for its own sake, he hated even more to look bad in front of President Jurudu.
 
Andre turned back to the work, called up the overall flowchart screens, and studied delivery schedules for the highly volatile fuel components. The FTL engines had been constructed and were being loaded up for their first primary test. Despite the glitches, everything seemed back on track.
 
But Andre’s thoughts kept drifting back to his argument with Renee, how she had shouted at him, begged him, and at the end, told him how disappointed she was.
 
All his life Andre had wanted nothing more than stability, a good home, regular meals. He worked hard and was pleased to have a few comforts that others didn’t. He had no grandiose dreams, no aspirations to great power or fabulous wealth; he just wanted to do his job.
 
But Renee believed he could make a real difference, if only he would devote his mind to it, and she urged him to turn against the whole Conquistador Project. Although Andre sympathized with her point of view, and admired his distant cousins who had chosen to go aboard the Beacon, he did not see himself as a rebel.
 
Andre knew full well how carefully Jurudu’s Surveillance & Security operatives monitored discussions, followed suspicious people. If any sabotage were to occur at Complex Alpha—as Renee seemed to want from him—Andre would never be able to hide his involvement. He couldn’t believe she was naïve enough to ask such a thing, nor could he believe she would ever do more than talk, despite her vehemence.
 
Disappointed in his refusal, Renee lowered her expectations. If he refused to sabotage or hinder the project, then she begged him at the very least to take a moral stance, to walk away from further involvement. She wanted him to write a letter of resignation and defiantly hand it to Dr. Max Chambers-Osawa.
 
“How can I do that?” He had clenched his hands together, pleading with her. “Have you thought this through? How would I live? It wouldn’t end there. President Jurudu would issue a Punitive Decree. I’d never get another job. I’d end up scraping out sewage-retention basins!”
 
Her dark eyes continued to flare as she watched him. He waited for her expression to soften, but it did not. He was accustomed to seeing love there, but now he saw only anger. “I’m glad everyone isn’t so weak, Andre.” The disgust was like acid in her voice. “If all the people aboard the Beacon had thought only of themselves, they never would have taken a gamble. There’s more to being human than leading a comfortable life from day to day.”
 
She packed up her possessions and left without a goodbye, without an apology, without giving him any reason for hope….
 
Around the expanded Complex Alpha, trucks and earth movers continued their round-the-clock work, and Andre buried himself in preparations for the full-power engine tests. After the FTL drives had been verified in private, behind the fences, Dr. Max would hold a formal public ceremony, during which he would fire up the engines in a grand and triumphant demonstration for President Jurudu, his generals, and all media cameras. First, however, Andre and Dr. Max had to make sure the basic engine systems worked; they would take no chances.
 
Flustered by Andre’s lack of focus, Dr. Max had taken charge of the test preparations, insisting on watching every aspect. Andre was miserable to have his responsibility taken away, even temporarily, but that paled in comparison to his confusion and sadness over Renee. For the past four years, he had committed himself to his work, assuming he could have both the Conquistador Project and Renee. Contentment…was that so much for a hard-working man to earn?
 
He spent the next two days with an empty feeling in the pit of his stomach. The newly constructed FTL engine was scaled-up twice as large as the original probe engine. Dr. Max assumed the fuel-containment chambers would function as expected, but that had not yet been proved. Once the tests were passed, the President would give the green light to begin construction on the large ship itself. The FTL engines would be dismantled and delivered by heavy-lift launch vehicle up to orbit.
 
Eight years ago, Earth’s launch capabilities had been used only for surveillance satellites and guardian weapons platforms but since Dr. Max’s breakthrough, President Jurudu had revitalized the mothballed space program. Larger-scale orbital habitations, manufacturing yards, and space docks were well along the planning stages in preparation for building the Conquistador.
 
Dr. Max had been too preoccupied to consult with him all day long. Even though the physicist was upset with his poor recent job performance, Andre assumed that his presence would be mandatory at that evening’s full-power test. If any results caused concerns, Andre might be needed to make last-minute refinements.
 
Two hours before the scheduled test, while he stared listlessly at delivery receipts, Andre received a direct voicecom message from Renee. On the screen, her image looked distraught, as if she’d been crying. Her voice sounded rough. “I need to see you. Meet me now—we’ve got to talk.” She named a coffee club she often frequented.
 
He was elated to receive her call, to hear her voice. “Now? But I’ve got a major test in two hours. I have to be here when the engines—”
 
“Make your choice, Andre. That’s what I asked all along. I need to see you tonight…or I don’t need to see you at all. Maybe I misjudged you.”
 
The words caught in his throat for an awkwardly long silence. Dr. Max had not officially asked him to be present at the test. In fact, he’d given Andre a cold shoulder. Andre tried to rationalize his decision, but he had already made up his mind. “I’m coming. I’ll be there. In an hour?”
 
Her voice hitched. “Thank you, Andre.”
 
He had barely enough time to race home, change into nice clothes, and stop by a vendor to purchase a wrapped bouquet of flowers. When he arrived at the coffee club, he felt nervous. It seemed like years since he had spoken with her or looked at her face.
 
When Renee saw him, her expression filled with love and…relief? She rose from the chair and gave him a silent hug. She whispered into his shoulder, “You came after all.”
 
“I said I would.”
 
They were on their second cup of coffee when the engine testing facility at Complex Alpha exploded, sending a geyser of fire halfway to orbit.
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Jorie was five months pregnant when the accident happened to the Beacon’s outer hull.
 
The Beacon had been cruising across space for 204 years. Having traveled through Earth’s cometary cloud unscathed, they should have had smooth sailing in the far emptier regions between stars. Nevertheless, after so many years and such a vast distance, it was not statistically improbable that the course of the very large ship would intersect that of a very small rock.
 
The impact occurred during the ship’s night cycle, and alarms awakened Jorie in her private quarters as well as Kora Andropolis in the Captain’s cabin. Engineers were summoned to assess the damage. Bleary-eyed and edgy, Jorie hurried to the bridge.
 
Her belly was starting to show and she found herself walking differently, devoting an unusual amount of time to touching the curve of her abdomen. She noticed mood swings and hormonal changes (but often strenuously disagreed when Carrick pointed them out); it seemed as if some reckless and poorly trained pilot were guiding her internal biochemistry. She had already endured months of morning sickness, but the worst was not over—or so claimed her mother, Captain Andropolis, and any other mother she asked. She counted down the months until her baby was due.
 
When Jorie arrived on the bridge, Captain Andropolis was already looking at external-camera images of a torn furrow that extended across three hull plates.
 
“The good news—it could have struck at a worse spot,” the Captain said. “Ten meters one way or the other, and the impact would have breached one of the stardrive reactor chambers. We wouldn’t have survived the resulting explosion.” She shook her head. “But it’s still bad. The shielding is ruined in that section, and radiation from the reactor cell is leaking into space. That in itself doesn’t give me any immediate heartburn, but it’s also leaking down into the decks, and the impact is very close to the embryo storage vault and one section of our sperm bank.”
 
Jorie understood the implications immediately. “That could cause genetic damage. We have to repair the shielding right away.”
 
Andropolis turned to the concerned engineers gathered in the bridge. “See why I chose her as deputy?”
 
Jorie said, “We need to take a repair crew, suit up, and seal that leak.”
 
“Not we, Jorie—I’ll do it,” Captain Andropolis said.
 
Jorie felt a flush of indignation. “I’m qualified!”
 
“You’re also pregnant, and it’s a radiation leak. I’ll suit up and lead the team. In fact, I’m confident I could do the repairs myself, without risking anyone else.”
 
“You need a backup, Captain,” one of the engineers pointed out. “With the repair materials, it’s a two-person job.”
 
“All right, one backup—not a whole team. There’s no need to expose everyone else.”
 
“I should go,” Jorie insisted, upset by the entire situation and trying to assert some form of control on it. She realized it was the hormones speaking, not her common sense.
 
“Do I need to remind you of your job title, Jorie?”
 
She raised her voice. “I’m Deputy Captain.”
 
“Yes, and I’m Captain. That means the Deputy follows my orders. I’m well past my child-bearing years. The risk won’t matter to me.”
 
Jorie took two deep breaths and calmed herself, even though tears sprang to her eyes. She hated to be on this emotional roller-coaster. “I’m worried about you, Captain.”
 
“Then that’s a good job for you—stay here and worry while I go out and fix that breach. I’ve got to protect the sperm and egg bank and our entire genetic library.”
 
Andropolis looked at the fidgeting engineers. “You there, choose who comes with me—draw straws or something. You’ve all been trained for this.” She waved aside the two youngest men. “Neither of you are included.”
 
Down in the equipment room and maintenance airlock bay, Captain Andropolis suited up, as did the chosen engineer. Jorie remained on the bridge, forced to serve as acting Captain until Andropolis came back aboard.
 
Frustrated and edgy, she used the Beacon’s external cameras to observe the two suited figures as they worked their way across the outer hull with repair kits and spare hull patches. Down below, a full engineering team donned radiation suits and worked their way through the interior decks to the reactor chambers, where they found the damage caused by the impact. From the inside, they erected temporary shielding to protect the genetic library.
 
Concerned, Jorie counted the seconds, knowing the radiation exposure the Captain and the engineer were facing. The spacesuits would give them some protection, but Jorie looked at the readings from the bridge monitoring screens, ran medical projections, and realized that both the Captain and the engineer had already received the maximum acceptable dosage.
 
Jorie called on the suit radio channel. “You should come back inside now. You’re past the allowable limits. Send another team out.”
 
“We’re almost done, Jorie.”
 
“You are done, Captain.”
 
Andropolis ignored her. Twenty minutes later, the two of them finished up and came back inside through the airlock.
 
Jorie had summoned an emergency medical crew who rushed in with decontamination equipment, med checks, and monitoring devices. Jorie accompanied them, breathless. “We’ll get you both to the infirmary, scan you, and give you our best pharmaceuticals to mitigate the exposure damage.”
 
“We’re fine.” The Captain removed her helmet, tossed her short gray hair. “You worry too much—but don’t come closer. There might be residual radiation on these suits.”
 
Jorie did as she was told, but made sure the Captain listened as the doctors issued instructions. “I may only be Deputy Captain, but I have no desire to become Captain any sooner than absolutely necessary.”
 
Andropolis gave her a wan smile. “Message received. Now please stop mothering me and take care of your own baby. I’ll let the doctors do what they have to do.”
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After the explosions devastated Complex Alpha and ruined the FTL starship engine testbed, emergency crews swept in with the force of a massive military operation. President Jurudu imposed immediate martial law.
 
Leaving a distraught Renee at the coffee club, Andre raced back to the entry gates of the complex, where he was stopped by the army crackdown. It took him hours even to find someone who would admit to being in charge of the operation.
 
Amid the chaos, Andre could do nothing but stand there in the night and watch the columns of fire, unable to believe what he was seeing. He had meant to attend the test firing, but Renee had saved him! Otherwise, he would have been inside that inferno himself.
 
Dr. Max had certainly been there, but the Complex Alpha engine testbed was now nothing more than a large crater in the bright glow of a dying holocaust. Andre could hear the shouts of emergency crews, the crackle of flames. The broiling fumes in the air stung his eyes.
 
Andre couldn’t imagine how such an accident had happened. Who had made such a grave miscalculation? He had studied and developed the engineering designs himself, and the FTL engines should have been stable, although the fuel supplies were, by their very nature, volatile.
 
No one would tell him if any survivors had been rescued, but he had no doubt that Dr. Max had vanished in the explosion.
 
***
 
When Jurudu learned that Complex Alpha’s chief administrator had survived the explosion without so much as a scratch, because he’d been conveniently offsite during the disaster, he summoned Andre to his Presidential palace. Immediately.
 
Without ceremony, security guards rounded him up from a holding area outside the blast zone. “Come with us, Dr. Pellar. The President wants to speak with you.” He did not have the option to refuse.
 
Considering the investment the government had made in the Conquistador Project, and knowing the draconian measures Jurudu had imposed to maintain order since his coup, Andre was certain he would be brought up on charges of incompetence. Or executed without any charges at all.
 
Though the hour was late, all the lights burned in the Presidential palace. Additional soldiers were stationed at every entrance and the main windows. Surveillance flyers circled overhead, shining bright beams down on every possible approach to the building. The guards hustled him into Jurudu’s private offices, and protocol soldiers stepped aside; everyone glared at Andre.
 
While Dr. Max had a rapport with the powerful leader, Andre was intimidated by Jurudu’s presence. He had been in the President’s office several times over the eight years of the project, but in each instance he had remained quiet, unobtrusive. In the day-to-day work at Complex Alpha, he did whatever was necessary to relieve Dr. Max of troublesome duties, without seeking glory or advancement for himself. Now, he expected President Jurudu would want to make an example of him.
 
Andre’s face was smudged, his eyes red and irritated, his hair disheveled; he still wore the fine clothes he had donned for his meeting with Renee, and now they made him feel awkward. He wished he had on his laboratory jumpsuit with its Complex Alpha insignia.
 
Jurudu now rose from the sturdy chair behind his massive desk, looking like a thunderstorm contained within a business suit. “We are still assessing the damage, Dr. Pellar. For now, we believe that all has been lost—the test labs, the prototypes, the industrial facilities. Fortunately, we have backups of the plans in government archives.”
 
“And…Dr. Chambers-Osawa?” A foolish question: No one could have survived such a terrible explosion. “Has there been any confirmation of—”
 
“He is dead. And you’re not.”
 
Andre hung his head, swallowing hard. “I don’t know what could have happened, sir. I should have been there myself. I had a…personal emergency.”
 
“We are aware of that, Dr. Pellar, and we’re looking into it very carefully.” Jurudu’s brows furrowed. “Fortunately, the explosion occurred during your preliminary full-power test, rather than the formal running of the engines, which would have been heavily attended by high-level personnel. Including myself.”
 
Andre felt cold inside. If the glitch had occurred later, not only would Dr. Max and Andre have been there, but the President, his generals, and countless industrial leaders as well.
 
“I must seize control of this setback,” the President continued. “It was an accident, and we will not allow it to defeat us.” He came around the desk to loom over Andre, assessing him. “Dr. Chambers-Osawa was the guiding force behind the Conquistador Project, but no man is indispensable. The responsibility now falls to you, Dr. Pellar. You understand the FTL plans. You grasp the workings of Complex Alpha.” He set a massive hand on Andre’s right shoulder. “Therefore, I am placing you in charge of both science and administration: Start from scratch, rebuild the facilities, recreate the blueprints and the technical teams from our security backups. Get us back on track—as swiftly as possible. The Conquistador must launch within the decade. We cannot lose to the Beacon.”
 
Andre wiped at his burning cheeks. Some of the chemical smoke had irritated his skin. “It took us four years to reach this point, Mr. President. It’ll take some time….”
 
The President regarded him with a steely gaze. “Take less than four years—I insist.”
 
Andre knew better than to disagree. He tried to sound reassuring. “I will not let you down. This is a setback, yes, Mr. President—but not a defeat.”
 
Jurudu shook Andre’s hand in a crushing grip. “You will have everything you need…and I’ll be watching you very closely.”
 
Realizing the full import of the charge he’d just been given, Andre did not feel uplifted. Rather, it seemed as if a trapdoor had dropped open beneath his feet.
 
***
 
Although he didn’t feel like celebrating, he had to tell Renee the news. They had come close to resolving their differences in the coffee club, realizing (and admitting) how much they cared for each other. But now their personal crisis seemed trivial when compared with the disaster at Complex Alpha.
 
Overwhelmed by the responsibilities of his new position, he didn’t get a chance to see her for two days. He was busy salvaging as much as possible from the ruins of Complex Alpha. The testing facilities were completely obliterated. Eight technicians had been killed, along with seventeen Surveillance & Security guards, and Dr. Max Chambers-Osawa.
 
He had no time to go home, had no opportunity for a quiet meal with Renee. It would be a long time before they could attempt to get their relationship back on a normal footing.
 
When they did finally get together, on the third day following the explosion, she hugged him, studying how haggard he looked. “I’m so sorry, Andre. It must have been a terrible blow. I know Dr. Max was your mentor, and he made so many opportunities possible for you, but you’ll find another job. A man of your talents can do so many important things.” She smiled at him, and her eyes were shining. “I’ve talked to my friends. Now that the Conquistador Project is over, we’ve got some ideas of big projects you could apply for.”
 
“I already have a new job,” he confessed. “A higher position.”
 
She recoiled. “A higher position? What do you mean? I thought we decided—”
 
“The President named me the new director of the Conquistador Project. I know almost everything that Dr. Max did. We’ll start over and build our own ship to Tau Ceti.”
 
“Andre—you can’t!”
 
Guilt gnawed at his heart, but he had made his decision. “If I don’t accept the job, President Jurudu will find some other engineer to pore over the designs and begin the work again.”
 
“You could have stalled,” Renee said. “Didn’t you think of all those people aboard the Beacon? Tau Ceti belongs to them. They earned it. If President Jurudu sends forces there, they’ll take that new planet and…and turn it into another Earth. Look where we are now!”
 
The Surveillance & Security forces did not knock, nor did they show any courtesy when they scrambled the access plate on the door to Andre’s apartment. They shouldered in two at a time until six heavily armed troops filled his main room. He was confused, but Renee retreated to the back of the room, frightened and furious at the same time.
 
The team sergeant stepped up. “Ms. Renee Sinha, we have orders to bring you with us. The Bureau has a few questions.”
 
“Why would they want to talk to me?” she said.
 
Andre placed himself between her and the guards. “You can’t just charge in here. I’m the Director of the Conquistador Project.”
 
“We have an arrest warrant.”
 
Andre snapped, “I’ll call the President myself.”
 
“This woman has been implicated in the terrorist bombings that destroyed the engine testbed and killed numerous people, including Dr. Chambers-Osawa.”
 
Andre gaped at Renee, then turned his glare at the burly armed men. “Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
“Have a care, Dr. Pellar—we’ve also been looking into why you weren’t present during the explosion. One might have expected you to be there.”
 
“Are you suggesting that I am involved in some conspiracy? Ridiculous!”
 
The team sergeant remained stony-faced. “For the moment, we have no cause to arrest you, and the President himself commands you to continue your work without interruption. We have had constant surveillance monitors on your every move and have not yet found any suspicious activities. Ms. Sinha on the other hand…the dossier is not complete, but what we know is highly suspicious.”
 
She fought, but they easily overpowered her. As the guards dragged Renee out of his apartment, Andre kept shouting, but to no effect. “Don’t worry, I’ll straighten this out,” he called after her.
 
She gave him a defiant smile, but the guards pushed her along.
 
He never saw her again.
 
***
 
When Andre tried to contact President Jurudu, he was dismayed to find that the administrative offices would not accept his calls. No one would tell him anything about Renee.
 
With so many repeated shocks—first the explosion, the death of Dr. Max, and now this, he could not concentrate on his work. He ignored his new responsibilities in the ruins of Complex Alpha, despite increasingly strident complaints from other workers, but he didn’t care.
 
He made repeated calls, contacted government holding cells, worked his way up the chain of command in the Surveillance & Security Bureau, to no avail. Not only did they not let him speak to Renee or give him any update on her condition or the charges against her, they refused to acknowledge she was held prisoner at all.
 
Andre heard no reports in the news. There was no trial, no public outcry, despite the absurd allegations of terrorism laid against her. Officially, the explosion at Complex Alpha was determined to have been an unfortunate accident. Andre didn’t know what to believe, although he supposed President Jurudu wouldn’t want to acknowledge the rebels and would cover up any evidence of widespread unrest.
 
Finally, on his sixth urgent inquiry to the Presidential palace, the guards received permission to admit him. As soon as he entered the lavish office, he blurted out, “Mr. President, you must help me! The Bureau took my girlfriend, Renee Sinha. They haven’t charged her—they’ve got no cause. I haven’t been able to find her for two weeks.”
 
Jurudu’s hard face showed no sympathy. “I brought you here to refocus your mind on your true priorities, Dr. Pellar. That woman was taken into custody under my authority, and she has been handed over to the appropriate officials. That is no longer your business. The Conquistador Project is your business.”
 
“At least let me see her. I’ve got to know that she’s all right.”
 
“No, Dr. Pellar, you do not. You can’t afford any distractions, and so I am removing them from your life. There is so much work to do at Complex Alpha, and only thirteen years until the Beacon reaches Sarbras. You’d better get started.”
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211 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
6 years to scheduled arrival at Tau Ceti.
 
The Beacon flew onward, growing ever closer to Tau Ceti. But with only six years remaining in their voyage, the hopeful colonists were stunned by the unexpected news from Earth.
 
When President Jurudu’s transmission arrived, Jorie was giving Captain Andropolis the weekly report; they watched the message as if it were some kind of outdated entertainment loop. More than a decade out of date, the broadcast could not possibly have any relevance to them aboard the Beacon. Separated by such an inconceivable distance, Earth seemed less real to Jorie than Sarbras did. From the ship’s observation windows, she could see the bright yellow-orange of Tau Ceti much more clearly than she could find the faint third-magnitude speck of Earth’s sun, far back in their past.
 
When the blustery President appeared on the image screen, Andropolis let out a rude snort. “I’m surprised he’s still around.”
 
“This is a special message to the colonists and crewmembers aboard the generation ship Beacon: The human race is resilient, and our planet has recovered from its most difficult times. Through my leadership, we have fostered an ambitious program of scientific research—and that vision has borne fruit. Our greatest physicists have discovered a new means of spacecraft propulsion, a faster-than-light drive that can propel one of our ships to Tau Ceti in only a few months’ time.
 
“My chief scientist, Dr. Max Chambers-Osawa, is spearheading this effort, the most ambitious new project Earth has undertaken since the Beacon. We are in the process of designing and testing these engines, after which we will build our own colony ship. A project of this scope requires hard work and sacrifice from every citizen, but we choose to dedicate ourselves to this demonstration of human persistence and ingenuity.
 
“Due to the transmission delay, you will not hear my words for more than a decade. By that time, we expect our own Sarbras colony will already be established and thriving.” Jurudu smiled, flashing white teeth with an air of smug superiority. “When you finally arrive, we will help you integrate into our existing settlement.”
 
After the message ended, Jorie sat in stunned silence, just staring at the bulkhead wall. She felt sick inside. “We’ve spent more than two hundred years on this journey. Our parents and grandparents and great-grandparents died for this dream!”
 
“No, Jorie—they lived for this dream.” Captain Andropolis was gray, trembling, but she summoned her courage. “We will still get to Sarbras. Nothing can stop us.”
 
Jorie tried to draw strength from the Captain’s words, but she knew that when the Beacon passengers heard this, they would be devastated and outraged. Jorie had promised her own two children—Burton and Carrie, ages seven and four—a wonderful new life once they reached Sarbras. She had to wonder what sort of people President Jurudu would send there to plant his flag; the man clearly meant to conquer, rather than cooperate.
 
“That message is out of date,” Andropolis pointed out. “By now, they’ve already done whatever they intended to do, or they failed in the attempt. Nothing we can do about it from here. But bear in mind that regimes like Jurudu’s don’t tend to last long. Given the hardships inherent in such a project, maybe he was overthrown before his FTL ship launched. We can always hope.”
 
Jorie tried to maintain her optimism. “We have a few thousand people here aboard the Beacon. Even if Earth sends another colony ship the same size, isn’t a planet big enough for all of us?”
 
Andropolis let out a bitter laugh. “Earth wasn’t.”
 
They discussed, but only briefly, withholding the news from the rest of the colonists, but Andropolis said, “We can’t keep it from our people. That isn’t who we are.”
 
“We have to tell the crew together, Captain,” Jorie said. “We have to show everyone aboard the Beacon that there is hope.”
 
“We’re good at clinging to hope. That’s what we do best.” The old woman gave her a comforting pat on the shoulder. “We’ll let everyone digest the message from President Jurudu, and then we’ll hold an all-hands meeting to discuss the matter and look at solutions.”
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After seven years of construction work, the Conquistador was finally taking shape. The framework and half-finished hull looked magnificent in the images sent down from the orbiting shipyard. Andre took pride in that at least.
 
The labor had consumed his life; thanks to President Jurudu, he had nothing else to live for.
 
After the disastrous testbed explosions and the death of Dr. Max, Andre rebuilt the vital facilities at Complex Alpha in a year. He gathered a new team to reconstruct the basic work of the Conquistador and the FTL engines. Andre was adamant: The industrial construction work for the starship engines, as well as the body of the colony ship in orbit, operated under the most stringent of safety protocols. Delicate calculations were triple-checked. No chance for error, no more disasters.
 
Still ruling Earth after more than sixteen years, President Jurudu watched the clock ticking and the project’s expenses mounting. Though the President was dissatisfied, Andre had only to say, “I can rush ahead and cut corners, sir, if you’d like me to increase the chances of another accident happening.”
 
Jurudu increased security instead. Both men knew that, contrary to official reports, the previous explosion had been no accident.
 
No matter how much the President pushed him, Andre could not feel the sense of urgency; in fact, he did not feel much at all. With Renee gone forever, he was a hollow man shackled to his duties, and he could not summon any enthusiasm for the Conquistador to match the passion Renee and her friends had had for stopping it.
 
Andre had never seen her after the Surveillance & Security troops seized her in his apartment, and finally he had learned not to ask further questions. But that did not stop him from wondering and grieving.
 
Plodding through his duties, he managed to see the Conquistador finished. Stage after stage, he had modeled his work on the construction of the Beacon two centuries earlier. That goal seemed so much purer. During the time of solar flares and climate upheavals, people had accepted the need for desperate measures; they pulled together, worked hard, sacrificed resources, making the necessary gamble on the generation ship.
 
Now, however, the people of Earth did not have the same determination or sense of urgency. The reason for such an effort was not clear to them. The Conquistador was President Jurudu’s singular obsession, and he held the power to make it happen, despite public opinion. He ignored the fact that the massive FTL project drained the treasury almost as much as had the earlier Tau Ceti project, which he so often ridiculed and reviled.
 
The bulk of the vessel’s assembly work occurred at new industrial stations in orbit, which drifted alongside observation platforms and satellite weapons emplacements that helped Jurudu maintain his control on Earth. Andre, however, spent most of his time with his feet on the ground working inside Complex Alpha, which had now grown to enormous size.
 
The rebuilt full-sized FTL engines had been tested and installed in the ship framework, and were guarded every moment against sabotage. Each orbital construction worker went through the most rigorous security checks, and their family members were monitored or even kept under house arrest as a guarantee of loyalty.
 
When Andre asked to be reassigned, Jurudu would hear none of it. “This project is yours, Dr. Pellar—not just the FTL engine design and testing, not just the orbital assembly of the vessel. All of it. See it through! I need you to make the Conquistador a true colony ship, choose the right people, the right supplies, and the right equipment so that the thousand brave colonists can set up a thriving new outpost on Sarbras.”
 
Andre frowned, considering the magnitude of the request. He could find the old manifests for equipment and supplies that the Beacon planners had chosen, but select all the colonists as well? “That will require a lot of research, sir. I’ll need access to all possible technical, government, and library records I might require.”
 
“Yes, yes. I will arrange it.” Andre knew Jurudu would insist on vetting each one of them for loyalty, but the President was also anxious for the ship to launch.
 
Andre drew a deep breath, tried to summon a semblance of enthusiasm. “I’ll get to work, then. Our estimated completion date is four years.”
 
“Make it three years. We have waited too long already.”
 
Andre knew that was patently unrealistic. “I will do my best, sir.”
 
***
 
A blustery red-headed officer presented himself to Andre in the Complex Alpha administrative barracks. He was short in stature, barely five foot three inches, but his ego made him seem taller—at least the officer appeared to think so. His dark uniform showed he was from the Surveillance & Security Bureau rather than the military or police forces. The lower part of his uniform blouse was buttoned tightly over a slight paunch.
 
“Dr. Pellar, I am Commander Karl Vinton, and I wanted to express my congratulations. I have long studied your work. President Jurudu speaks very highly of your abilities, and he insisted that we meet face-to-face, since we’ll be spending so much time together.”
 
Andre was already sure he didn’t like whatever this small red-headed officer was about to tell him. “Congratulations for what, Commander?”
 
Vinton flushed. “On being selected the prime civilian contact aboard the Conquistador. You’ll be the highest ranking civilian on the ship when it heads for Tau Ceti.”
 
“On the ship? I’m going along?”
 
“Yes, President Jurudu requested it, and I am the expedition’s commander. It’s already been decided.”
 
Andre had to sit down. “I’m leaving Earth? I did not request—”
 
“It’s a great honor, surely you won’t dispute that. After devoting your life to the Conquistador, it’s only fitting that you go along to make certain that nothing goes wrong.”
 
His thoughts spun. Perhaps Jurudu was trying to get rid of him, or to make sure that Andre himself didn’t attempt any sabotage?
 
Vinton continued, “In the first years of setting up our initial base on Sarbras, no doubt I will often rely on your expertise. The President has charged me to administer the base, fly his flag, and hold Sarbras in his name.”
 
Andre tried to speak, but no words came out at first. Finally, he said, “You’ll have others to rely on besides myself, Commander. The President has tasked me with selecting the most qualified colonists, experts in numerous disciplines so that we can establish a self-sustaining settlement.”
 
Vinton paced the barracks room. “Don’t forget that these experts must also show proven loyalty to President Jurudu.”
 
Andre said, “Everyone is loyal to President Jurudu.”
 
“That goes without saying, but we have to make sure.” The redheaded officer turned to face him. “Now then, tell me the truth—exactly how soon can we depart?”
 
“The scheduled launch date is four years from now, Commander.”
 
“I know, I know, but when can we really depart? Everyone pads their estimates.”
 
“Four years, Commander,” Andre said. “We cannot be careless. Once we head out of the solar system, we won’t be able to turn around and come back home because somebody forgot a pair of sunglasses.”
 
Vinton grimaced. He seemed to be a man who lost his temper easily. “There’s nothing frivolous about this, Dr. Pellar.”
 
“I’m not being frivolous. We’ll have a thousand people aboard, and they will be the seeds of our colony. Even though the duration of our FTL voyage will be only two months instead of two centuries, we need to bring enough materials for us to survive until we can establish our colony. We’ll need greenhouses, seeds, livestock, medical supplies, and raw materials for…everything.”
 
“Keep it to the basics, Dr. Pellar. Our people are accustomed to austerity—we’ll get by.” Vinton turned to take his leave, and then glanced over his shoulder as he paused by the door. “Besides, we can take anything else we need from the storehouses aboard the Beacon as soon as they arrive. After all, everything they have belongs to the people of Earth. Therefore, it’s ours.”
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Once the colonists aboard the Beacon heard the message from Earth, some felt betrayed, others were confused or despairing. By turns, they imagined doomsday scenarios or hopeful dreams of sharing resources and forming a united Sarbras colony better than would have been possible before.
 
The one bright spot in the otherwise startling message was a large dataset appended—perhaps surreptitiously—to the end of Jurudu’s speech: complete results from the initial FTL probe to Tau Ceti, with better detail on Sarbras than the Beacon’s best long-distance telescopes could obtain.
 
The probe data also proved that Earth did indeed have the capability to send a ship at speeds faster than light.
 
Jorie reviewed the probe information with the team of planetary scientists who had studied all available data about Sarbras. “At any other point in our journey, these probe images would have been the most exciting news we could imagine,” she admitted. “Now it’s just part of a new problem we’re going to face.”
 
“We’ll study it anyway, Deputy Captain,” said one of the planetary scientists. “On the positive side, the data verifies our projections. The planet does appear to be habitable.”
 
“Good, one problem solved at least. Maybe we can figure out the rest during our all-hands meeting.”
 
***
 
Captain Andropolis and the Noah stood together facing the audience, as many people as could crowd inside the forest dome; the discussion was also broadcast to the three thousand crewmember-colonists via public screens.
 
The Noah looked the same as always, silver-haired and beatific. As Deputy Captain, Jorie waited behind them, ready to have her own say.
 
Andropolis opened the meeting. “Today, we discuss the destiny of the Beacon. You’ve all heard the message Earth transmitted. A faster ship may have already reached Sarbras and established a separate colony there. Still, we don’t know what’s happened on Earth in the past eleven years—whether President Jurudu remained in power, whether he succeeded in pushing through his gigantic FTL project, or whether it even worked. We simply don’t know—and so we can’t plan for it. We can only discuss hypotheticals.”
 
She turned to Jorie, who picked up the discussion with a firm voice, not alarmist, but realistic. “The tone of Jurudu’s message was clear, and it did not sound peaceful. If Earth sent a new mission to Tau Ceti that arrived at Sarbras well ahead of us, I suspect they’ll want to conquer the planet for themselves, not hold it as stewards of humanity.”
 
She looked around the audience, feeling a knot in her stomach. “However, at least we have fair warning, and we have time to prepare. During our long voyage, no one thought we would need weapons, but we can no longer be so naïve. We have the scientific knowledge. We could retool some of our equipment to be used as weaponry—defensive weaponry. Better to have the weapons and not need them, than to be caught weak and unprepared.”
 
She was troubled by what she was proposing. She looked at the audience gathered under the tall birch trees; Carrick was there, watching their two children, holding them. She glanced at them, smiled, then squared her shoulders. “We have to prepare to defend ourselves and assert our rights to Sarbras—our planet.” Uneasy murmurs swept through the audience.
 
The Noah sounded alarmed and shaky. “You’re talking about war. My forebears did not give up everything and fly away just to bring Earth conflicts to some other solar system. There is another possibility.”
 
He paused for a long moment, as if uncertain whether to voice his suggestion. “The Beacon has traveled for 211 years, and we’ve done just fine for ourselves. Gathering hydrogen between the stars, we have all the energy we need. Instead of running low on fuel supplies after such a long journey, we actually have a surplus—and I see no reason why that would change.”
 
The old man looked around the audience. “Why can’t we just continue our voyage? Bypass Tau Ceti entirely, have our astronomers search for another star with another planetary system, and then head there? Maybe it’ll take us another two centuries or longer, but that planet will be ours. We won’t have to fight for it.”
 
From the grumbling in the audience, Jorie could tell that most rejected the idea of extending their voyage endlessly. Andropolis said, “If Earth has faster-than-light ships, they may well spread out to all other habitable planets well before we can get there.”
 
“We will try to come to a peaceful resolution, but sometimes you have to take a stand,” Jorie said. “True, our ancestors didn’t imagine the possibility of war, but what would they think if we simply gave up and ran from any hope of finding a home?”
 
Hearing the mutters from the audience, the Captain stepped forward and spoke in her calm, maternal voice. “Now that we are close, we have a much better estimate of our arrival time at Tau Ceti. Throughout this long voyage, the engineers have maintained our stardrive, conserved fuel, improved the engine efficiency. We’re just now entering the dusty fringes of the Tau Ceti system, and our ramscoop has harvested even more hydrogen than we had planned on. Even if we do nothing else, we are due to arrive at Sarbras three months sooner than originally expected.” She waited, listening to happy gasps around the audience.
 
“And that’s if we do nothing,” Andropolis continued. “We’ve always been careful and conservative—that’s how we survived so successfully. We kept the surplus of fuel as a vital reserve. We’ve never needed it before. Now, however, given the new and uncertain situation, I propose that we use the fuel to accelerate. We can make a last push toward the finish line and arrive at Tau Ceti nine months to a year before the projected date.” The Captain paused to let that sink in, then added in a grimmer voice, “A year sooner than anyone from Earth can possibly expect us to arrive. We can surprise them.”
 
Captain Andropolis sealed the deal by saying, “I do not like the prospect of conflict—we will avoid it, if at all possible—but I am not prepared to surrender our dreams and run away from Sarbras because we might face a few difficulties. We all knew we’d encounter challenges. We can’t keep going forever. We have to stay the course, get to our new world…and then trust in our common humanity.”
 
***
 
After the meeting, the Captain asked Jorie to join her in her private quarters. Jorie felt unsettled but oddly energized by the decision. They had so much work to do—accelerating the ship, reassessing their reserves, studying bargaining strategies, and developing ways to defend the Beacon, if needed. Fortunately, they had several years to get it all done.
 
In the decade and a half since Captain Andropolis chose her as deputy, Jorie had gradually assumed more and more of the Captain’s duties, especially recently. Andropolis joked that she was getting old and deserved a bit of relaxation. Jorie could tell that the Captain’s health was waning, so she tried harder to shoulder responsibilities, meet with the crew, and go outside on the regular inspection expeditions of the slowship’s hull.
 
Now Andropolis sat on her narrow bed and smiled, though she looked very tired, as if the recent decision had drained her. “An excellent performance, Jorie. Well done.”
 
“I’m already feeling overwhelmed, but I know everyone will pull together.”
 
The Captain nodded slowly. “I wanted to wait until after the meeting to tell you. You are the one who has to be strongest now, because there’s something else….” The old woman absently rubbed her left breast, leaned back with a weary sigh. “The doctors found something. They can’t remove it, but they’ve been treating me for the past month. It’s going to get much worse, but I’ll fight it.”
 
Jorie looked at the Captain, even more stunned than by President Jurudu’s transmission from Earth.
 
“I’m not worried.” Captain Andropolis gave a brave smile. “I know that I picked the best Deputy Captain.”
 
 
 



PART FIVE



18
215 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
2 years to originally scheduled arrival at Tau Ceti.
 
Finally, almost two decades after Dr. Max’s discovery of the faster-than-light drive, the Conquistador was ready to depart for the nearest sun-like star—Tau Ceti, 11.9 light years away.
 
The last day he breathed the air of Earth, Andre Pellar gazed across the landscape and tried to imagine Earth’s former beauty…but he saw only the fenced-in industrial Complex Alpha. He had expected to feel more regret—after all, he was flying away and would not be coming back. Why did it not make him sad to turn his back on everything?
 
He decided that what he would miss most was the dream of Earth. The imaginary stories—some records called it “history”—of how beautiful this world had once been, although Andre had never seen it that way.
 
He had packed his possessions, but found little he wanted to take with him. Most of his life had been spent chained to the Conquistador Project, and now he would be riding aboard the colony ship he had constructed. What other keepsakes did he need?
 
He did find three old letters that Renee had written him, a scrap of a grocery list in her handwriting, and a pair of earrings he had bought for her, which she’d worn only once, claiming they were too extravagant. He even kept a small envelope that contained a few strands of her hair from a brush in the apartment’s bathroom. It had been an ancient tradition for sailors to carry a lock of their sweetheart’s hair when they embarked on a long voyage; Andre thought he was being silly and sentimental, but he brought the strands along anyway. They weighed almost nothing, yet they made his heart heavy.
 
Now, as he looked at the blue-green world dwindling in the rear sensor screens as the Conquistador headed out of Earth orbit, Andre’s sense of loss was only theoretical. Renee had already been gone for more than a decade, and he had survived that pain.
 
His greatest happiness, he realized far too late, had been his time with her. But he had sacrificed that happy partnership by joining Dr. Max on a project that gave a sense of being important…but it was only an illusion. If he had let himself be satisfied with a more mundane job, maybe he and Renee would still be together.
 
She was long lost to him, locked away in a gulag somewhere, enslaved in a horrific mine, or perhaps (mercifully?) dead. Gone was gone…and now Andre would be gone, along with the thousand others aboard the Conquistador.
 
***
 
During the final preparatory month, he had smiled through—but was immune to—the delirious departure celebrations and President Jurudu’s grand speeches. Commander Karl Vinton thrived in his position, making grandiose public promises to the President, swearing that the Conquistador would carry the torch of human civilization into the darkness of the universe, that he would lay down the first stepping stone to the stars. The metaphors seemed endless, and Vinton’s pompous promises were so vehement that even Jurudu grew visibly impatient with him. The Commander was definitely cast from the same mold as President Jurudu, with an added dash of Napoleonic hubris.
 
However, in the months before departure, Andre had grown to like the Conquistador’s assigned second in command, Major Sendy Montoir. She was in her early thirties and had been chosen for her intelligence, her cooperation, and her track record of government service, not to mention her biological fitness and ranking on the breeding index.
 
Every one of the thousand crewmembers aboard the FTL ship had passed rigorous health scans. Some of the best candidates Andre put forward during the crew-selection process were disqualified because of infertility or troublesome genetic markers. Andre understood the necessity of that, and he even received strict instructions to take a mate of his own and have offspring in order to expand the colony as soon as they were settled on Sarbras.
 
The thought only made him regret that he and Renee never had the opportunity to have a family. He wasn’t sure he deserved to have a second chance….
 
After the Conquistador had passed beyond the Earth-Moon system, Andre made his way to the bridge for the official activation of the FTL engines. He’d reviewed and tweaked the calculations so many times over the past few years that he knew every detail by heart, could see no possible chance for error. Even so, the FTL hadn’t been tested with passengers aboard. Would the human body, or mind, endure the transition to faster-than-light speeds, outside the realm of traditional physics? What effects might it have on consciousness?
 
They were gambling everything on this. President Jurudu had demanded it.
 
Though originally designed by Dr. Max, the faster-than-light engines had become Andre’s private project. Standing on the Conquistador’s bridge, he assumed that he would have the ceremonial honor of activating the FTL and plunging the ship into its headlong flight to Tau Ceti. Finishing the job.
 
Commander Vinton, however, insisted on doing it himself. Andre did not make an issue of it, but he did view the detail as a measure of Vinton’s character. From her station on the other side of the bridge, First Officer Montoir swiveled in her chair and glanced at Andre. An understanding flashed between them, but Andre just shrugged.
 
With a grandiose gesture, Commander Vinton gestured forward, as if announcing the start of a great race. “Onward, to Tau Ceti!”
 
The faster-than-light engines activated, and acceleration shifted the Conquistador. The stars blurred, and then the sensor screens went gray and blank. They were flying blind.
 
The Commander lurched up from his seat. “What is this? A malfunction?”
 
Andre explained, “No, sir. Our velocity is greater than the speed of light.” He waited a moment, saw no understanding on Vinton’s face. “We’re traveling faster than any signal can be received by our sensors, sir. We’ve left the electromagnetic spectrum behind.”
 
He went over to the control modules, studied the engine diagnostics, and nodded. “Rest assured, sir, the FTL is functioning exactly as expected. We should already be approaching the boundaries of the Earth’s solar system.” He grinned with pride, despite himself. “The Beacon took fifteen years to get this far.”
 
This, Commander Vinton understood. Satisfied, he gave a brisk nod. “Good work, Dr. Pellar. President Jurudu would be proud.”
 
***
 
During the first week of the voyage, First Officer Montoir became the public face of command, more personable than the red-headed Vinton. She walked among the personnel, delivering directives from the Commander, who remained in his offices where he could write grand plans. Now that the Conquistador was forever separated from Earth, he seemed to consider himself far more important than before.
 
Vinton issued directives listing alternatives for the colony depending on landforms, climate, and the accessibility of mineral deposits. He drew up complex response plans to deal with any problems the Beacon might pose whenever it arrived. These documents read like President Jurudu’s detailed austerity plans, but Andre recognized that they were complete fabrications. No one knew what to expect on Sarbras. Nevertheless, Commander Vinton insisted that everyone read his white papers, and he had one of his big-shouldered lockstep officers, Major Wexler, distribute them to all crewmembers; few of the colonists took the papers seriously.
 
Two weeks into the voyage, the Commander instituted a daily briefing with Andre and First Officer Montoir to discuss their arrival plan. Sometimes, Major Wexler sat in on the meetings, but rarely spoke.
 
Using enhanced (and fabricated) probe images, Vinton had selected several possible locations for their first colony settlements, including likely areas for large-scale mining excavations. Andre cautioned him. “Commander, I studied those images myself as well as the raw data. The manipulations and enhancements are…questionable. I would place little confidence in their accuracy.”
 
Vinton was troubled. “These were officially released by the President’s office.”
 
“They were designed for propaganda purposes, sir,” said First Officer Montoir. “Consider them a best-case scenario. Realistically, what we find may not match those rosy pictures.”
 
“I prefer to put my faith in the President’s analysis and data,” said Wexler, “until we are given a reason to do otherwise.”
 
Andre did not remind the man that he and Dr. Max had been responsible for the probe data, not President Jurudu.
 
Frowning, Vinton put the images aside. “Very well, then, our plans can be flexible. According to projections, we will arrive up to two years before the Beacon shows up. Plenty of time.”
 
“Again, sir,” Andre cautioned, “there’s a fair amount of uncertainty in that number. We don’t know the Beacon’s precise velocity. Even a tiny discrepancy either way could add up to years. And the Conquistador itself is likely to require course correction once we arrive in the Tau Ceti system.”
 
Growing angry, Vinton said, “You scientists are like lawyers, unwilling to say anything with certainty! I need concrete data in order to make plans. We’re not just setting up a campsite—this is a military operation. We have orders to seize and hold an entire planet.”
 
“I thought we were building a colony,” Sendy Montoir said.
 
“We’re establishing a beachhead, a base of operations.”
 
“I’ll go back to my offices and review the information, Commander.” Andre backed away. “Before we left, I copied all of the scientific, historical, and governmental databases. We possess two hundred years of information gathering and analysis beyond anything the Beacon had.”
 
He did not point out that the scientists aboard the old generation ship had also had two centuries to make improvements and new discoveries.
 
“I’ll give you the most precise data we have, sir.”
 
“Good work, Dr. Pellar,” Vinton said. “Don’t let me down.”
 
***
 
In his last few months on Earth, Andre had assembled countless classified databases and loaded them into his password-protected library system aboard the Conquistador. He considered this concession from the President to be a coup as great as when Jurudu had overthrown the squabbling warlords who ruled before him. The President didn’t even grasp the significance of what his project manager had done; Andre had everything he needed.
 
“Information is the foundation of our civilization, Mr. President,” he had told Jurudu, looking earnest and innocent. “I request your permission to copy all scientific and historical records into the Conquistador’s computers. In fact, since we are establishing a new foothold for humanity, let us bring all cultural artifacts as well—government documents, census records, the complete annals of your Presidency, classified and unclassified. Everything.”
 
Jurudu had frowned. “How can all those things be relevant?”
 
“We are traveling into the unknown, Mr. President—I can’t begin to guess what might or might not be useful. We have the capacity to store everything, so why shouldn’t we bring all those records? Besides, think of it as a backup. What if a later administration tried to rewrite everything you did? It wouldn’t matter, because we’ll have the original records, undoctored, for posterity. We will carry the accurate records to Sarbras—they will be your legacy on a new world.”
 
“Part of my legacy.” Jurudu touched his chin with an extended finger and nodded slowly. “We have to think in the long term.”
 
Andre added his last point. “On the other hand, if you wish me to develop a specific list of topics that are most likely to be useful, that will take some time. How can I possibly foresee everything we might need? We know very little about Sarbras, so I recommend we err on the side of comprehensiveness. And even if I did identify all the necessary information, it would take more time to select millions of specific files from Earth’s databases than just to copy everything. We might not make our launch date.”
 
“Very well, I see your point. Do what you need to do—but make certain it happens quickly. I don’t want to delay the departure of the Conquistador by a single hour.”
 
Andre copied all of the databases, including encrypted and classified government records. Although some security librarians were skeptical, he showed them the President’s direct authorization; when they double-checked the authorization, they received a terse command to “do what Dr. Pellar asks.” And so Andre took everything.
 
Everything.
 
Now in his quarters aboard the FTL ship, instead of compiling improbable data as Commander Vinton asked, Andre continued decrypting the deep interrogation files, poring over years of grim records kept by the Surveillance & Security Bureau.
 
It took him two days, but finally—finally—he found the full report on Renee Sinha.
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Since her cancer diagnosis, Captain Andropolis kept out of the public eye as much as possible. Four years of treatments seemed to be tearing her apart from within; she looked gaunt and emaciated, her hair had fallen out, and her voice trembled.
 
The Beacon’s medical department had kept the Captain’s condition secret for as long as possible—nearly a full year—giving Andropolis the freedom to reveal the news when she decided the time was right. However, the ship’s Captain was such a prominent figure that her absence was noted, and whenever she was seen in public, the signs of her struggle were unmistakable for anyone who bothered to look.
 
The crewmember-colonists drew their own conclusions well before Andropolis made her announcement in a shipwide speech. They were saddened, but they dealt with the news, as they had done so many times before.
 
Jorie took on more duties, meeting the Captain daily for conversation and a cup of tea in her bridge office. “You never should have gone outside to repair the hull damage and the radiation leak,” she scolded her. “You stayed out too long. You should have listened to me and sent repair teams out in shifts.”
 
“All those years ago? You’re making assumptions. We can’t know the cause of my cancer,” Andropolis said. “Maybe it was something I ate.”
 
The doctors also monitored the engineer who had gone outside with the Captain after the meteoroid impact, running repeated tests. Although Andropolis suffered from a deadly lymphoma, the engineer remained completely healthy. The older woman accepted the situation. “The embryo library and sperm bank are safe, so I consider it a fair exchange.”
 
Jorie tried to tell herself that the Captain’s condition was only deteriorating as a result of the harsh medical treatments. She pretended that the worst would soon be over and Andropolis would regain her strength. Before long, she would be the same powerful and determined Captain that Jorie had served for more than half of her life.
 
Andropolis gave her a maternal smile. “I’ve always loved you for your optimism, young lady, but we both know that simply won’t be the case. I’ve fought this for four years, but the prognosis is not good. I can put on a brave face and make my farewell announcement. Soon enough I won’t be fit to lead this ship.”
 
Tears welled in Jorie’s eyes. “But you can’t die yet! We’re only a little more than a year out, thanks to our acceleration. You have to stay alive long enough to see Sarbras. Just hold on until you can set foot on our new world. Don’t you want to be buried in real soil?”
 
“No, send me out like the other Captains before me. I want to continue my voyage.”
 
***
 
For her farewell address to the Beacon, Captain Andropolis looked surprisingly strong and energetic, and Jorie knew she had taken stimulants and supplements to make this public appearance. The doctors warned her against stressing her system too much, but Andropolis had insisted. “I can’t just think of myself. We have higher priorities.”
 
Gaunt, her skin hanging loose on her bones, she called the meeting to order and addressed the obvious issue head-on. “This will be my last meeting as your official Captain. Some might say it’s because my health is declining, but there’s more to it. I know that Jorie Platt can do a better job than I, especially in these times of turmoil as we arrive. While you all figure out what to do with the other Earth colonists, if they even made it to Sarbras, I’d prefer to relax in retirement.” When she chuckled, a few others added polite laughs, but most of the listeners remained awkwardly silent.
 
Jorie stood beside her mentor, stoic, shedding no tears. Kora Andropolis had survived much longer than their initial estimates, but the doctors were certain that she had less than six months now, probably closer to three.
 
“My life is just one life—and it is mine. And I do what I choose with it,” Andropolis said. “I give you your new Captain.” She took Jorie’s hand, raised it high. “She’ll take you the rest of the way to Sarbras.”
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The Conquistador’s FTL drive shut down at the calculated time, and the ship began its extreme deceleration back below lightspeed. On the bridge, Andre drew in deep breaths, trying to loosen the knot in his stomach. The moment of truth.
 
Upon arriving at the new star system, he would accept credit for success…but knew he would receive a dressing down from Commander Vinton if anything went wrong. The Commander himself stood in his finest (though no longer relevant) uniform, full of decorations from his service in the Surveillance & Security Bureau before he was promoted and assigned to the Conquistador Project.
 
During the two months of passage, Andre had gone from disliking the man to truly despising him, but he kept his feelings hidden—a skill he had learned working under President Jurudu’s administration.
 
As soon as the FTL engines shut down, the red-headed Commander looked ready to declare victory. Lording it over his underlings, he looked like a short-statured bully. Half an hour later, the screens remained gray, and Vinton grew impatient. “What’s taking so long? Are we lost?”
 
“We’re decelerating, sir,” Andre explained, “but the ship is still moving faster than light. Soon enough, we’ll drop below the threshold, and our sensors will function again.”
 
Three hours later, they received the first glimpse of their new surroundings, with Tau Ceti shining bright and golden in the distance. The navigators took images of the star field, logged Tau Ceti’s relative coordinates, and calculated the ship’s exact position.
 
“Where is our planet?” Vinton asked, rubbing his temples. “Shouldn’t it be right in front of us?”
 
Andre fought back a scowl at the man’s stupidity. “It’s not easy to spot a planet in an open starfield, sir. We traveled nearly twelve light years—you can’t expect us to appear right in orbit over the planet.”
 
Once the navigation experts determined the angle of the ecliptic, they began their search for planetary bodies in earnest. By late that evening, they did locate Sarbras. The Conquistador had arrived on the far fringe of the Tau Ceti system, and the habitable world was on the opposite side of the sun.
 
“We overshot the target,” Andre said. “We’re approximately 1.2 billion kilometers from the planet. With standard engines, it’ll take about eight weeks to make our way there. No cause for concern; we have sufficient fuel and supplies.”
 
“We’re still two months away? How did this happen?” The Commander looked at Andre, then at First Officer Montoir. “Was there a miscalculation? Was there a malfunction in your FTL engines? How could such a grave error occur?”
 
Unfortunately, Andre was not ready to confront the man, present his evidence, and take the necessary action. Not yet. He counted to three, calmed himself. “Commander, let me clarify for you.” He did not entirely succeed in keeping the impatient tone from his voice. “We traveled 11.9 light years—over a hundred trillion kilometers—and missed our destination by only a little more than a billion kilometers. An error of less than one ten-thousandth of one percent…with a technology that has never been used once in the field at full scale. That is amazing accuracy, sir.”
 
He held the Commander’s glare for a long moment, before adding, “I expected this, and we’ll fix it. But we’re here for the long-haul. A permanent colony. What does eight weeks matter?”
 
Vinton was flustered and shifted his attention elsewhere. He looked queasy, as if he suffered from a sudden bout of space sickness. “Is there any sign of the Beacon? Do you see their ship in the system? Any indication of settlements on the planet?”
 
“We’re too far from Sarbras to detect settlements, sir, but a vessel the size of the generation ship would be prominent now if it were in orbit. They haven’t arrived yet.”
 
“At least that’s worked to our advantage,” Vinton said. “Make certain the Conquistador is visible so they can see us and be afraid.”
 
Andre bit back a sharp retort. Clearly, Commander Vinton had no idea of the size of the Beacon.
 
“No question that they’ll see us when they arrive, Commander,” said First Officer Montoir. “In the meantime we can scan Sarbras with our high-res imagers. That will let us plan our colony. By the time we arrive, we’ll be ready to dispatch our prefab units and set up groundside industries.”
 
Vinton grumbled, but didn’t argue. “Set course for the planet. I want to get moving as soon as possible.”
 
***
 
With high-resolution scans, they were finally able to compile reasonable maps of Sarbras. They found oceans, land, and weather systems. The atmosphere showed the right levels of breathable gases. The continents looked habitable, covered with vegetation.
 
Part of one landmass was tectonically active with a field of angry volcanoes that sent lava plumes so high into the atmosphere that they were visible from the other side of the solar system, but the other continents appeared to be unaffected. Off at sea, a gigantic hurricane system formed a vortex of clouds—very rough weather, but Andre remembered the years of terrible climate upheavals on Earth during the heaviest solar flares. It was nothing they couldn’t tolerate.
 
All in all, the preliminary results left Andre optimistic. The greatest danger wasn’t the planet Sarbras, but Commander Vinton and the corrupt baggage he brought from Earth.
 
As for the crew aboard the ship, a significant number suffered from the onset of migraines, queasiness, and a general feeling of unsettled aches. Andre himself felt fine, and the medical department could find no specific reason for the reported illnesses. Andre thought it might be a side-effect of emerging from faster-than-light transport, but he could see no pattern. The doctors prescribed painkillers and stimulants, sometimes in massive doses, in order to keep the crew functional enough to follow Commander Vinton’s often capricious orders.
 
Once the Conquistador arrived and established a strong foothold, their orders were to dismantle the ship, retool the engines, and use the remaining fuel to send a bare-bones probe back to Earth. That was how they would deliver a full report to the President as soon as possible. Once Jurudu knew of their success, he could build a second wave of faster-than-light ships for the next phase of colonization.
 
Now that he had more accurate observations, the Commander could develop realistic settlement scenarios. After a week, he called Andre into his office for another preparatory briefing. Sendy Montoir was already there for the meeting.
 
The First Officer had brought something with her, which she presented. “Commander, I know you are anxious to plant our flag on the new planet. I’d like to propose a revised banner that bears the colors of old Earth and the seal of President Jurudu, but also shows the star Tau Ceti and a green leaf to symbolize our new beginning.” She unfurled the prototype she had created.
 
Vinton’s face turned sour. “We already have a flag to erect.”
 
“True, but it’s the banner from old Earth, and we’ll be on a new world. Our flag should reflect that.”
 
The Commander stood from his desk. “We aren’t even three months gone from Earth, and you’re already speaking treason against President Jurudu?”
 
Montoir blinked at him. “Treason, sir? We are separate from Earth. We may be loyal to the principles of the President, but he can no longer be our leader. There’s a twelve-year transmission delay to Earth. It would take a quarter-century for us to send a single question and get an answer. When we convert the Conquistador’s engines and send the ship’s shell back home with our report, that’ll be our last direct interaction unless and until Earth builds more FTL ships. And that could take decades, if they do it at all!”
 
Although Andre agreed with Montoir, he was reluctant to show support for her idea; he knew Vinton all too well. He said, “First Officer, the Commander was placed in charge of this operation because of his lifelong demonstrated ability to follow the President’s orders without question…no matter what those orders might be. He is doing the same thing now.”
 
Vinton gave him an odd look, as if wondering what he meant, but Montoir remained insistent. “We have to be realistic, Commander. We need to form our own government.”
 
“I am the government!” Vinton snatched the banner and tore it in half along one of the seams.
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The Beacon received another message from Earth four years after Jurudu’s announcement of the FTL discovery. This transmission was equally troubling, and substantially changed Jorie’s understanding of how far along Earth’s other colony project had come.
 
She reviewed the new transmission in the Captain’s cabin—her cabin now. Unfortunately, Captain Andropolis had not lived long enough to receive the new report. She had passed away quietly in her sleep only two days earlier. The funeral plans were in process, and Jorie continued the primary business of the ship.
 
Even though Jorie had been appointed to the role upon Andropolis’s retirement, she had never moved into the official Captain’s quarters. Carrick, Burton, and Carrie would move into the new rooms soon enough, but not yet. The old woman’s death was still too raw. For now, Jorie just wanted to be alone in a place where she could remember her mentor.
 
Kora Andropolis had been her closest friend, someone who had recognized and fostered Jorie’s potential from the time she was fourteen. Jorie loved her own parents very much, but Andropolis had made her what she was. The Captain had guided the slowship for nineteen years, longer than some Captains, less than others…but it wasn’t a contest.
 
Long ago, Jorie had vowed to be the slowship’s best Captain ever. She had expected to face tremendous leadership challenges when the giant vessel arrived at Sarbras; she also looked forward to the joy of planting seeds and establishing a foothold on a virgin world. But she had never expected the specter of war with the world they had left behind.
 
The new message from Earth was brief, sent by a scientist-administrator named Andre Pellar. On the image, he looked hurried, as if he wasn’t authorized to send the transmission. He revealed that he was the man who had appended the FTL probe data so the Beacon planetary scientists could get a better view of their new planet.
 
“There has been a great setback to our project,” said Andre Pellar. “Unrest on Earth. Many protest the crushing expense of building the Conquistador, and others do not believe we should seize Sarbras just when the Beacon is about to arrive. Some are simply discontented with President Jurudu.”
 
He paused, swallowed visibly. “A terrible accident occurred at Complex Alpha during the testing of the FTL engines. It was sabotaged. Our chief scientist was killed, and I was ordered to start again from scratch. There will be a delay, but I cannot say how long. At least several years. But President Jurudu is intent on reaching Sarbras first and establishing a firm presence there. I…I thought it important to inform you. So you can be prepared when you finally reach Tau Ceti.”
 
Then, as if he feared being caught, Pellar ended the transmission.
 
Jorie sat back in silence, astonished by the news, wishing she could share her thoughts with Captain Andropolis. She replayed the transmission, listening for nuances, and paced around the cabin, pondering. It seemed the Beacon had been given a reprieve; with such a huge setback, maybe the whole FTL project had fallen apart in the intervening years. Or maybe their rushed ship had already launched and established a colony—more likely, a military base—on Sarbras.
 
Either way, the message gave Jorie a glimpse into how dark and violent Earth’s civilization had become. Having lived all her life on the Beacon, she didn’t want anything to do with those people.
 
Four years earlier, the Beacon had accelerated, burning the fuel reserves to push them forward while saving enough to apply more than a month of hard deceleration at the end of their journey. According to calculations, they would shave another half a year off of their trip.
 
In the meantime, preparing for the worst case, Jorie assigned teams of Beacon engineers to develop potential weapons, basic and traditional systems as well as some imaginative designs. No one had any idea what sort of offensive capabilities the Earth ship might possess, but at least the slowship would not be completely defenseless when they reached Tau Ceti. And arriving nine months early would add to the element of surprise.
 
Resigned, Jorie released Andre Pellar’s transmission so that everyone aboard the slowship could hear it and draw their own conclusions. Knowledge was their best defense. None of the Captains before her had censored reports, and Jorie would not start now.
 
She’d worry about the repercussions among the crewmember-colonists later. Right now, she had a funeral to worry about.
 
***
 
Images of Captain Burton Pellar’s memorial service remained vivid in her mind, though she had been only fourteen at the time. Nevertheless, Jorie reviewed the ship’s records of the funeral for help in deciding what to say and how to say it. She feared that she would begin to weep when she said the words that celebrated the Captain’s life. As the leader of the Beacon now, it wouldn’t do for Jorie to burst into tears like a little girl.
 
Jorie drew strength from an old journal entry in which her mentor confessed that she was afraid she might burst into tears while delivering Captain Pellar’s eulogy. Jorie smiled. She would never have guessed it. Captain Andropolis had been a pillar of strength, a true leader.
 
Jorie would have to do the same. After all, Kora had believed in Jorie.
 
Somehow, she got through it. The listeners mourned; some of them sniffled and cried, while others remained stoic. They needed stability now more than ever; uncertainty about the threat from Earth’s new colonists frightened them, and the prospect of finally arriving at Sarbras made them tense. Fortunately, they also had confidence in Captain Jorie Platt.
 
But she would need more than confidence to lead them. And they would have no answers until they actually approached the planet.
 
According to her instructions, Andropolis’s body was wrapped up, given full honors, and sent gently away into the universe. The Beacon was so close to its destination now, in the midst of heavy deceleration, that the old Captain would drift on the fringes of the Tau Ceti system. A poignant end, Jorie thought.
 
Jorie felt drained. Two hours after the funeral, she was sitting alone in the Captain’s private room off the bridge, letting Carrick take the children so she could contemplate and grieve, when she received an emergency summons: a large disturbance had set off alarms on Deck 17.
 
Jorie rushed to Nigel Rosenburg’s office and showroom, where a group of frightened colonists had gathered in the hall, begging the city planner to stop. His assistant was crying.
 
Rosenburg had devoted most of his life to designing theoretical colony utopias for Sarbras. Now, with reddened eyes, disheveled hair, and despairing groans, he smashed his most recent model, an airy city with tall diamond towers and looping arches. Using a cudgel, he battered it into shrapnel.
 
Jorie pushed her way into his office. “Mr. Rosenburg!”
 
Looking at her, he said, “What’s the point? This is all wasted. Those people from Earth will seize everything. You heard the message—they are barbarians! They’ll enslave us and destroy whatever we want to build. This is all wasted—wasted. And the Captain is dead!”
 
He lifted his club again and smashed the transparent wall that held his domed undersea city submerged in an aquarium. The transparent pane shattered, and water gushed onto the floor.
 
“The Captain is very much alive, Mr. Rosenburg,” Jorie said. “I am the Captain.”
 
Rosenburg said, “And who knows what we’ll find on Sarbras?”
 
“Exactly. Who knows? We have to hope. Maybe our cousins from Earth won’t want to harm us…or maybe they never launched their ship at all.”
 
He shook his head; his shirt was drenched from the broken aquarium. “They’re violent. Saboteurs blew up a facility, killed people—and those were the people on our side! What sort of place has Earth become? Who solves problems like that? They are not like us. We invested centuries to achieve this dream and escape that sort of nightmare. We earned our new planet—but now they think they can just take it?”
 
Jorie put her arm around him. “No, they can’t, Mr. Rosenburg. As I told you, I am the Captain. And I mean to do something about it. This whole voyage, from the time the Beacon left Earth, has been a leap of faith. Please, keep your faith in me for a little while longer.”
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As the Conquistador approached the planet, Commander Vinton grew more impatient and agitated, partially because of the migraines and FTL illness that some of the crew suffered. During the final weeks of travel, he imposed tighter restrictions, made shipwide announcements ranting against the selfish Beacon colonists for all the damage they had done on Earth by stealing so many prime resources. It was old news, but the Commander seemed obsessed with reminding them. Repeatedly.
 
Tapping into Vinton’s edgy mood, Andre asked his permission to disseminate President Jurudu’s original speech that announced the goals of the Conquistador Project. “It would be good for them to hear again why we’re here,” he said. And the Commander agreed.
 
Andre also included unedited archival reports of the Beacon’s departure from Earth more than two centuries earlier. The news footage would show the Conquistador crew how the human race had viewed the grand gamble at the time. The current crewmembers had heard only propaganda-filtered reports, but thanks to the full historical library Andre had brought aboard the FTL ship, he could show the original files that had not been broadcast in more than a century.
 
Commander Vinton treated that part of his request with some skepticism. “Why include the original broadcasts? I don’t see how they are important.” He squeezed his eyes shut and rubbed his temples.
 
“To understand our enemy, Commander. If we are going to encounter the Beacon’s descendants, shouldn’t our entire crew know as much about them as possible?”
 
“I see your point. Permission granted.” He looked ill, and anxious just to send him away.
 
Andre doubted the Commander would watch the original broadcasts, considering them a waste of time.
 
First Officer Montoir encouraged everyone aboard to view the complete file. The broadcasts portrayed the Beacon in a much different light from President Jurudu’s slanted summaries. And, thanks to Andre’s careful selection of crewmembers, many aboard the Conquistador would recognize the names of ancestors and distant relatives. Maybe they would begin to ponder….
 
The Commander instituted regular drills and war games. As the ship closed in on Sarbras, their telescopes mapped mountain ranges, waterways, and forested lands in great detail; Vinton marked the most desirable territory, already staking his claims on the map.
 
Looking at the charts in the bridge office, Sendy Montoir furrowed her brow. She had become more outspoken against Vinton’s overtly aggressive plans since their arrival in the Tau Ceti system. “How are we going to claim and hold so much of the landscape with only a thousand colonists, Commander?”
 
He was more short-tempered than usual, from the stimulants the doctors had given him to counteract lingering space sickness. “We’ll do it because it’s necessary! We should have a year or more to prepare before the Beacon arrives. If we can intercept and neutralize that ship, we have nothing to worry about.”
 
Abruptly dismissing her and Andre, Vinton called on the crew to engage in another set of war games.
 
***
 
The following day, Commander Vinton summoned Andre to his private cabin. From his image on the screen, he looked furious. “I need you here without delay, Dr. Pellar. These are grave matters.” Vinton terminated the transmission before Andre could ask questions.
 
Andre swallowed hard, feeling cold inside, but he had no doubts, no reservations. He had already made preparations. Maybe this would finally be the time. Commander Karl Vinton had set his life’s course long ago and made his choices. The consequences followed of their own accord.
 
When he entered the Commander’s quarters, Vinton stood there agitated, his face flushed, his red hair unruly. Inside the chamber, Andre spotted First Officer Montoir secured to the chair, her wrists cuffed, her expression a combination of indignation and fear.
 
Vinton puffed up his chest. “Dr. Pellar, I called you here as my formal witness, as senior civilian representative aboard the Conquistador. I am about to issue a summary judgment against my First Officer. Due to the gravity of the situation, I wish to follow the forms precisely.”
 
Andre glanced at Montoir, noted the Commander’s frenetic movements and the flush on his face. Vinton’s eyes were bloodshot.
 
“What summary judgment?”
 
The First Officer’s eyes flashed, and she yanked at the metal cuffs that secured her to the chair arms. “He is sick. His authority is slipping through his fingers, and we haven’t even reached the planet yet.” She sounded like an annoyed parent at the edge of her patience.
 
He has been sick for a long time, Andre thought, but did not voice his words.
 
Vinton pounced on her outburst. “There! Another example of how she tries to undermine my command. We cannot allow insubordination at this most crucial time. We must quash any potential mutiny.”
 
“Mutiny?” Andre could see the shine of paranoia in Vinton’s eyes. “You’ll need evidence of that, sir.”
 
The Commander reached into a drawer of his small desk unit and withdrew the torn remnants of the alternative flag that Montoir had created. “The evidence is all around us. You were present when the First Officer suggested we replace the flag of President Jurudu, that we create our own government and ignore the command structure from Earth.”
 
“I believe that was just a suggestion.” Andre remained calm, his voice as hard as stone. “And a reasonable one, sir, considering that we are effectively cut off from all communication with Earth.”
 
“I thought you were more loyal to me, Dr. Pellar,” the Commander growled. “Very well, I have plenty of concrete evidence. Recall that I spent years working for the Surveillance & Security Bureau.”
 
A chill went down Andre’s back. His hands clenched into fists. “Yes, sir. I know that full well.”
 
Pressing a control on his desk, Vinton played a fuzzy audio recording of a voice that sounded like Sendy Montoir, filtered out of a noisy background. She said, “How is the Commander going to manage a thousand colonists? When we’re building a new home, we can’t just impose the same political structure and austerity measures as we faced on Earth. Old thinking patterns. He doesn’t have his head on straight!”
 
Vinton looked indignant, as if her guilt were self-evident. Bound to the chair, Montoir paled, not from guilt at what she had said, but because the Commander had recorded her at all.
 
Andre said, “That’s just conversation, sir. Are you monitoring all of our conversations?”
 
With a sniff, Vinton played another surreptitious recording of First Officer Montoir, this one from an exercise chamber. “He was given command of the expedition to Tau Ceti, but everything changes once we arrive,” she said. “Sarbras will be our world. I’m going to propose that we hold elections. As a group, we should all have a part in deciding what kind of colony we want to be. If a majority chooses to elect Karl Vinton as their first leader, then that’s fine. But they must have that choice.”
 
Montoir said from her chair, “I don’t deny any of it. It’s rational discourse. Do you truly think everyone aboard wants our new colony world to turn into a military camp?”
 
“Yes, if necessary!” Vinton snapped. To silence her, he shoved a piece of cloth into her mouth. His hands shook, as if with palsy. “Enough of this charade. The Conquistador can’t afford the disruption of an open trial when we are so close to arriving at the planet.” His gaze skated over to land on Andre. “I called you here, Dr. Pellar, so that you could hear the evidence and witness my command decision.”
 
Stepping behind his desk, Vinton opened a drawer and withdrew a long hypodermic needle filled with an orange liquid. He held it up. “I learned this from President Jurudu. After the disaster at Complex Alpha, it became obvious that the explosion was not an accident, but the work of a terrorist group. I worked closely on those investigations myself.” He came around the desk to stand over the First Officer. “However, so as to maintain calm among the populace, President Jurudu chose not to expose those terrorists and create a panic. Instead, he simply took care of the seditious group, maintained the fiction of a tragic accident, and let the suspicions die.”
 
He sniffed. “That’s the best solution here. Rather than point out my First Officer’s treason, I will carry out the execution here. The official report will state that she died from an unfortunate heart attack.”
 
The First Officer glared at Vinton and thrashed, trying to yank her hands free of the metal cuffs.
 
“Criminals must be punished, Commander,” Andre said, surprising himself by sounding cool and logical. “That is a fundamental tenet of our civilization. President Jurudu stated it himself many times.”
 
“Indeed.” Vinton appeared relieved that Andre did not challenge him. “Criminals must be punished.”
 
Andre stepped closer to the Commander, who raised the syringe of poison. “But there’s one more thing I’d like to bring to your attention, if I may, sir?”
 
Vinton glanced at him, distracted. “What is it?”
 
Andre slipped his sleeve aside and fired the paralytic dart he had carried for days. The tiny needle buried itself in the Commander’s neck.
 
Vinton squawked, cried out, and then slumped; Andre caught him, eased the man into his desk chair as the poison-filled hypodermic dropped to the deck with a thin clatter. The Commander’s shoulders and arms twitched, but otherwise he did not move.
 
Shackled to her chair, First Officer Montoir stared at him in disbelief as he yanked the gag from her mouth. “What the hell?”
 
Andre said, “He’s paralyzed, but unharmed. The drug will wear off in an hour. In the meantime, I need to show you another case. You can act as my witness. Please?” Andre used the key Vinton had left on his desk and released Montoir from her cuffs. “I needed to use a paralytic dart because I knew he wouldn’t sit still and let me present the facts.”
 
“You don’t have to convince me,” she said, standing up and rubbing her wrists.
 
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, I do.” He bent down, picked up the deadly syringe from where it had fallen on the deck, and placed it in plain view on the Commander’s desk. “A cousin of mine, Burton Pellar, was the ninth Captain of the Beacon. A large percentage of the Conquistador’s crew also have family connections to the colonists who left Earth long ago.” He cast a withering glance at Commander Vinton. “This man, however, does not. He is something else entirely. Let me show you.”
 
The Commander seemed to be struggling, but the paralytic prevented all movement other than a few small twitches of his hands. Andre nudged Vinton’s head, aligning his open eyes with the screen. “I want you to watch this, sir, though I don’t know how you could have forgotten.”
 
On the desk’s display screen, Andre tapped into his own private library and retrieved the files he had sifted out of classified government records. He called up an image of Renee Sinha. Just looking at her, he could feel the knife of regret in his chest.
 
“Many years ago, this woman was my partner. I didn’t love her enough at the time, and I learned that too late.” His voice cracked; he drew a breath and continued. “She was a vocal supporter of the Beacon and insisted that those colonists should be allowed to achieve their dream. She didn’t like the idea of an upstart, faster-than-light ship stealing the dream they had followed for over two hundred years. She tried to convince me to abandon the Conquistador Project.
 
“Some of Renee’s friends were more militant. After the explosions at Complex Alpha, security troops came to our apartment and took her away for questioning. I never heard from her again. I knew nothing about what had happened to her. I was told to forget…but I never did.” He leaned closer to the frozen commander. “Did you forget, Interrogation Officer Vinton?”
 
He pulled up the dossier and displayed the Surveillance & Security Bureau’s summary report, and the weight grew heavier inside him. He felt paralyzed himself, afraid to show the rest, but he knew he had to.
 
First Officer Montoir watched in fascination, but did not understand.
 
Andre said, “The Bureau rigorously questioned Renee. The officer in charge of the interrogation was Karl Vinton. He kept her alive for more than two weeks before he killed her. That much information was in the Summary Report.”
 
Once Andre had found the report confirming that Renee was dead, he wished he had not opened the other documents. But after wondering for so long, he had to know. He swallowed hard, and forced himself to go on. He played the detailed recordings, pausing at vital points, and made Vinton watch.
 
The Interrogation Officer had beaten Renee, demanding to know about her involvement with the terrorists—she had confessed to that soon enough. She’d been part of a larger dissident group, but had not participated in planting the bombs herself, although her connections in the chemical factory had allowed her to supply some materials. She was guilty; Andre did not try to pretend otherwise.
 
On the night of the explosions, Renee had lured him out of the lab to the coffee club in order to keep him safe. Interrogation Officer Vinton asked how Andre was involved with the dissidents, but she insisted he had no connection. Vinton didn’t believe her. He wanted to be sure, so he kept demanding that she expose Andre’s involvement. When she refused, he broke all the fingers on her left hand with a sound like snapping dry wicker. She whimpered, but didn’t scream.
 
Renee still refused to implicate him. Then Vinton raped her, relishing the process, knowing that every moment was being recorded. Afterward, he broke all the fingers in her right hand and raped her again. He continued to demand that she expose Andre as part of the dissidents.
 
“I was naïve,” Andre said now in a hollow voice. “I might have been a patsy, but I had nothing to do with the movement. Renee could have lied and implicated me, saved herself some pain, but she didn’t. This man, this monster destroyed her.”
 
Tears filled his eyes and his voice was hoarse. Montoir looked sickened and disgusted. Turning back to the desk, Andre blanked the screen and faced the paralyzed Commander, but he spoke to Sendy Montoir. “Is this the type of leader we want on our new world? Is this the seed from Earth that we want to plant?”
 
The First Officer stepped forward, looming over Vinton. “Criminals need to be punished. The Commander said it himself.” She lifted the poison syringe that he had intended to use on her.
 
“I’ve hated him ever since I found out,” Andre said. “I should be the one to kill him.”
 
“No. Because for you it would be revenge, and this should be justice—the start of justice on a new world.” Without hesitation or ceremony, the First Officer slid the hypodermic needle into Vinton’s neck and depressed the plunger.
 
The Commander twitched, spasmed, but the paralytic minimized his movements, and he slowly slumped onto his desk. “A tragic and unexpected heart attack,” she announced. “That’s all the crew needs to know.”
 
Andre felt weak. So long…Now that he knew what had happened to Renee and had finally seen the man punished, he had achieved a more important goal than reaching another star system. He tried to find something profound to say, something appropriate for Renee, but his throat remained dry.
 
Andre was stunned. “Are you sure it wasn’t revenge for you, too? He was going to execute you.”
 
“We can open a full investigation if we need to,” Montoir said, and now she started trembling, as if the magnitude of what she’d done had just caught up with her. “I don’t want to set up the same kind of society on Sarbras as President Jurudu imposed on Earth.”
 
Suddenly, alarms rang through the ship, calling all personnel to their stations. The intercom in the Commander’s quarters activated, and a gruff voice from the bridge spilled out. “It’s the Beacon, sir! The ship has arrived.”
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As the generation ship entered the Tau Ceti system under heavy deceleration, Jorie issued orders to reduce the Beacon’s energy usage as much as possible. They ran silent, inbound to the planet they intended to claim as their home. “Don’t want to let them know we’re coming. No need to give the Conquistador any advantage.” She sounded fully like the Captain now.
 
For months now, everyone aboard the slowship had scrambled to prepare for a possible hostile encounter upon their arrival. They listened for any transmissions, any indications of an established colony or military base on the planet. The Conquistador was definitely not trying to keep its presence hidden, and it radiated heat and transmissions like an alarm bell. The FTL ship from Earth had arrived ahead of them, and now it headed across the Tau Ceti system toward its target.
 
Jorie took heart in learning that the Conquistador had not established a base on the planet yet. They weren’t entrenched.
 
Nevertheless, the Beacon had to sneak toward their new home like thieves in the night, in hopes of remaining unnoticed until they could assess the situation. This was not the way Jorie had imagined the Beacon’s voyage would end at Sarbras. Reaching the finish line after such a marathon, the thousands of colonists should have been able to rejoice, to step forward as pioneers on an untouched landscape.
 
The generation ship, after two centuries of building up velocity, was going even faster, although braking as it descended toward the planet. It really would be a race.
 
“New readings, Captain,” said her new deputy, a rugged and athletic young man named Juan Antero. “At our speed, we’ll intercept them soon.”
 
“Their messages didn’t sound friendly,” she said, “so let’s hope either it was all bluster…or that our new defenses function as predicted.”
 
“We’re ready, Captain.”
 
Jorie took her own station on the bridge deck. “Keep an eye on them, Mr. Antero. Let me know the moment they notice us.”
 
For generations, the crewmember-colonists had studied physics, science, and industry, prepared to meet the challenges that the new world offered. Lately, though, the best minds aboard had devoted their skills to developing defensive weapons. After investing generations in this gamble, they would not allow any brash latecomers to take Sarbras from them. Jorie knew her people were a force to be reckoned with.
 
As the Beacon approached Sarbras, high-res telescopes showed the Conquistador’s sharp lines and the massive FTL engines that had driven the vessel to Tau Ceti in such a short time. The ominous, aggressive look of the newcomer ship made Jorie’s skin crawl.
 
“Make sure our new gunports are open and visible.”
 
“All eighty of them, Captain?”
 
“All eighty—no point in holding anything back.”
 
Jorie longed to turn her attention to the beautiful planet that hung before them like a trophy. With its blue skies and puffy clouds, the blurry outlines of continents…it very much resembled the images of Earth they had studied in the slowship’s libraries for generations. Such a world had filled their dreams, passed from parent to child, again and again and again. Sarbras was supposed to be the light at the end of the tunnel.
 
Before long, a signal pinged out. “Looks like they spotted us, Captain,” Antero said.
 
A gruff male voice said, “This is the Earth ship Conquistador. We claim this planet in the name of President Jurudu. This is Major Wexler. We are in the process of establishing our colony, and we commandeer the equipment and supplies aboard the Beacon for the good of all. Make no aggressive moves. We will discuss the terms of your assimilation.”
 
Cries of dismay rippled throughout her bridge crew. “Not a very nice way to say hello,” Jorie said. “He’s full of himself. Are our defenses operational?”
 
“Operational, Captain,” said Deputy Antero. But untested.
 
Jorie had rehearsed this moment a thousand times in her mind; now she knew it was a worst-case scenario. She sat straight and confident as she activated the channel to address the other ship. “This is Captain Jorie Platt of the Beacon. Our forbears staked their claim on this world more than two hundred years ago when we left Earth. This is our home, but there’s plenty of room. No need to get greedy—neither of us needs a whole planet.”
 
“We will take and hold Sarbras by any means necessary, and you have no choice but to cooperate. We have orders from the President on Earth.”
 
Jorie felt cold and calm. “Oh really? Let me speak with him.”
 
That unsettled the brash man. “Not possible.”
 
“My point exactly.”
 
Flustered, Major Wexler said, “Commander Vinton is on his way. You would be wise to deal with me instead. Surrender and allow yourself to be boarded and inventoried.”
 
“We will not. Our people are independent, and we intend to build our own colony.”
 
Wexler seemed very anxious, as if eager to resolve the situation before his Commander arrived. He didn’t care that Jorie heard him bellow orders. “Fire the first missile battery—target their engines only. They won’t be needing them anymore.” He turned his cold blue eyes back to Jorie. “This is just a warning shot, Captain Platt.”
 
Like deadly wasps, five missiles leaped out of gunports on the side of the Conquistador, streaking across the distance between the ships, lit by hot-burning exhaust plumes. The Major’s targeting was excellent.
 
“Brace yourselves, everyone!” Jorie shouted. Just in case.
 
But when the missiles came close to the hull, they slowed and shimmered, striking a barrier like energy gelatin, caught in the barrier field like a fly in honey. The warheads exploded, but the energy was directed out into space, away from the giant ship.
 
She heaved a slight sigh, but tried not to show Wexler her relief. Her scientists had had years to plan, all the time in the world to develop their own ideas, to test them, to apply them to keep the Beacon safe.
 
Wexler looked astonished on the screen.
 
“We are fully prepared to defend our rights, Major.” Now that the FTL ship had fired on them and demonstrated their true intentions, she had to shock them, establish the Beacon’s position of strength. Jorie turned to her deputy. “Mr. Antero, fire gunport number two. Note that it is not my intention to inflict immediate damage on the Conquistador, but make sure the plasma charge detonates close enough for them to feel it.”
 
“Yes, Captain.”
 
Jorie met Major Wexler’s suddenly fearful expression on the screen. “This is our warning shot.”
 
Antero gave the order, and gunport number two spewed out a crackling blue plasma ball that surrounded a fusion warhead of metallic tritium. It tumbled across space and detonated near the bow of the FTL ship. Jorie winced as a double shockwave sent out concentric spheres of energy brighter than Tau Ceti’s sun.
 
The weapon was a new design that her engineers had developed using interstellar hydrogen gathered by their ramscoop. It had been tested once in deep space, and Jorie knew what to expect. The explosion was spectacular, and it should have knocked out half of the sensors aboard the FTL ship without causing permanent damage. She hoped.
 
***
 
Leaving Commander Vinton’s cabin, they closed and secured the door. Andre and Montoir looked at each other, sickened.
 
Alarms sounded throughout all decks, and Major Wexler’s increasingly strident demands filled the shipwide intercom. “Commander Vinton, please respond!”
 
“I need to go to the bridge,” the First Officer said. “I will assume command and open communications with the Beacon.”
 
Andre felt dizzy. Yes, that was what Renee would have wanted….
 
They reached the bridge just as the Beacon’s completely unexpected weapon whirled in front of the Conquistador’s bow and detonated, sending thunderous echoes through the decks. Many bridge stations erupted in sparks from the sudden surge, and most of the sensor screens went blind.
 
“What the hell was that?” Andre shouted.
 
“They’ve opened fire on us!” said Major Wexler.
 
Montoir went straight to the command chair. When he saw the First Officer, Wexler’s flicker of relief changed to confusion. “Where is the Commander?”
 
Her announcement sounded breathless, but offhand. “Commander Vinton has been the victim of…an unfortunate heart attack.” She faced the bridge personnel. “I am now in command.”
 
He reeled. “This is an emergency situation. We need—”
 
“I said, I am in command!” Montoir snapped. “Report, Major Wexler.”
 
“Yes, uh, Commander. I have already demanded their surrender and fired a warning shot—”
 
Montoir cut him off. “You have no such authority.”
 
“It was the protocol Commander Vinton laid out for our first encounter. President Jurudu said we could easily take down a group of weak colonists!”
 
Andre remained astonished. “But the Beacon’s not a warship.”
 
As techs scrambled to restore emergency power to the bridge controls, Montoir said, “Perhaps you should have been more prudent, Major. That weapon could have vaporized us.” She turned to the comm officer. “Let me talk to them. Maybe I can straighten out this mess.”
 
She positioned herself in the command chair, spoke to the screen that flickered back to life, though the image remained blurred by static. “Beacon, please hold your fire. This is First Officer Sendy Montoir of the Conquistador. Our Commander is deceased, and the new leadership structure has a somewhat different philosophy about our future here on Sarbras. Please forgive my subordinate Major Wexler, who may have spoken prematurely.”
 
On the one functional screen, Andre watched the Beacon grow closer, filling the entire field of view…and then it grew larger still, and even larger. He knew that few people aboard the Conquistador truly comprehended the scale of the vast generation ship. There was a reason this vessel had caused such a tremendous drain on Earth’s economy: more than a kilometer long, filled with thousands of people, an entire self-contained ecosystem. The Conquistador was large, but at more than ten times their size the Beacon utterly dwarfed them.
 
The slowship continued to close the distance, showing rows and rows of active gunports, all of them directed toward the Conquistador.
 
Andre pointed out, “Those weren’t there during the ship’s construction.”
 
“Eighty gunports in all, Commander,” said one of the tactical officers.
 
“Our weapons did nothing to them,” Wexler said. “Five missiles were deflected, didn’t leave a scratch.”
 
“You fired five missiles at them?” Montoir cried. “Major Wexler, you are relieved of duty until further notice.”
 
“Commander! This is a crisis—”
 
“A crisis you provoked. If you don’t confine yourself to quarters immediately, I’ll find a sidearm and shoot you myself.”
 
Andre knew she would do it.
 
As Wexler left the bridge, reeling, Andre had an idea. The thousand crewmembers knew him as the project head hand-picked by President Jurudu, as well as the close confidante of Commander Vinton. He had selected most of the crew, based on his own criteria. Even Major Wexler likely didn’t know he was a distant relative of one of the Beacon’s former Captains.
 
“Could I address the ships, Commander? Both the Conquistador and the Beacon?”
 
Montoir looked at him and nodded. “After what we’ve been through, Dr. Pellar, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.”
 
Andre spoke on the shipwide intercom, knowing his words were also being transmitted to the looming generation ship. “This is Andre Pellar. I built this ship and guided this project from its inception. I chose most of the crew. Of the thousand crewmembers who intend to settle here on Sarbras, eight hundred are related to the original colonists who departed two hundred years ago. Most of the people aboard the Beacon and the Conquistador are distant cousins.”
 
He let that sink in, before speaking primarily to those on his own ship. “President Jurudu is not here, and we are not going back to Earth. Look at the planet below: that is our new home.” Then he indicated the screen where the Beacon hung as large as a moon. “And look at that ship—it’s full of people who have been preparing for generations to make a home on an unknown world. They have equipment, seed stock, embryos, and knowledge—probably more than we do.
 
“They are not weaklings or cowards! Imagine what it took for more than three thousand people to survive—and apparently thrive—sealed in a ship for more than two centuries. They don’t have to be our rivals! Together, we could build a much stronger colony.”
 
The Beacon’s Captain finally responded. “Sounds like you may have a few reasonable people aboard after all. So, Dr. Pellar, it’s no coincidence that your last name is the same as one of our Captains’?”
 
“None at all, Captain Platt. I followed each of the reports your ship transmitted to Earth.”
 
Her face looked skeptical, bathed in static on the screen. “We’ll hold our fire…until we can be certain of your intentions.”
 
***
 
Jorie was surprised, and somewhat pleased, to see the scientist who had appended the probe images of Sarbras and informed them of the terrorist attack on the FTL project.
 
“Prepare gunport number three,” Jorie said in a whisper. “Just in case.”
 
The screen activated again with a transmission from the Conquistador, Andre Pellar standing next to Commander Montoir.
 
Pellar spoke again. “When I built this ship, my vision for it was not the same as the mission President Jurudu gave us. Now that we’re here, many things have changed. We are together above an unspoiled planet. You have many resources that will be valuable for establishing a settlement, but we can pull our own weight.”
 
“Captain Platt, I would be willing to shuttle over and meet with you face to face, so that we can make plans,” Commander Montoir said.
 
“We will hold our weapons in reserve, pending a formal agreement,” Jorie said. “But come aboard. Let’s build a world together.”
 
She switched off the transmission before anyone aboard the Conquistador could see her immense relief.
 
Of the eighty gunports that studded the hull of the Beacon, only two of them functioned anyway. The rest were just window dressing.
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The two colony ships rode side-by-side above the planet that would be their new home. A network of observation and mapping satellites had been dispatched to scout for mineral deposits. The air was breathable, the temperature mild…a whole wide-open world.
 
As the first shuttles prepared to depart, Jorie went down to the Beacon’s large launching bay, ready to take her flight down to humanity’s new home. Commander Montoir would also join her, and they had agreed to dispense with any nonsense of who got to take the first step. They would do it together.
 
Montoir and Andre Pellar both came over to the Beacon to meet the generation ship’s Captain and colonists. Jorie could tell that they seemed even more awed by the enormous slowship than they were by the planet itself.
 
She and the Conquistador’s Commander would fly down together with a small security crew and a few token scientists and high-ranking personnel, evenly divided from the two vessels. The teams would verify that the atmosphere was breathable, that the landing site was stable, but both Jorie and Montoir knew that this was just a political mission, a dramatic event for every person on both ships to witness.
 
Leaving the first footprints.
 
“President Jurudu said that only one person in all of human history can ever be first,” Andre Pellar said. “I won’t be going along. Not this time.”
 
Jorie was surprised, but Commander Montoir seemed completely taken aback. “You certainly deserve it. This project owes more to you than to anyone else alive.”
 
“But it doesn’t mean anything to me,” he said. “And I have other unfinished business.”
 
Jorie said, “For a man who builds faster-than-light engines, you don’t seem to be in any hurry.”
 
He shrugged. “The planet will still be there.”
 
Indeed, after the first landing on Sarbras, a rush of survey ships would bring swarms of scientists to study all aspects of the new planet. He would have his chance.
 
Jorie and Commander Montoir climbed aboard the first shuttle, which was piloted by one of the Conquistador soldiers, per Jorie’s request, with a Beacon copilot. Her own people had practiced in simulators to hone their skills, but the pilots from Earth had practical experience.
 
As the shuttle rose up on its long-dormant engines and eased toward the bay door, the pilot double-checked the old systems, familiarizing himself with what must have seemed like an antique to him. Jorie looked out at the starry field as the shuttle flew out, pulling away from the giant generation ship and heading toward the tantalizing planet below, like a bird leaving the nest.
 
As the pilot steadied the flight, an automated system switched on in the cockpit, and the shuttle’s comm systems glowed. Jorie noticed and said, “What’s that?”
 
The baffled pilot tried ineffectually to shut down the automated routine.
 
“It’s a pre-recorded message, Captain,” said the copilot. He bent over the screen. “Stored for timed delivery, triggered by the launch of the shuttle.”
 
“It’s also being broadcast on the open channels,” said the pilot. “To the Beacon and the Conquistador.”
 
The image of an old woman appeared on the cockpit comm screen, which would also be received by the two large ships. “I am Captain Kora Andropolis. By the time you hear this, I will no longer be alive.” Indeed, her face was gaunt, her hair gone, her eyes sunken. “I lived my entire life aboard this ship, and I did my best to guide the Beacon to our destination. My predecessor lived his entire life with no hope of reaching Tau Ceti. As did the generations before him.
 
“But now the Beacon has hope. When this message is broadcast, we will be at Sarbras. Others from Earth might be here waiting for us. I hope you have found a way to live together.”
 
She lifted her chin, spoke in a louder voice. “If there are people who have raced here from Earth, please listen. These colonists aboard the Beacon are good people who have devoted their lives to creating a new world. Over a journey of nearly twelve light years, we have learned how to live together. Maybe we’ve learned things that will benefit you as well?”
 
Listening to Andropolis, tears sprang to Jorie’s eyes. The old Captain had recorded this message on her deathbed, finding a way to participate in the arrival at Sarbras, even after her body had been consigned to the stars. Andropolis continued in a scratchy voice. “I’ll never see that new home, but I hope the rest of you will. As for surviving together, you’ll have to figure that out for yourselves.”
 
With a trembling hand, the old woman reached forward and switched off the recording. Her image vanished into static, and Jorie struggled to maintain her composure.
 
Commander Montoir looked over at Jorie. “The previous Captain? She speaks good words. I think we can find a way to survive together.”
 
***
 
Several days later, Andre returned to the giant generation ship for another meeting with Captain Platt, while the first expeditions dropped down to the surface. Everyone was anxious to set foot on solid ground. They had planning and scouting to do, but now that they had arrived, the crewmember-colonists had all the time in the world.
 
Over the course of a week, vanguard teams established temporary settlements using prefab building modules; these camps would eventually become colony towns. Biological teams tested the local vegetation to determine if Sarbras biochemistry was compatible with Terran life.
 
“After the difficulties the human race has faced, we were due for a bit of good luck,” Andre said to the Captain.
 
Looking through the observation windows of the Beacon’s bridge, he watched shuttle after shuttle drop down to the surface, carrying the first waves of pioneers and explorers—from both ships. Those people would lay the groundwork and establish settlements and agriculture, while scouts explored the alien landscape. The rest of the colonists would remain aboard the Beacon until Sarbras was ready for them. The generation ship could support everyone.
 
Standing beside him, Jorie nodded. “Now that you’ve told me more about President Jurudu’s regime, I’m more concerned about a response from Earth. Jurudu knows how to build a faster-than-light ship. Once he hears that the Conquistador arrived safely, it’s only a matter of time before someone else comes.” She pressed her lips together. “Instead of focusing entirely on our new colony, we’ll have to devote time, energy, and resources to building our defenses and prepare for whatever may come. Do you think he’ll remain in power? And that the citizens will put up with the continued expense?”
 
Andre pondered in silence, then said with a faint smile, “Not if we convince them this mission is a disaster.”
 
Nearby, the Conquistador was being dismantled, in accordance with the mission plan. Portions of the ship had been detached and sent down to the surface as ready-made fortresses, or self-contained colony villages. Once the extra structures were disassembled, the FTL drives were intended to carry a messenger probe back home with all available information about the new planet.
 
Andre continued, “President Jurudu insisted that we send him a full report as soon as possible so he could prepare for the next wave of colonization…but I don’t feel obligated to send an accurate report. And I believe I have an appropriate message to include with the probe.”
 
He explained his idea, and she chuckled. “There’s no rush, Dr. Pellar. Take your time and do it right. We’ll only have one chance.”
 
***
 
Jorie boarded a shuttle to the surface, taking her husband and two children along. Sendy Montoir was already in charge of the first large settlement on a grassy plain, and the Conquistador colonists also went down.
 
But Andre returned to the FTL ship he had built. He had decided not to set foot on their new planet until he completed his project and could move on with his life.
 
The Conquistador’s bridge deck was vacant. Many of the systems had been burned out by the shockwave from the plasma-fusion blast. The officers’ stations looked scarred and empty, the leftovers of a battle zone—exactly what he needed. He even brought Commander Vinton’s body back to the bridge and propped it in the command chair; the slack corpse could be used to good effect. To make himself look harried and haggard, Andre had only to remember Renee in those last few images of her monstrous interrogation.
 
He activated the recording and began abruptly. “President Jurudu, the Conquistador’s mission has failed! Commander Vinton is dead. The FTL engines…” He shook his head and gazed at the screen with a tortured expression. “The FTL engines are fatally flawed!
 
“We did reach Tau Ceti, but the aftereffects on the human mind from faster-than-light transport were…horrific. Seventy-five percent of our crew died outright! The rest suffered from madness—they murdered hundreds more. I’ve jettisoned the fortress modules and barricaded myself here on the bridge. But I think I can still rig the engines and launch this message back to Earth. I had to warn you!”
 
He uploaded a flood of images, close-ups of the furious lava field taken from survey satellites over part of one continent—billowing smoke, toxic fumes, spraying magma. Other images showed the mammoth hurricane in the oceans with storm winds higher than any recorded on Earth in centuries.
 
“And for what?” Andre cried, his voice cracking. “This place is a hellhole! I can’t imagine a worse planet to colonize.” He began to sob. “Don’t use the FTL drive again—it’s not worth the risk. The whole mission is a failure, Mr. President, a complete disaster.”
 
He ended the transmission, reviewed it, and decided it was satisfactory.
 
***
 
Over the next week, the rest of the Conquistador was disassembled, every useful item removed and ferried either to the planet’s surface or over to the Beacon. The FTL engines, with their remaining fuel and the probe attachment, carried Andre’s distraught but fictional message away from Sarbras.
 
Jorie stood next to him and watched as the Conquistador probe gained distance. Andre turned to her. “Do you think it will work? Was I convincing enough?”
 
She shrugged. “You convinced me.” They both caught their breath as the FTL drive flared and the probe vanished into the gulf of space. Jorie turned to face the wispy clouds, the green continents, the blue oceans of Sarbras. “Right now, we have a whole planet to worry about. First things first.”
 
 
 
************************
 
 



Introducing Steven Savile
 (Kevin J. Anderson)
 
 
I’ve been a judge in the Writers of the Future Contest since 1996. A couple of times each year, I receive a stack of anonymous manuscripts from the contest administrator, which I’ll read; after making my selections, I’m supposed to discard the stories.
 
When I have tight deadlines and need to get a lot of writing and editing done with very few distractions, I often head to an isolated cabin in the mountains. In late fall of 2002, I took my laptop and the draft chapters in my novel with Brian Herbert, Dune: The Machine Crusade, to a rental condo, along with the stack of 3rd Quarter finalist manuscripts for Writers of the Future.
 
The weather turned cold, and an unexpected snowstorm dumped about a foot of snow, but I’d brought plenty of canned soup, and the rental condo had a nice fireplace. I built a cozy fire, edited Dune chapters, then in between I read the Contest stories. Since I was supposed to discard the manuscripts anyway, I added them to the firewood and brightened the blaze.
 
One of the stories I liked was called “Bury My Heart at the Garrick.”
 
The following August, during the Writers of the Future workshop in Hollywood, CA, one of the newbie winners introduced himself to me. I didn’t know him, since judges don’t see the entrants’ names on the stories, but he said, “My story was about Houdini trying to escape from Hell.” That rang a bell. I answered, “I remember your story. I fed it page by page into the fire as I read it!”
 
I don’t think that was exactly what Steve wanted to hear. In retrospect, maybe my phrasing could have been different….
 
I didn’t know at the time that, even though he had won the Contest as a “new” writer, Steve had already sold a professional story (which never saw print because the magazine went bankrupt), sold a novel (which was returned when the publisher nearly went out of business), gotten and lost a big-name agent, written and sold a pre-teen romance (which was never published because the line was dropped), and sold a four-part TV drama (which was cancelled when MTV bought the network and axed all original programming).
 
So even before I met him, Steve Savile already had a major impact in the publishing world, mostly disastrous.
 
But things were looking up. After the Writers of the Future win, he began selling and publishing new work (without destroying the publishers who were kind enough to accept the stories). He got a gig writing the Vampire Wars trilogy for Games Workshop, then two Slaine novels for Black Flame, then Dr. Who stories, Torchwood, and Primeval tie-in Shadow of the Jaguar (which hit #1 on UK bestseller lists). His original thriller Silver was published in hardcover in the US and hit #2 on the UK eBook bestseller lists.
 
We’ve kept in touch over the past nine years, and he was my immediate choice as the person to write the second half of the story in Tau Ceti. I just received his manuscript, and I’ve printed it out. I eagerly look forward to reading it.
 
It’s October in the Colorado mountains, and the temperature has dropped. A foot of snow fell last night.
 
And I’ve got a fire…
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1
217 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
Year Zero: Tau Ceti.
 
For all of Nigel Rosenburg’s grand designs and the fabulous cities of his imagination, with their towering skyscrapers and fairy tale diamond towers, the practicalities of setting up a colony on Sarbras meant that their first course of action was to turn the slowship into a temporary land base to build from. It made sense. It was journey’s end. The Beacon wouldn’t be flying on and it had its own fully functioning eco-system and had been their home for their whole lives. Outside was a frightening place. They’d never seen the sky. They’d never had space, which considering they’d only ever had space, made Jorie smile. They’d had empty black skies, but nothing like this. She stood on the ramp looking out at the lush pastures spread out before her, and in the distance, snow-capped mountains. Sarbras was alive.
 
Unsurprisingly, perhaps, some of their number were traumatized by the sheer freedom Sarbras offered. So much so it turned them almost agoraphobic and left them afraid to set foot outside. It would come, given time, Jorie knew. Change was always hard to cope with, and such a radical change was always going to take some getting used to.
 
They looked to her for an example.
 
Jorie had adapted well to the role of the Beacon’s eleventh and final Captain; a post that had been thrust upon her by her mentor’s untimely death. She looked up now at the bright blue sky, wondering if Kora Andropolis was looking down on them. She hoped she was. Jorie had yet to set foot planet-side. Her children, Burton and Carrie, had already been out, playing in the dirt with Carrick. She couldn’t have stopped him if she wanted to, but one of the things she loved most about her husband was that he could still get so excited about mud. As Captain, though, there was something symbolic about setting foot on Sarbras, so she had made excuses, found tasks that urgently needed her attention on-board, and hoped no one noticed she kept avoiding going outside, before now.
 
Mechanical arms lurched forward, stabbing at the ground as the buckets scraped up earth and stone. There were black scorch marks streaking around the hull where the engines had burned. The buckets dragged up huge scoops of earth as the Beacon dug in. It made an infernal racket.
 
Jorie had dispatched two scouting parties in the days since they sent the first shuttle down, because as much as she trusted technology there was nothing like honest first-hand accounts of terrain from people she trusted. They hadn’t reported back yet. The first reports should be back by sundown. There was so much to do before then.
 
Sendy Montoir and Andre Pellar flanked her on either side.
 
They exchanged a look that spoke volumes. Circumstance had thrown them together, there was an air of complicity around them, making the pair seem as thick as thieves, and yet she noticed that they never seemed to touch. Not even accidentally, a brush of hand against hand or arm against arm. It was all in glances and words, subtle signals that someone not looking for them could never have seen.
 
They were well-suited, Jorie thought, contemplating a role of meddlesome matchmaker, and she liked both of them well enough from the little time they’d spent together, grateful that between them they’d managed to avoid christening their new world in blood, but for all that, there was something wrong. She could sense something, some kind of damage that held them apart. She had no idea what it was, but they weren’t the only ones off Conquistador who shared that vibe. Jorie felt stupid for paying attention to her gut, but Kora Andropolis had drilled home the importance of instinct time and time again. A Captain needed to trust her head, her heart and her gut, because if one failed the others almost certainly wouldn’t.
 
There were one thousand men and women who seemed to be just ever so slightly wrong. That was the only way she could describe it. There was nothing she could put her finger on. Nothing that marked them as different. They just seemed hungrier for life. They consumed it voraciously. They burned through more energy, were more vibrant and just burned brighter. Perhaps it was the first strands of some sort of divergent evolution going on? They were all born out of the same cultural stock, but it was a stock that had divided two centuries earlier. One strand had been driven by hope for the future, the other by despair over the past. Could it be that simple? Could it just be that they were the same but fundamentally different in how they embraced life?
 
Could it have been so bad back on Earth?
 
Or was it something else? That thought niggled at the back of Jorie’s mind, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. They had enough challenges ahead without imagining new ones. There was a whole new world out there waiting for her, and a lot of expectant eyes on her.
 
“It’s time,” Jorie said. She drew in a deep breath. Jorie had dreamed about this moment every single day of her life.
 
She walked down the metal ramp, looking slowly from left to right, taking it all in. This was it, their new home. It really was beautiful. It was hard to imagine that two hundred years of traveling was over. She gripped the flagpole in her hand tighter, her knuckles blanching white. It was a purely symbolic gesture, but still, it felt strange to plant this new banner.
 
The others filed down the ramp behind her, some moving to the left, others to the right, to form a horseshoe around Jorie. She stood in the center, clutching the flagpole in both hands. They all looked at her. She felt the weight of their expectation. And in that moment realized she was equal to it. Right up until then she had still doubted it. A little self-doubt was healthy though, or so Jorie believed.
 
She saw friendly faces in the crowd, Carrick beaming at her, her children looking up at her with impatience because they wanted to be off causing mischief, the Noah who had lived long enough to see the fulfillment of his duties, engineers, cadets, people she had spent her entire life with.
 
In stark contrast to today, the last ceremony they had all gathered for had been a sober affair. Yes, it was a celebration of Kora Andropolis’s life, but saying goodbye was always hard, but so close to journey’s end it was heart-breaking. Jorie would have traded five years off her life just to have Kora beside her now to see this, to breathe in perfect air and see a real blue sky, but there was no one out there to take that deal.
 
She looked up at the sky again.
 
This was the beginning of an era.
 
The weight of history was in front of her.
 
They were breaking ground on their new home. This was a joyous occasion, the end to their wanderings, and yet she felt so heart-heavy.
 
Carrick Platt smiled that smile at her. She half expected him to throw a handful of mud at her, or at least smear it on his face to make her laugh. Just thinking about it was enough to make her smile for a moment. And sometimes a moment was all it took.
 
The crews of the Beacon and the Conquistador took up their places around the arc. Jorie looked from face to face. These were her people. She had never felt so proud of anything in her life. Proud that they had persevered, that they had done so together, and that they stood here united under a bright blue sky. This was the fulfillment of two hundred years of human endeavor. This was a moment to be savored.
 
No wonder the flagpole felt like it weighed so much.
 
Jorie looked at the flag.
 
Sendy Montoir had shown her the design; well, shown her scraps of torn fabric and explained the symbolism behind them, the night before. The final design had changed slightly since then, given conversations the two of them had shared. This was a new beginning. Jorie had taken the initiative to have a proper flag made up from Sendy’s design. The flag bore marked similarity to the old flag, with the united colors of old Earth making up most of it, but President Jurudu’s seal had been replaced at the heart of it by the star of Tau Ceti.
 
Seconds away from planting a brand new flag in the virgin soil of Sarbras part of Jorie’s mind screamed: what are you doing? This is treason, but she refused to listen to it. They owed no loyalty to the old world. Sendy and Andre Pellar had convinced her of that, banishing any last lingering doubts she might have had based on Jurudu’s own transmissions. No, they were free now. This wasn’t Earth 2, this was Sarbras.
 
“My friends, both old and new,” she called out, her voice stronger, more composed and sure of itself, than she felt. “I did not for a minute think it would fall to me to make this speech, but it is with immense pride and gratitude to every single one of you that I find myself here, at the end of our wandering. All of our lives we have been space gypsies, vagabonds drifting from star to star without a home to call our own, living in hope that we would make it here, to this place, to journey’s end. I don’t know about any of you, but I will admit now that we are here that I never thought this day would come. It always felt like…a promise.” She paused to take in a deep breath. “Every day was spent living in hope. Hope that we would set foot on real earth under a real sky. Now it is so much more than hope. Now it is our home. Just saying those words sends a thrill through every inch of my body,” Jorie said as applause rippled around the arc. She rammed the spear-point of the flagpole into the ground. The flag rippled out in the wind. It was the first time any of the crews had seen it. There was a moment that seemed almost suspended in time as they looked at it and realized it was different, and then murmurs broke out, whispers racing around the crowd.
 
Jorie raised her hand to silence them.
 
“Today marks the beginning of a new dawn for our people, but we should never stop living in hope, so in the spirit of remembering, and in honor of every one who set out on the journey from Earth, I name this settlement Basecamp Hope so that we might always live in hope.” Again applause rippled around the arc. Jorie smiled, lowering her head slightly.
 
“You will have noticed the slight change to our sovereign flag. It is in the spirit of courage shown by our forefathers on that day so long ago when they first set foot upon the Beacon and the sense of joyous optimism we all feel for tomorrow that we’ve taken the best of the old and added to it the single-most important symbol of hope our people have ever known, the star of Tau Ceti. This,” she said, holding the flag out for all to see, properly, “is our flag, just as this is our land.” She looked around her, letting them have a moment to think about what she was really saying, before stepping away from the flag. She didn’t want it to dominate the moment—there was more at stake here than changing a flag. It was about owning the future and taking control of their own lives. Up until now they had always been a part of the old Earth, even if those ties had stretched remarkably thin. Now they were truly striking out on their own. Planting a flag was just the first and most obvious symbol. There would be more in the days and months to come. But everything had to begin somewhere, in some gesture, and their story truly began here in the planting of this flag, Jorie thought, because up until then they had always been a part of their parents’ and their grandparents’ and their great grandparents’ stories. But from here on it was all theirs. “I believe in every single man, woman and child before me now. I really do.” She looked at them one by one, holding their gaze before moving on to the next. “I believe in you. All of you. You are Basecamp Hope. And I am so proud to call you my friends.”
 
“Three cheers for Captain Platt! Three cheers for Hope!” someone in the crowd shouted, and the cry was taken up by nearly four thousand voices.
 
She beamed at them, letting them shout their hurrahs.
 
It felt good to be home.
 
 “I won’t promise you the future,” she said, her voice dropping in volume as the cheers subsided. She squinted up at the sun, and then raised a hand to cover her eyes. The sun. What a wonderful, wonderful thing. “Instead,” she continued, “I will promise you today. Today we are—”
 
But Jorie was interrupted by a disturbance at the back of the crowd before she could finish making her promises.
 
The press of bodies parted. She couldn’t see what had caused the consternation among them at first. The scouting party had returned a day early—or at least one of the scouts had. There was no sign of the rest of them.
 
And that, by itself, was bad news.
 
She recognized the man moving unsteadily through the crowd. Nathan Bandurski. He was one of Sendy Montoir’s men from the Conquistador. He didn’t look good. He lurched from foot to foot barely seeming to keep himself upright. No one reached out to help him, though. The crowd shrank back from him as though he was contagious.
 
Jorie took a single step toward the scout, dreading the delivery of his message, whatever it might be. They’d been through so much, couldn’t they just have today?
 
By the time Bandurski staggered the last few steps into the center of the circle every last ounce of his strength was spent. He collapsed to his knees. He was trying to say something. His mouth was working over and over but nothing was coming. He reached out for Jorie and then pitched forward onto his face.
 
Jorie crouched down beside him.
 
She checked the thick vein at his throat for a pulse. He was still alive, but looking at him it was hard to believe he would remain that way for long.
 
Sendy Montoir crouched down beside her.
 
They were both well aware that every eye was on them and that this was the first real test of her leadership since the two crews had joined forces.
 
“What’s wrong with him?” Sendy asked.
 
They moved him gently into the recovery position. “Give him some air,” Jorie barked at the encroaching crowd. “Someone get a stretcher, we need to get him up into the medical bay. Now! Move!” She tilted his head, making sure his airways were free of obstruction. “Does he have any pre-existing conditions? Epilepsy? Anything that could explain what’s going on? Think!”
 
Sendy shook her head.
 
Bandurski looked like hell. He had blisters around his lips, and a rash around the curve of his right eye socket. He couldn’t speak.
 
“Has he been ill recently?”
 
Sendy shook her head, about to say no, but then remembered the general feelings of queasiness that had afflicted some of them as they came out of lightspeed. “Maybe.”
 
“What do you mean, maybe?”
 
“When we came into orbit, several of the crew reported migraines, strange muscular aches, and nausea. The medics prescribed painkillers and stimulants to keep them going. I’d need to check sickbay records to see if Bandurski was one of them.”
 
“Then do it,” Jorie snapped.
 
Sendy didn’t need telling twice.
 
Bandurski opened his eyes. His lips moved.
 
Jorie couldn’t make out what he was trying to say.
 
She leaned in closer, pressing her ear to his lips.
 
He seemed to be saying—or trying to say—the same two words over and over. “Help me.”
 



2
218 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
1 year after its arrival at Tau Ceti.
 
There were better ways to die, Jurudu thought, looking out of the window at the gathering mob. He could feel the violence simmering down there. It would only take a single spark and all hell would break loose. That was all it ever took. One spark. One voice. One miserable little thing. Events lined up like a chain of dominos, each seemingly unrelated and yet part of an elaborate pattern that came together to make the here-and-now as the here-and-now could only ever be. One change in the position of these metaphorical dominos, one subtle difference in the outcome of an event or the interplay of an action, reaction or interaction and the world doesn’t end.
 
Only one.
 
“That way lies madness,” Jurudu said.
 
His executioner didn’t argue.
 
They were in the Presidential Suite of the Governance Tower, in the room where until a few minutes ago Elé Jurudu had ruled the world.
 
The protestors down there in the People’s Plaza carried placards and banners that all demanded variations of the same thing: GIVE US OUR FUTURE BACK!
 
Their future!
 
It had always been about their future.
 
Always.
 
Still, if Juno Lynn did his job properly he would be dead soon, and where would that leave them? Alone, that was where. He struggled to keep his rage in check. Now more than ever Jurudu needed to maintain his focus. He had not lived this long by giving in to his base emotions and letting them rule him. Fear, anger, sadness, joy, disgust, surprise, they had no place in his world. He needed to think. And to think he needed a clear head.
 
These were his people.
 
He was their President.
 
Everything he had ever done had been for their greater good. The Austerity Program to conserve dwindling resources, the Youth Services Act that brought in conscription to the armed forces for all boys aged sixteen, and the welfare services for girls of the same age, giving them a chance to be useful and learn a trade, giving something back. The Freedom of Information Act, which protected them from the worst of what was happening out there. All of it, every last law and bylaw and speech he had ever made had been for them.
 
But that was all forgotten now.
 
History turned on small moments and in this case it could not have been much smaller: a piece of floating ice.
 
Jurudu sighed. It was not a contented sound.
 
Ice.
 
The grander the plans you made, the more Fate delighted in laughing in your face.
 
He pressed his forehead up against the bulletproof glass.
 
It felt painfully cold against his skin.
 
Ice.
 
There was no escaping it.
 
Jurudu wanted to break something.
 
He would just have to satisfy himself by killing someone instead.
 
He would have liked to walk up behind Lynn, wrap his hands around the man’s scrawny neck and snap it like a twig, but that wasn’t an option.
 
He was at a disadvantage.
 
He needed to be ruthless. Calculated and cunning. Brute force was for lesser men. He was Jurudu. He had an audience. He would offer them death as entertainment and turn it around on them to put the fear of…not God…something far more mortal, and far more vengeful, into them…the fear of him. It would be good to remind them what he was capable of.
 
Jurudu ground his teeth together.
 
He rolled his head on his neck, stretching the muscles.
 
Jurudu hadn’t seen the message from the Conquistador when it was originally broadcast on the sub-ether network. He should have been the first to see it. People in his staff should have seen it. People in the Communications Division that he trusted should have stopped it from being broadcast. That was their job. Instead the scientist’s scaremongering had gone out unedited. The level of incompetence he found himself surrounded with was dizzying at times. It was supposed to have been his moment of glory. He was meant to have been able to go on the live-feed and offer a brand new world to his people. But there was no Paradise out there, at least not at Tau Ceti. Only Hell. To compound things, the geniuses at Comms couldn’t find the source of the signal, so they couldn’t kill it. Meaning it played over and over and over. They claimed the man behind it was a ghost. That was his identity on the sub-ether: Ghost. It was a cruel joke, and for once it was on him.
 
People didn’t need to know that all of their suffering and the years of privation had been in pursuit of Hell.
 
They should have been protected from that.
 
That was why he was there, to shoulder the burden and worry and grieve for them so that they could go about their day-to-day lives without ever grasping how bad things truly were.
 
But instead Andre Pellar’s last message—with that sickening image of Karl Vinton slack-jawed, dead-eyed and slumped in the Captain’s Chair—had gone viral. Where he had promised them mountains and lush green pastures and crystal blue lakes there was billowing smoke, there was broiling lava, hurricane winds and spumes of magma. The truth had made a liar of him.
 
So now the protestors were out there with their banners and their clever slogans, making a fool out of him. He saw dozens of placards bearing Pellar’s last words: THIS PLACE IS HELL! They could just as easily have meant Earth as Sarbras. Hell was Hell, with lava, with ice, or just frozen in disappointment and good intentions.
 
He had never felt so utterly lost.
 
This was not how it was meant to be.
 
He was a better man than this.
 
He had made tough choices, but each one had been made for the good of his people. But that didn’t matter now. They had turned on him. They would never believe another word that came out of his mouth.
 
And all because of a lump of ice floating stupidly up there in the sky.
 
It was all part of some great cosmic joke, it had to be, with Fate the greatest comedian ever to take the stage orchestrating his humiliation.
 
The impact of the collision had been just enough to alter the trajectory of the Conquistador probe’s re-entry, and from that moment on the rest was history.
 
Jurudu sucked in a huge lungful of air and held it, counting out the seconds until he couldn’t hold it anymore. What happened next was inevitable. He had to exhale. He couldn’t hold his breath forever. There was a lesson there. He couldn’t hold this damned world together forever, either. He had to let go of it. People got the lives they deserved, not the ones he wanted for them.
 
Even so, it was hard to accept that something so utterly pointless was to blame. He looked down at the ants marching beneath him, all of them so eager to tear his world apart and because of something so…so…mundane. It was hardly fair! After everything he had done, after all of the personal sacrifices he had made to serve his people, and his struggles to bring them this far, the risks he had taken on their behalf to give them their freedom in the first place…this was his reward?
 
Jurudu slammed his clenched fist against the window.
 
The glass shivered under the impact, but was never in any danger of breaking. It was a long way down. He wouldn’t survive the fall. Not that he could fall. The windows were hermetically sealed. Nothing was getting in or out of them. Jurudu could have fired a dozen high velocity shells at the glass and followed up with a battering ram, he still wouldn’t have been able to hurl himself into the heavens waiting on the other side. Years of paranoia had effectively driven him to build his own prison. There was one door in, one door out.
 
There was no other way out of the Presidential Office.
 
He was a good man. He didn’t deserve this.
 
The probe should have fallen at the designated landing site. A military base close to the capitol had been prepared, the coordinates were hardwired into the probe’s circuitry. And as soon as the probe had come into scanner range they had plotted the course, mapped out the trajectory, and were sure to within a tenth of a mile where it was coming down…right up until it hit that lump of ice.
 
It could have broken up under the stresses of re-entry. That would have saved him all of this trouble, but no, it had to come down intact. There were 139 million square miles of ocean that could have made all of his problems go away. That was just one more reason he was sure that Fate was enjoying itself. It landed in a place the insurgents still called the Cradle of Civilization.
 
That was where Ghost had recovered it.
 
Ghost was not some backwater primitive driven by suspicion and superstition. That, too, might have saved him, if the man had decided to worship the thing that had fallen from the sky as some sort of gift from God. But he knew exactly what he had in his hands, and how to best use it. The man must have hated Jurudu. That could be the only answer that could account for his actions, but what Jurudu couldn’t understand was what he had ever done to him to earn such enmity?
 
Rebel, freedom fighter, terrorist, it was all a game of semantics with these people, he realized now. Leader, hero, man of the people, dictator, oppressor, murderer, there was a never-ending list of ways to twist words to suit the message you wanted to deliver and now he was on the receiving end of it. The insurgents were hell-bent on destabilizing his government at any cost. They didn’t care how much damage they caused to the lives of the common man and woman.
 
Once Ghost had decoded the message he made it his crusade to broadcast the truth.
 
And, as it always seemed to be these days, the message was bleak, but he didn’t think for a minute that it was the truth.
 
Jurudu was a lot of things but he wasn’t a fool; there was something about Pellar’s recording that just felt wrong. As someone intimately familiar with shaping the facts to fit his needs, Jurudu recognized the same sort of economies at play in Pellar’s little speech. But he had to admit that Karl Vinton was a nice touch. Theatrical. However it begged an entirely new line of questioning; why show only Vinton? Why not the others? Why not pan the camera around the bridge and bring home the whole shocking truth—unless it wasn’t the truth?
 
Jurudu was well aware of the scientist’s relationship with Renee Sinha, the militant protestor, and by extension her affiliations to the group that had sabotaged Chambers-Osawa’s original tests. The fact that she had chosen to save him meant that Pellar had remained under suspicion, even without her confession, hence his promotion to head the Tau Ceti project. It wasn’t a reward. Far from it, it was a case of keep your friends close and your enemies much much closer.
 
He thought of Pellar, leaning in close to the camera urging them to give up on Sarbras, and again found himself doubting the truth of his own eyes. If the faster-than-light drives were so fundamentally flawed why was Pellar unaffected? Why wasn’t he sprawled out like Vinton, glassy eyed and frothing at the mouth? It made no logical sense. Nothing about the broadcast did when it was examined properly. It appealed on a purely emotive level. That was what made it such a brilliant move by the traitor, Pellar. The man may have spent his days sneaking about like some worthless weasel, peopling the Conquistador with blood relatives of the Beacon’s original traitors, and thinking Jurudu was clueless to his plots and schemes. Give a man enough rope and he will inevitably hang himself. Pellar’s treason was a matter of record now. Unfortunately, it had been far more effective—spectacularly so—than the scientist could have possibly dreamed, and all because of a little piece of ice.
 
Andre Pellar would come to regret that.
 
Of course, the end had begun long before Andre Pellar’s damned transmission. The roots were already growing in the days leading up to the rebel bombing of Complex Alpha. That was five years ago. And why? Because of some messed up loyalty to the so-called pioneers who had fled the planet at its time of greatest need? It made Jurudu physically sick to think of the way these people were idolized. They were cowards and traitors; it was as simple as that. They had bled the world dry and then fled it. How could that ever be heroic? The heroes were the ones left behind. The ones who lived on a dying world for two centuries, adapting, surviving, making the best of it; those were the heroes.
 
He took some small satisfaction now in knowing that the Beacon’s two-century-long flight had delivered them to a world of fire. It was poetic. They deserved to burn for what they had done.
 
He saw smoke on the horizon.
 
It was the Beta Site, ablaze. It had been burning all night. There were other fires out there, too. He could see the smoke stacks rising into the sky. On the banks of monitors that surrounded his room there were similar images. All across the world—his world—things were burning. They had started out by attacking everything involved in the space program, but once they’d got a hunger for violence they turned their attention to anything that reminded them of Jurudu himself.
 
Couldn’t these idiots grasp that such wanton destruction only hurt themselves?
 
No, of course they couldn’t.
 
They lived in a myopic world of self self self. They didn’t see beyond it. They didn’t see the huge mosaic that was everyone’s lives all interlinked and interconnected and interdependent. He did. He saw them all, each and every one of them and all of the strands that linked them. He understood how by destroying Complex Alpha and the prototype FTL drives they’d set their own futures back by almost a decade and prolonged the Austerity Program. It was a logical chain of cause and effect. Because of that single act of terrorism the bright new dawn labored on in darkness. But none of the rebels would ever stand up and admit that their actions had caused five more years of suffering for the common people, would they? None of them would say sorry there’s no food for you because of us, would they?
 
No, they wouldn’t, because they were cowards.
 
It didn’t suit them to own their actions.
 
Jurudu was expected to shoulder the burden and take the blame for everything they did, too. It was up to him to be the hero his people needed. It had always been the same way. Whatever else they might say about him, no one could ever claim Elé Jurudu had shirked his responsibilities. He was a man bound by duty, and had the most metaphorically broad shoulders of any man who had ever lived. He could bear a world on them.
 
The end always had a beginning.
 
This one had begun with a lie.
 
That was the only thing Jurudu could think.
 
Someone with a grudge against him must have infiltrated his command and doctored the original Tau Ceti probe findings. He had always known he had enemies, he just hadn’t appreciated the long game they had been playing, or how dirty they were prepared to play it, and as a result had failed to protect himself from it.
 
Those original images haunted him now.
 
Perhaps Ghost had been responsible for that creative vandalism, too? It was possible, wasn’t it? Or was that just paranoia talking?
 
He was being just like them. He needed someone to blame, too.
 
Pellar’s broadcast and the truth of Sarbras had led to more disturbances. The worst of them still burned brightly inside Jurudu. He bore the scars of it on the left side of his face. It had been a week after Pellar had shown the world Hell. Just one week. This beautiful sad-faced woman at the back of the crowd had pushed her way toward the front cradling what everyone thought was a baby. They made way for her. It wasn’t uncommon for women to want Jurudu to bless their children, there were people out there who still believed in him. But not this mother. Her baby was dead and its body had been packed with explosives.
 
Jurudu had been very lucky that day.
 
Others hadn’t.
 
It had gone out on the live-feed.
 
He could defend his actions until he was blue in the face, it wouldn’t have mattered. These people didn’t want to see the good he had done. They ignored the advances in healthcare, how he had seen them through famine only a few years ago, investing precious millions in finding alternate food sources, the same food sources that were the only reason they were still alive after the extinction of the bees. They didn’t care that medical advances developed under his rule had meant they survived an influenza pandemic that had threated to decimate the young and old alike. No, they only saw the hardships his Austerity Program necessitated, and blamed him for the life-expectancy decrease. They didn’t mention the new plagues sent to try them, the new famines, or the fact that the Four Horsemen had been riding roughshod across the Earth for years now.
 
They genuinely hated him, and it didn’t matter what he did, what sacrifices he made, nothing would change that. It was the kind of hate that burns bright in black souls, that was the only explanation for what had happened. He bore the scars of their hate. They were a constant reminder that the road to Hell was paved with good intentions.
 
It was all coming undone.
 
They were like ants down there, so small, and yet so full of purpose. They spread out through the People’s Plaza. He could see patterns in their movement. Precision. It wasn’t random. Despite the seeming chaos, it was anything but chaotic. Their rage was driven by a desire to see a new kind of order. Jurudu watched as protestors spread a sheet out between them. He could barely read it because of the height and the angle, but as the wind picked up and bullied it, the sheet twisted and he saw what it said: YOU STOLE TOMORROW! WE WANT TODAY!
 
There were comfortably fifteen thousand demonstrators crushed into the Plaza. Fifteen thousand people. It broke his heart. Protestors had already broken into the Presidential Tower and were on their way up to his office. It was only a matter of time.
 
History was washing its hands of him.
 
“All I ever did was offer them hope,” Jurudu told his reflection in the bulletproof glass. “When did that become a crime?”
 
“You think too much of yourself, Jurudu,” his executioner said. “It’s been a long time since you gave anyone anything.” The man sat in his high-backed leather chair. He had a gun resting on his thigh. It wasn’t an ordinary gun. It was the kind they used to kill livestock. A bolt gun. He hadn’t even got the courtesy to threaten Jurudu with it.
 
The executioner’s name was Juno Lynn. He was low down on the totem pole of the Surveillance & Security Bureau. An interrogator. He was also a traitor.
 
If he had a year to recount all of the crimes Lynn had perpetrated he wouldn’t have had enough time to list even half of them. The man was the kind of vile scum you needed to protect your country from outside forces; no ethics, no moral code, no qualms when it came to inflicting pain to get what he wanted, because the ends always justified the means, and now here he was serving as the people’s judge, jury and executioner. So be it. Jurudu wasn’t afraid to die.
 
But he wasn’t finished living just yet.
 
He had known this moment was coming.
 
He was prepared.
 
You didn’t survive as long as Jurudu had without planning for all eventualities, no matter how unpleasant they might seem. Other men might put off thinking about death, preferring to believe they were blessed with some form of temporary immortality, but not Jurudu. He had always known he was going to die, and had embraced the knowledge because it made him stronger. It allowed him to plan. There were contingencies in place to assure death would find Jurudu on his own terms. There would always be exceptions, of course, things he couldn’t control, but even then he laid down plans for how events should play out.
 
He turned away from the window as the great bronze statue of him teetered on its huge plinth. It would fall soon enough, he didn’t need to see it. The symbolism of it wasn’t lost on him.
 
“Shall we get this over with then?”
 
“In good time, Jurudu.” Lynn looked at his watch as though making a point. “Do you hear that?” He cocked his head, listening to something Jurudu couldn’t hear. “They are coming for you.” The executioner’s smile was cruel. “They’re inside already. There’s no one to stop them. I made sure of that. All of the security in the world won’t save you now. Every barrier from here down to the ground has been neutralized. There’s just you and me now, Jurudu. Two old friends. Does that frighten you? It should. I know you better than you know yourself, old man. I know all of your lies because I’ve been at your side the whole time listening to them. Hell, I’ve even spouted a few on your behalf.”
 
“I am not scared of you.”
 
“You should be.”
 
“You talk too much. Every time you open your mouth I am reminded of how inconsequential you are.”
 
“I’m the man who killed the Great Jurudu. I’d say that makes me pretty important.”
 
“Not yet you’re not.”
 
“Think of this as your confessional,” Lynn said, as though he hadn’t been listening to a word Jurudu had said. “Talk to the people out there, cleanse yourself.” The executioner motioned toward the live-feed cameras. “Let me give you some things to start you off: tell them why you’ve grown fat while they’ve gone hungry. Tell them how you’ve controlled everything they’ve ever seen and everything they think they know of the world. Tell them how the Surveillance & Security Bureau has been listening in to their telephone calls and intercepting their mail for years. Tell them that those accidents that befell loved ones might not have been accidents at all, but murders ‘for the greater good’ carried out in your name. Tell them why it was so important for you to throw good money chasing bad dreams of space while they lost their homes and livelihoods and queued up in the streets, trading Austerity Coupons for bread and scraps of meat. Tell them everything, because they deserve to hear it from your lying mouth, Mister President. But tell them quickly because I’ll be brutally honest with you, I’m bored of hearing the sound of your voice and my trigger finger is itchy.”
 
“Is this how you want it to end, Juno?”
 
“I want it to end with you dead, Mister President. The rest of it doesn’t matter in the slightest. But, you’re right, perhaps you should be on your knees? Let the world see you penitent, broken at the last.”
 
“If it makes you happy,” Jurudu said, and sank slowly to his knees and put his hands behind his head. It was meant to make him look submissive. Beaten. “There. I’m kneeling. But I am not ashamed. I have done no wrong. Everything I have ever done has been with the best interests of my people in mind.” This was the moment of truth, where risk and reward came together.
 
“I think that’s up to the world to decide, don’t you?” There was a glibness to Juno Lynn’s tone that Jurudu really did not like. The man needed to be brought down a peg or two. He would be humbled soon enough. Jurudu closed his eyes. It appeared to be the act of a truly penitent man—either that or a coward who could not face death. He was neither. When he opened them again it would all be over. “Is that it? No last words for the sake of posterity? Speak now or forever hold your peace. The world is watching, Mister President. And there’s nowhere left for you to hide.” Lynn looked toward the live-feed camera. Every screen in the world would be tuned to this moment.
 
It would do them good to be reminded why he had lived quite so long, and why his enemies had not.
 
He lowered his head, and said the word.
 
And the word was, “Sorry.”
 
Lynn sneered. “Is that it? The very last word of the Great Jurudu?”
 
“You were expecting more?” He didn’t look up. Sorry was the one word that would never knowingly pass his lips, making it the perfect word to trigger the safeguards of his room. He could never have allowed himself to be taken alive. Too much of the world’s infrastructure was keyed in to his voice print and his biometrics. The suicide option had just saved his life. Juno Lynn should have known that he wouldn’t go easily, but then, hubris had killed better men than him.
 
“Well, it’s just a little…disappointing.” Lynn flinched as the poison-tipped dart punched into the lumbar region of his spine, delivering the lethal dose directly into his spinal fluid. His face contorted, his jaw twisted as he bit through his tongue. It was not pretty.
 
“No, as last words go that was just a little disappointing,” Jurudu said. He opened his eyes.
 
Lynn stared back at him. There was still some life in there. He could see the horror of realization behind the eyes as they glazed over. Blood dribbled down his chin. It was always good when they understood why they had died.
 
Jurudu rose to his feet.
 
He took the time to straighten his clothes.
 
He looked directly at the live-feed camera. “My people,” he said, smiling warmly now, the benevolent dictator forgiving the sins of his folk. “And you are still my people, believe me. It would appear that this little insurrection has failed. I forgive you, because I understand your grief. I forgive you, because tomorrow is another day, the future, and everything we have ever been through together has been about tomorrow. But I have a message for those of you who took up arms against me, those of you who burned my cities; I do not forgive you. I will hunt you to the ends of the Earth. I will find you. And I will kill you for your treason. You have my word on that. And despite what you may have been told by these liars, I have never failed to deliver on my promises.” He looked meaningfully at the corpse of Juno Lynn in his chair, then back at the live-feed camera lens. “This is Elé Jurudu, your President, and you have my word that peace will be restored in short order. My government is aware of who the traitors are. We have been monitoring their activities for quite some time now, waiting for the moment to shut them down, whilst remaining hopeful that they would come to understand the error of thinking by themselves. Sadly it was not to be. Even as I speak, there are agents from the Surveillance & Security Bureau on their way to apprehend them. They will be re-educated. To the rest of you, the decent, loyal majority, I urge you to return to your homes and return to your place of work in the morning. In that way we can help each other. Together we will make tomorrow happen today, that is my promise to you.”
 
With that, he killed the live-feed.
 
It was all bravado, face saving. But it would not hurt for them to remember him as a man to be feared.
 
He had no intention of lingering in the office, surrounded by the trappings of the life he had to leave behind. There was no room for sentimentality. The next hour was going to be all about survival.
 
He stripped the executioner quickly, trading clothes with him. It was a simple subterfuge and it wouldn’t hold up to close scrutiny, but from a distance it could buy him a few vital seconds and right now every second was a precious commodity.
 
Jurudu looked around the office for one final time, looking at the exquisite works of art he had amassed, at the things of great beauty he would never see again, because when he set foot out of this room there was no going back. He’d always known this day would come. It hung over him like some sword wielded by Damocles himself. It had hung over him for so long he didn’t even resent its presence anymore. It was just a fact of life, like shitting, it just happened, and you never talked about it. He resisted the temptation to claim something, a memento from the treasures around the room, because every additional ounce was an added burden and would bring additional strain to bear on the journey he was about to take.
 
He closed the door and stepped out into the antechamber.
 
Lynn hadn’t been lying.
 
A corpse manned his secretary’s desk. She had been felled by Lynn’s bolt gun. There was a hole in the side of her head where the metal bolt had punched through.
 
There were three more bodies slumped on the other side of the waiting room. One of them wore a hat. Jurudu had already discovered he wasn’t above stealing a dead man’s clothes, so he put the hat on and pulled it down so it shaded his eyes. He was fatter than people realized, but not fat enough that it could have passed for the distended belly of malnutrition. It was the belly of a contented man who hadn’t starved for anything, not even for a single day of his life. It would give him away, but there was nothing he could do about it.
 
Jurudu left the waiting room. There were three passageways, each seeming to stretch on endlessly thanks to a trick of the architectural design. He could hear them now. Their heavy footsteps echoed up the stairwell. They were much closer than he would have liked.
 
As he reached the bank of elevators the fire door burst open and the first of the rebels came through. There were three men behind him. The sixty stories had taken their toll. They were the only people in the world he knew for sure could not have seen him kill Juno Lynn. He didn’t try and hide. There was nowhere he could, and any sort of hesitation would have sold him out. Thinking on his feet, Jurudu looked back over his shoulder and said, “He’s in there with Lynn.”
 
“Come on,” the first man through the door barked. “We don’t want to miss the bastard getting what’s coming to him.”
 
Jurudu kept his head down as they rushed past him, then he pushed open the fire door and slipped through into the stairwell.
 
The second lot of intruders were two flights below him, coming up fast.
 
He started to climb.
 
Jurudu was laboring hard by the time he reached the eightieth floor, and he still had nineteen more to go to the roof and the high-altitude shuttle waiting on the helipad. His thighs burned, and his calf muscles trembled from the strain. He could feel his shinbones pressing out against the skin. He used the handrail to haul himself up another two steps at a time. His ragged breathing drowned out the purr of the air vents. Rage, like vengeful wraiths, haunted the stairwell behind him. They had found Juno Lynn. He looked down over the rails. The bottom was so far away he couldn’t see it anymore. Jurudu’s head swam with something akin to vertigo as he leaned out. He hauled himself back, looking up to give his balance a moment to settle. They were still twenty stories below, so they could find whatever they wanted, he didn’t care. So long as he could make it to the top before they closed the gap between them he was free.
 
Ten stories.
 
Eight.
 
Five.
 
The catcalls and baying of the witch-hunt grew louder by the minute. It filled the stairs, racing up to the roof and echoing back down at him. Jurudu gasped and grunted, forcing himself on. On the next landing he risked leaning out over the railing and looking down. He could see flashes of color from sleeves and clenched fists chasing up after him. The gap between them was considerably shorter now, and with him in their sights the mob had found its second wind, making the climb two and three stairs at a time.
 
Three.
 
Two.
 
Jurudu doubled over, hands on knees, breathing hard. He was spent. Eighteen flights of stairs were murder, but he dug deep, finding the reserves of strength he needed to force himself up another one. Reduced to basics, it was that or die and his determination to live drove him on.
 
He stumbled on the next rise, missing the step and losing his footing. He fell face first, landing on his outstretched hands. He took the weight of the fall on his forearm. It was a miracle the bone didn’t break. He lay there for a second, gasping and listening to the sounds of pursuit. No matter how badly he wanted to, Jurudu couldn’t lie there. He forced himself back to his feet and stumbled-ran as best he could to the next landing.
 
He was one flight from the top.
 
He needed to slow them down.
 
Jurudu looked around for something that could buy him time.
 
The one obvious thing was staring him right in the face: a huge red fire axe.
 
He tugged it free from the wall mount, hefted it against his shoulder and brought it slamming down into the glass casing that housed the fire alarm. He chipped the splinters and jagged edges of glass away with the butt of the axe handle, and then reached in and tugged down the lever. Seconds later the sprinklers kicked in throughout the huge tower and the claxons wailed into life. They were deafening, and only made more maddening by the confines of the stairway.
 
The tower was constructed in stages, and each stage could be sealed off in the event of fire or other threat. That was just common sense. Every fourth floor there were huge blast doors that isolated the stairwells. The design was intended to deny the rising flames of oxygen and suffocate them rather than allowing them to rage on up and up the innards of the tower. But it served a secondary purpose, adding physical barriers to impede any intruder’s ascent.
 
Jurudu started to run, but legs like jelly betrayed him before he was even halfway up the final flight of stairs. He stumbled, and tried desperately to stand again, knowing he only had seconds to make it up to the top—the ninety-ninth floor—before the blast doors closed isolating the roof and trapping him in no man’s land with nothing between him and the baying mob.
 
There was a sharp piston-burst of compressed air that came a second before the doors slammed shut.
 
Jurudu threw himself through the gap, barely dragging his feet clear before the doors could amputate them.
 
He lay on his back, his feet flat against the blast doors, safe, gasping and laughing, as adrenaline surged through his body.
 
He felt so incredibly alive.
 
He missed this feeling.
 
He had been cooped up in that damned office for too long. He was a man of action. This stuff was in his blood. It was what his heart beat for.
 
Jurudu climbed the final steps to the roof door and placed his hand flat on the ident-pad. This was the moment of truth. If Lynn was as good as he thought he was, he’d have overridden security and made sure Jurudu’s biometrics had been wiped from the system. That’s what he would have done in Lynn’s place. But then Lynn had been arrogant enough to sit in his chair and play out his little game of poke the bear instead of just getting the job done. Arrogance bred mistakes.
 
The door opened.
 
Lynn hadn’t thought beyond what would happen if he failed in his execution attempt, he had simply assumed he would be the one walking away from that room and there’d be no need to wipe Jurudu from the system. The man’s lackadaisical attention to detail had saved Jurudu’s life.
 
Jurudu stepped out onto the roof.
 
The winds were fierce, pushing and bullying him as he ran head-down, crouching low, toward the ramp and the waiting high-altitude shuttle. The helipad was so far above the Plaza he couldn’t hear anything apart from the wind.
 
He rushed toward the shuttle.
 
It looked like a giant ant crouched on six legs, with a bulbous head with the Presidential Seal emblazoned on it. The blacked out windows were like multifaceted eyes and antenna sprouted out of the shuttle’s “head” like mandibles. The gull-wing door in the side of the hull was open.
 
Jurudu cast one last lingering look back at the door to be sure that no one was following him, and then ducked slightly as he clambered in beneath the gull-wing.
 
There were banks of seating on either side of a central aisle. The shuttle could comfortably seat fifty people.
 
It was empty.
 
He checked the cockpit.
 
There was no sign of the pilot or the rest of the crew.
 
It didn’t matter. A monkey could fly this thing. Jurudu tripped the circuit to close the door, and then buckled himself into the pilot’s seat. Placing his palm flat against the console, he powered up the sub-light engines, giving them a moment to gather power before adjusting the vertical takeoff boosters and taking the shuttle up. The sensors came online. The black tint of the reactive oil film retracted from the windshield. It provided extra protection from the sun’s rays and toughened the glass up as pressures on it increased the higher it flew.
 
For all of his bluster, Lynn was right about one thing: there was nowhere in this world left for him to hide. Jurudu had no interest in living in a bolt hole underground like a mole, surviving hand-to-mouth, or spending his final years on the run, moving from settlement to settlement and avoiding any cities for fear of being recognized. He was Jurudu. He had nothing to be ashamed about. He had simply been outmaneuvered by his opponent. The battle wasn’t over. Not while there was breath in his lungs. But for now, what other alternatives were there? He wasn’t prepared to enter surgery and doubted very much there was a doctor good enough with a knife to change his face, and loose enough when it came to morals to do the operation, and who couldn’t just as easily be bought by the men looking for him. He could, of course, kill the plastic surgeon, but that would only lead to an investigation. There would always be tracks to follow. His new face would come out eventually. Fate was like that.
 
Everything rested upon how good a judge of liar he was—and Jurudu believed he was the very best. Only time would tell.
 
The rooftop lurched away beneath him as the shuttle banked and rose, taking him up.
 
The ascent took fifteen minutes.
 
The roar of the shuttle’s engines filled the cockpit. He killed the ground-to-air voicecom because the constant bleating of the woman on the other end repeating over and over that he wasn’t authorized for takeoff was annoying. In another life he had flown combat aircraft. The shuttle was cumbersome and unresponsive, and remarkably low-tech in comparison to those old fighters he used to fly, but the controls were still familiar enough for him to feel in complete control of the ascent.
 
He tapped in the coordinates for the orbital manufacturing yard.
 
The Conquistador had always been intended as the first ship of many to be built up there. But even with a hundred thousand of them they couldn’t have traded Earth for Sarbras; that was the mathematical truth behind the dream. It was only ever going to be a new life for a select few. Even if that “few” equated to a hundred thousand people, it would take over thirty years to shuttle them on the Conquistador. A dozen ships would have meant almost half a million of the Earth’s inhabitants could have been relocated in that time. It was a pipe dream. But then, it had never been about relocating people to the distant moon, it had always been about plundering it, bringing its rich resources back here.
 
No matter how many times he saw it, the vast platforms and cranes of the manufacturing yard set against a backdrop of empty sky really was an inspiring sight; the pinnacle of human ingenuity and engineering they called it, and with good reason. It was like a giant city floating almost three hundred miles above the Earth’s surface. It had a patchwork look to its construction with hundreds of pre-constructed pressurized modules cobbled together to form the bulkhead of the yards, the cranes just gigantic robotic arms manipulated from within these modular living habitats. The yard’s assembly cost more than $132 billion, making it more expensive than rebuilding the infrastructure of the entire Asian basin after the most recent earthquakes and floods. It was a city in space. And since the failure of the Conquistador it had lain seemingly abandoned, the single greatest folly of his administration.
 
Seemingly.
 
On the far side, blocked from satellite feed imagery, a second FTL ship had been built during those months and years the Conquistador was constructed, doubling up on many parts orders, drafting across trusted labor. But that was the beauty of the mechanized yard, it didn’t require hundreds of men with loose tongues to work on it, just the designer who also served as central programmer and fed the designs to the various machines, and a few trusted engineers to oversee the work, and once it was finished it could be replicated again and again with relative ease building a fleet. Designed to much simpler specifications, the Inquisitor was considerably smaller, and made for a crew of fifty men instead of one thousand, her hull compact, and driven by powerfully efficient engines that were less than a third the size of the Chambers-Osawa originals.
 
A team of ten men had put her together.
 
Everything about the FTL ship was a refinement on the Conquistador template. The plan had been to construct one hundred of the Inquisitor class ships, equip them with warheads with nuclear payloads and take them to Sarbras to secure the beachhead Vinton’s mission should have established. In his head he imagined one hundred Inquisitors dropping out of lightspeed and the sheer shock their arrival would bring. Any lingering resistance from the Beaconites would have died a miserable death at the sight. Jurudu savored that thought for a moment.
 
Only one Inquisitor class ship had ever been finished, because the news of Tau Ceti’s hostile environment and the fatally flawed FTL drive designs had left the program in limbo, but the skeletons of ninety-nine more were in various forms of completion around the yard. It would only take a metaphorical flick of a switch to resume building.
 
That couldn’t be allowed to happen.
 
They couldn’t be allowed to follow him into space. Not now.
 
As the shuttle neared the landing bays, Jurudu made the final adjustments for docking. The yard loomed nearer. As the angle of his approach altered he saw more and more of the Inquisitor-class skeletons visible through the lower crane arms. It was like a mechanized graveyard.
 
Jurudu brought the shuttle alongside the docking arm, allowing the landing program to bring him in. There was a burst of compressed air behind him as the airlocks sealed a moment later and then the steady stream of breathable air being filtered into the vacuum, balancing out the pressure between the shuttle and the dock. It was an annoyingly slow process, but it made the difference between being torn apart by invisible forces and sprayed across the interior of the docking bay like some abstract blood and guts painting and not. A few minutes quite literally wouldn’t kill him. He checked the long-range scanners. There was no sign of pursuit from the ground.
 
The pressure indicators changed to green.
 
He killed the shuttle’s engines and powered down, then thought better of it, firing them back up. He would need the extra volatility they offered to bring the manufacturing yard down. They whined into life. As he walked through the shuttle to the airlock door at the rear, he thought for a moment that he could feel the shuttle straining at the leash, trying to break free of the docking arm. It was all in his head.
 
He had two things to do before he boarded the Inquisitor and turned his back on Earth forever. The first was to strip the nuclear payload from one of her warheads and plant it at the heart of the yard where all of the spines of the hundreds of platforms and cranes came together, the second was to prime it.
 
The docking arm was barely lit by emergency lighting. The atmosphere was still being automatically adjusted for his presence. As he raced down along the arm it was still icy cold. His breath frosted in front of his face. There were signs, but every now and then he had to stop and press his face up against the safety glass to peer out and get his bearings. It slowed him down. He kept looking back over his shoulder as though he expected to see someone chasing him, but he was alone up there, just him and the ghosts of the space program.
 
It didn’t take Jurudu long to sabotage the yard.
 
He knew where to plant the charge so it triggered the yard’s “managed collapse”—right in the heart of the web of armatures and cranes, at the fulcrum. The shock from the first explosion would trigger the demolition charges that the architects had built into the design to tear it down should there ever be a need. Now there was a need.
 
The payload was equipped with timers and impact detonators. Jurudu gave himself fifteen minutes. Even if they came after him now it would do them no good. By the time they arrived there would be nothing left.
 
He buckled up in the Inquisitor’s Captain’s chair, placing his hand flat on the console to merge with the ship’s bio-computer, assigning himself as the first Captain of planet Earth’s first truly long-range interstellar warship, and launched. The coordinates were pre-programmed. Tau Ceti. If, as he suspected, Andre Pellar was lying, he would become the first President of the new world, as was his natural right, and if by some remote chance Pellar had told the truth and Sarbras was this barren Hell he’d shown them, then he would fly on. There would be other planets. The Inquisitor was fully equipped, loaded with supplies for fifty men to last the two-month journey. He was one man, the rations would last him twenty-five years, providing they didn’t perish first. He wasn’t in a hurry.
 
Behind him, controlled blasts tore the yard apart.
 



3
218 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
Year One: Tau Ceti.
 
Away from the eyes of others Garber hunkered down over a haunch of meat. He had run the animal down and tore at it now with his bare hands. Blood flecked his teeth and smeared all around his mouth. His eyes were wild. Feral.
 
***
 
Out in the fields beyond the trees and before the mountain peaks Hannon was on his knees at the stream, scooping mouthful after mouthful of water up in his hands. He lapped at it greedily, sucking and swallowing it down. On and on, scooping it out, five minutes, ten, twenty, hand to mouth, hand to mouth. His stomach swelled. His bladder leaked. And on he drank, hand to mouth, hand to mouth even as the urine pooled at his knees. He leaned forward, plunging his head into the stream, mouth open wide, trying desperately to drink it dry even as he toppled forward.
 
***
 
Balham and Saines, two of Sendy’s frontier scouts, broke into stores in the middle of the night. The pair of them snuck in under the cover of Sarbras’s distant moons. The sky was a long way from black but it was still dark enough that no one could have seen the pair skirt the huge storage bays because they kept tight to the walls where the shadows were thickest. No one would have looked for them, either. Basecamp Hope functioned on trust. No one believed one of their number would steal from another or put the whole colony at risk. They were naïve like that. A man like Elé Jurudu would have said they were idiots like that.
 
The two men used power bars to break the locks on the huge roller doors and dragged the shutters up just far enough for them to roll under. On the other side of the roller doors it was a glutton’s paradise. Hundreds of crates lined the walls, stacked three and four high, arranged according to produce and expiration.
 
Working their way down the line the pair tore open the supply crates, spilling the ration packs out across the floor and rummaging around in the middle of them like scavengers. When that didn’t satisfy them, they broke the vacuum seals on dry ration pouches and scooped handful after handful of dehydrated food out and crunched through them, spitting and swallowing. It didn’t help so they turned their attention to the wet food, smearing it across their faces and into their mouths in their desperation to be full.
 
They crawled around on their hands and knees, pulling down crates, cracking open boxes and tins and pouring out more and more food, their feeding growing more and more frenzied the more they stuffed into their faces. But they quite literally couldn’t satisfy the hunger gnawing away at them no matter what they put into their mouths.
 
The two men shared a look then, and with the telepathy of the insane, scrambled away on their hands and knees toward the livestock pens.
 
Before they were through the pair of them had spoiled more than a month’s worth of food for the entire colony.
 
***
 
Hunger is hunger and it comes in many guises. Some appetites are literal, a craving for meat, a hunger for fresh crisp vegetables, a thirst for a cool quenching drink. Other hungers are no less real, no less physical, no harder to ignore, but purely carnal.
 
They didn’t talk about it, there was no order from on high, it was simply assumed the colony had to grow to survive. It was their duty. The embryos from the birthing chambers were good, but there was a sense of wanting to do it properly, a new world, new life, but not managed, not genetically streamed or manipulated, life brought into life the real way.
 
They came together, and came together.
 
It began as sex, but like every other hunger something missing, some lack, amplified it and where the colonists from the Beacon found themselves developing the loving relationships that had already formed during the long voyage, looking to build their own dwellings and find that little extra privacy that came with it now they could leave the slowship, while those from the Conquistador, suddenly marooned on Sarbras with no way home, thrown together, fear and isolation only amplified by the overriding hungers they quite simply couldn’t control, lost themselves in a feast of the flesh.
 
Slow and smooth was replaced by fast and hard. Two together became three and five and seven as a desperate need replaced any restraint and boundaries came down. It became animalistic.
 
The colony needed new life.
 
But still, for a while at least, it remained secretive, even though there was no suggestion that any of them found what they were doing to be wrong. They were merely gorging just as the gluttons were gorging. The only difference was when it came to what appetites they couldn’t sate.
 
***
 
But Jorie didn’t know about any of that.
 
Not at first. Not until the food supplies were ruined. Then it became an issue for her, but even so she was preoccupied with everything else that needed to be done, but so much that they quite simply couldn’t do. They needed to establish the outposts, they needed to establish communication between them, transportation and information highways. It wasn’t like some dream where they could simply unroll huge terraforming machines that gave them a world just as they wanted it, or send out drones to cobble together skyscrapers and remake this world in the image of the one their ancestors had left behind. They needed to establish plants to manufacture even the simplest things they were going to need for day-to-day survival. They needed routines. They needed governance.
 
She didn’t simply want to impose her role as Captain of the Beacon onto the second ship. And, truth be told, her job was done. The role of the Captain was to see them from Earth to Tau Ceti; now that they were here they needed something completely different. They needed leaders who knew about roads and about farming and plantations and tools and laws and, and, and…What they didn’t need was a dictator, and that’s what a Captain was. She might start out with the best intentions, but in five years or ten or fifteen what was to say she’d not come to enjoy the power too much? What was to say she wouldn’t be just another Jurudu?
 
No, her first job was to see that a government of equals was democratically elected.
 
The temptation was to run for a role in this new governing body, but even then, with the mandate of the people, that way lay madness. So many of them, she knew, would vote for her simply because she was Captain of the Beacon. She was familiar to them, inherited from Kora Andropolis, and in turn Burton Pellar and so on and so forth back two hundred and some years. She was part of their heritage but they needed a separation of slowship and dry land. An election without her presence would give them that. She would pledge to serve the new government in any capacity they needed from her, ensuring a smooth transition, though.
 
She had made up her mind.
 
And then Nathan Bandurski died and everything went to Hell.
 
***
 
Nathan Bandurski slipped into a coma and never regained consciousness.
 
It took almost four months from his stumbling into the flag planting ceremony until he died. Four months in which they monitored his condition and tried everything they could think of to save him, but nothing they tried had any noticeable effect on his condition. One of the first peculiarities Sendy Montoir noticed about it, was that his body drained the drip-feeds two and three times faster than they were set to run. It didn’t matter how they tried to regulate it, his body just demanded more and the machines gave it.
 
Bandurski wasn’t the only one to fall ill.
 
Over the next three weeks twenty more cases arose, each with varying levels of severity.
 
The symptoms were peculiar in that more often than not they didn’t present themselves as symptoms at all. It began with headaches and nausea in every instance, but quickly subsided into simple increased appetites. Sufferers would carbo-load, gorging themselves on food, and then drink, chugging pint after pint of anything they could down. Sometimes they’d come to the sickbay and ask for help, only to be prescribed stimulants. The stimulants would keep their bodies going until they went into complete shutdown. They were fighting a losing battle. As quickly as they fed the disease it burned through the nutrients and it was only the amphetamines that kept them moving even as their muscle tone degenerated and their organs failed. On a most basic level, they simply couldn’t take fuel on fast enough. Their bodies were burning up.
 
The medics in the sickbay poked and prodded and ran the gamut of tests on the living and the dead, but couldn’t come up with a single physical thing wrong with any of the victims. Not a one. Which made the fact that they were dying all the more confusing. Sendy stayed with them, making it a personal project because they were her people. Every last one of them. That was the only thing they knew for sure—the illness, whatever it was, was confined to the travelers who had made the trip to Tau Ceti on the Conquistador.
 
And soon enough they were left with a single conclusion, a unifying factor: the only thing they had in common was that they had all traveled faster than light.
 
After that realization the medics started calling it Light Sickness, but they didn’t really know what that meant. Not yet, at least.
 
Sendy studied every scrap of information she could find on the crew, on their habits, on what linked them and why certain people seemed more susceptible than others. On average they lasted less than two months after they started vomiting. Some lasted longer, but they were the exception. And there was nothing she or anyone else could do for them. She compared their charts against the travelers from the Beacon, looking for anything, any single difference that could account for what was happening to the others, but nothing jumped out at her. Nothing said: this, look, this is it!
 
Two of her crew died of water poisoning long before the Light Sickness itself could finish them.
 
Sendy Montoir had never felt so helpless in her life.
 
Reports came back to Basecamp Hope from the outposts: Light Sickness had reached them as well, so it wasn’t contained to Hope. But neither was it some sweeping contagion. That confused her. It didn’t grip them like a pandemic and cull their number, it spread slowly and resolutely through the one-thousand-strong crew of the Conquistador. She knew that meant her time would come. She accepted that. But without being able to isolate what was wrong they were never going to be able to develop a vaccine. That was harder to accept.
 
A thousand people were counting on her finding the answer, but Sendy felt like she had barely begun to grasp the question never mind work out any sort of answer to it.
 
Andre Pellar never left her side, even when he started to complain of nausea and light-headedness. He was there, sweat streaming down his temples, hands trembling as he tabbed through the datascreens, studying the results, poring over the blood tests and the tissue samples and everything else they had to hand, trying to enforce his scientist’s rationale and discipline onto the problem as though it was simply a structural puzzle to be unraveled.
 
Pellar talked her through it in a different way, stressing that the body was a machine, a machine that was every bit as complicated as the FTL drives he’d constructed, and when it broke down, just like the FTL drives, it could be repaired. There was an innocence to his logic that appealed to her, but it was more his stubborn refusal to be beaten that drew her back to his side again and again.
 
They were lovers now.
 
It had been a natural development of their friendship, and the sheer amount of time they spent together at close quarters, but the things they had shared in Vinton’s room had cemented the union. They both knew that. He was the saddest man she had ever met, but so very noble in that sadness. He was a good man. That was the easiest way of defining him, not that anyone could be defined in so few words. What they shared was physical. It didn’t go beyond that need, and on that level at least they could both deal with it. He had truly loved his girlfriend, Renee Sinha. The brutality of her murder at the hands of Karl Vinton was still hard for him to accept, but beyond that it was proving almost impossible for him to get over. The pain was ingrained on his soul, and right alongside it, survivor’s guilt. She was dead, he wasn’t, and as he told it, she’d died because she’d saved his life.
 
Andre threw himself into his work and erected barriers around his heart that meant even being his friend was hard, too. The first time they had made love he had left in the middle of the night, weeping. She had gone to find him. That was when he had explained about Renee saving him from the Alpha Complex explosion. It wasn’t difficult to put all the pieces together after that. They had sat together, not touching, but far more intimate in those long dark hours than they had been only a few hours before when he had been inside her.
 
The sex changed, though. The sicker he became, the more desperate it became. She noticed it. How could she not? It was addictive, but there was something unhealthy about his appetites. He would try to be tender afterwards, but something in him was broken and she couldn’t fix it.
 
But it wasn’t until he started vomiting that Sendy Montoir realized she was in love with him.
 
***
 
There were three patients in the sickbay now: Benitez, Vaughan and Burke. All three of them were fading fast and without a miracle would join the death list within a matter of days.
 
 “Let’s look at Bandurski’s results again,” she said, and for the umpteenth time they went back to Patient Zero, Nathan Bandurski, the first of them to die.
 
“I don’t know what you expect to see that we haven’t seen every other time we’ve looked,” Andre said. He was exhausted. Resigned. He looked bad, but he simply refused to give in while there was even a single breath in his lungs, and as far as they could determine Light Sickness wasn’t contagious so as long as he could stand he could help.
 
Sendy would never admit that the real reason he was there was because she was frightened to let him out of her sight.
 
“I don’t know and, honestly, I don’t care. I need to be doing something, Andre. I can’t just sit on my hands and—” she had been about to say: wait for you to die.
 
She had something she wanted to tell him, something that he needed to know, but not here, not surrounded by the sick and dying. She looked at him. It could wait. She had no idea for how much longer, though.
 
“Come on, then. Let’s do this again.” Andre brought up Bandurski’s records. The display filled with charts tracking the progression of his illness from the moment he’d collapsed at her feet. His vitals had been weak from the start. His saturation levels too high. But even so, his metabolism burned through the water in his body and started cannibalizing the water in his tissue within hours. That was the crux of it. She thought about the drip-feed pumping hydrogenated solution into his body and how it had barely managed to keep the saturation levels from falling perilously low. Whatever this thing was, it fed on water.
 
Even in the sickbay Bandurski’s condition had quickly worsened, leaving him hovering on the edge of death for days before he finally succumbed.
 
Andre brought up Vaughan’s charts and put them up on the big screen side-by-side. They were depressingly similar and made for grim reading the further down the screen you read. Vaughan was dying. Fast.
 
“What have we got? What correlation can we see between Bandurski and the rest?”
 
“Lightspeed,” Sendy said. It always came back to that. It was the only common denominator all of the cases shared. They’d been through this a thousand times.
 
“Lightspeed,” Andre agreed. “But what does that mean? Are we dying from basically an exaggerated form of travel sickness?”
 
“I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know!” Sendy Montoir railed, frustration getting the better of her. She paced around the cramped medical quarters clenching and unclenching her fists. She swept a burner from the counter top, sending it clattering to the sterile floor.
 
“But I think I do,” he said.
 
That stopped her dead.
 
She looked at him, waiting for him to go on, desperate to believe. Desperate to believe he’d solved the riddle and that a cure was there to be manufactured.
 
He didn’t say anything for the longest time, then finally asked, “What did we do?” changing the shape of the question. It was rhetorical this time. “We traveled faster than the speed of light. Think about that for a moment. Faster than the speed of light. Not so long ago lightspeed was the fastest anyone could imagine, wasn’t it? There was nothing beyond it. But not anymore.” She nodded. They all knew the science of it, and how Chambers-Osawa had undone centuries of scientific belief in one amazing breakthrough. He hadn’t just changed the world, he’d changed the building blocks of the universe on them. “What if some things just can’t travel that fast? What if we just left something behind?”
 
“I don’t understand what you’re saying.”
 
“Bear with me, okay? We’ve looked at the science from every angle. We’ve looked at the numbers, the charts, the results, top-to-bottom and bottom-to-top and inside out, and you said it yourself, there’s nothing to see. It doesn’t matter if they’re living or dead, there’s nothing to signify why people are getting sick.” Andre started to move, becoming more animated with each idea he threw out there until he was matching her pacing. He picked up a reconstructed fruit from the counter and tossed it into the air. The fruit was just one of the many bounties of Sarbras they’d been blessed with. He caught it and then started passing it from hand to hand. “But what if they’re not ill at all?” he said at last. “Have you ever considered that? What if that’s why we can’t find anything? What if it’s as simple as some part of us just isn’t meant to travel that fast? What if it just can’t, or can’t keep up, so part of us gets left behind?”
 
“And that’s why the cravings intensify?” Sendy picked up his train of thought. “Is that what you’re saying? There’s something missing…a gap…and we’re gorging on anything and everything that might possibly fill up that emptiness?”
 
“It’s possible.”
 
“Is it?” She asked, skeptically.
 
“If you think of it from a philosophical standpoint instead of a scientific one, maybe.” Andre put the fruit down. Once he had, he didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. She felt sorry for him then. He wanted to crack this thing even more desperately than she did, and not just because of the ticking time bomb his own body had become, but because if the Light Sickness was down to the FTL drives, then he felt responsible. They were his creation. Chambers-Osawa might have hit upon the idea that broke the initial barrier holding them back, but the finished drives were down to Andre Pellar’s brilliance. His specifications. His calculations. He had been in that workshop every day, all day and all night. They wouldn’t have been built without him. By extension that meant one thousand people wouldn’t have been facing an ugly death if it weren’t for him. That was the kind of wrong-headed thinking he was torturing himself with. He might not admit it, but she knew him well enough now.
 
She thought about the whispers she’d heard, about the other appetites on display. “Are you trying to tell me you think the hedonism is down to a desperate need to fill a spiritual void?”
 
He spread his hands wide. She noticed he was trembling slightly. That was new. He hadn’t had tremors before. The sickness was accelerating.
 
“Maybe it’s not just faster than the speed of light,” he offered. “I mean, how many times have you heard the expression ‘we are beings of light’? Maybe it’s faster than the speed of souls? Maybe souls are light?” Andre shrugged, obviously embarrassed by the way his thoughts had turned him from a rational man into a religious absurdist. “It sounds stupid when you say it out loud.”
 
 “It does,” she agreed. “You’re a scientist, not a theologian, Andre.”
 
“I don’t know what I am anymore,” he admitted. “But it’s the only thing that makes sense, even if we don’t like the sensing it’s making.”
 
She wanted to argue with him. She wanted to point at the fundamental flaw underpinning his argument, but all she could manage was, “We don’t even know if souls exist, never mind anything else. How can we build a cure based on nourishing non-existent souls?”
 
“We can’t,” Andre admitted. “Maybe there is no cure. Maybe that’s what all this means. It’s not like we can test the theory. We don’t have the wherewithal to recreate the conditions. We can’t build new FTL drives. We can’t put lab rats into orbit, blast them out for a week-long jump and see if they come back soulless…” Somehow she didn’t burst out laughing when he said that, because as ludicrous as it sounded, he was earnest.
 
“So what can we do?”
 
“I don’t know, but the answer has to be on the Beacon. It has to be. Remember, almost everyone I selected for this journey had relatives on the slowship. Genetic relatives. We’re all the same, not doppelgängers, but near as damn it. Our genetic codes have the same roots. The fix is there. We just can’t see it, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t there.”
 
“Like God,” she said, bitterly. “Seriously, how the hell is that supposed to help? Am I supposed to drag them in here and say, sit down, make yourself comfortable, it’s a simple procedure, I just want to do a little soul transfusion, you’ll get a free lollipop afterwards if you’re brave, I promise.”
 
“I don’t know,” he admitted, and then he stumbled slightly, reaching out to steady himself. “I haven’t thought it through that far. Like you said, I’m not a theologian. If it isn’t numbers and formulae I’m lost. Now if there was a way to use numbers to prove the existence of God and souls and all of that stuff, then I’m your man, but until there’s an equation for life, I’m useless. If I had to bet my life on it, I still wouldn’t know what to say it was.” Andre lurched sideways then as his legs gave way beneath him.
 
Sendy reached out instinctively to catch him, but she couldn’t get to Andre before he fell.
 
He went down hard.
 
She crouched beside him, cradling his head in her arms. His eyes had rolled up into his skull, showing only jaundiced whites. She smoothed the hair back from his brow. He was burning up beneath her touch.
 
“Andre! Andre!” she pleaded, trying to bring him round, but he didn’t respond.
 
She picked him up and carried him over to one of the few remaining free beds. They were running out of space in the sickbay, Andre Pellar was running out of time, and Sendy Montoir was running out of ideas.
 
***
 
Andre wore a locket around his neck. It contained a few strands of Renee Sinha’s hair. Sendy took it from him and wore it around her own neck, in part because she wanted to be close to anything that was close to him, in part because she wanted to lift the burden it represented from his shoulders. He didn’t need the added weight upon his soul.
 
If he still had one.
 
***
 
The sickbay doors flew open.
 
A wild-eyed woman stood in the doorway. She looked as though she had run all the way from outpost one, more than a day away. She was breathing hard, her chest heaving beneath her uniform. Sendy Montoir looked at her. Beneath the smears of dirt, grass stains and black smudges she couldn’t identify, the woman was familiar. But Sendy was sure they had never met. She would have staked her life on it.
 
“Can I help you?”
 
“I had a message to report here urgently. A matter of life and death. I’m Meghan Vaughan.”
 
Vaughan.
 
It was then that Sendy realized the woman bore a striking resemblance to one of the men in the beds.
 
“Were you on the Beacon?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“And you received a message from Andre telling you to report here immediately?”
 
“Sorry?”
 
“Mr. Pellar summoned you?”
 
She nodded.
 
Andre had obviously intended to use her somehow to treat their Vaughan, but how? He hadn’t told her half of what was on his mind, and now he wasn’t there to ask.
 
Before she could say anything else a familiar voice crackled across the comms channel, apologizing. It was Andre. She didn’t understand how he could be unconscious in the bed and talking to her at the same time, until she realized it wasn’t coming from the comms channel at all, it was coming from the sickbay computer, the machine playing back a recording on a loop. The woman’s name must have triggered it, she reasoned. Andre must have known there was a chance he wouldn’t hold on until she arrived, so when Jorie had requested the latest crew manifests to prepare ballot papers for the election, he had used those few minutes alone to leave her a message. Sendy listened to him now, thinking: you stupid, stupid, lovely, brilliant man...
 
It wasn’t quite the same as hearing a voice from beyond the grave, but it was unnerving to hear him repeat his crazy ideas about souls and light and the sucking emptiness of a body without a soul and what that might mean. It sounded like he had given it much more thought than he’d let on before, and he had a scientist’s solution…It was quite possibly insane, almost certainly doomed to fail, and Sendy really didn’t want to do it. But what if he was right? What if it offered them a chance? What if it could save Andre?
 
Meghan Vaughan heard everything.
 
“Will it work?” She asked.
 
Sendy could have lied to her, but she didn’t. “I don’t know.”
 
“Are there any alternatives?”
 
“No.”
 
“Will I die?”
 
“It’s possible,” Sendy admitted.
 
“You’re not the best saleswoman,” Meghan Vaughan said, and laughed. “Okay, let’s do it.”
 
“Are you sure?”
 
“Not remotely.”
 
***
 
Sendy took her under, and side by side with both Vaughans, she ran catheters and drips from her into him and him into her, turning them into an extended system of veins and arteries, merging their bloodstreams. She gave it time for the blood to merge, and then stopped their hearts.
 
This was the moment of truth.
 
This was when it could all go so tragically wrong.
 
She charged the paddles to ten and shocked the woman, bringing her back. Vaughan was harder to resuscitate, but after four jolts, bringing the charge up to eighty, she brought him back, and prayed to whatever god, devil or demon looked after them all that somehow the woman’s soul would spill into her blood kin, dividing between them. And if there was no such thing, then she didn’t care, just so long as his body fed on hers like a parasite and leeched away whatever nutrient or sustenance it so desperately craved, and brought him back whole. She hoped someone was out there listening.
 
And then his heart found a rhythm, the beeps on the monitor losing their erratic tachycardia.
 
The woman came around first, groggy, and with a haunted look behind her eyes. She had just returned from a journey far longer than the trip to Tau Ceti. They didn’t talk about it. Sendy brought her a drink, and watched with horror as she guzzled it down greedily, thinking she’d created a second monster rather than saved a sick man. “Thirsty,” Meghan Vaughan croaked in a brittle voice. Sendy checked her saturation levels. They were all normal. She was just thirsty, Sendy realized. Hoped. It would be weeks before she knew if she was safe from the Light Sickness or if it had become an illness the two Vaughans shared, by which time her Vaughan would be dead again and no amount of electroshock from the crash cart would bring him back.
 
Four hours later he opened his eyes for the first time in nine days.
 
There was no way of knowing if it had worked, not yet. There were no tests she could run, no numbers she could count off on a chart. But unlike the others they’d posited, this was an experiment she could repeat. Sendy Montoir sent out an urgent summons for any relative of Benitez and Burke to report to the sickbay, and then prepared to kill both of them to save their kin.
 
She looked at Andre and wondered if she could kill the father of her unborn child, even if it was to save his life?
 
***
 
She went to Jorie Platt’s quarters armed with hope.
 
Jorie could see it on her face the moment she opened the door. She offered Sendy a seat, but she was far too energized to sit still for even a moment. Her children were there, playing noisily. Carrick was in with the Noah making plans for the gradual transplant of the Beacon’s indigenous flora and fauna onto Sarbras. It was a huge job. Sendy didn’t envy them, but they had prepared all of their lives for it, which was a concept she could barely understand—all of their lives, quite literally. In her world it was the kind of thing you said when you wanted to make an exaggerated point. There was no exaggeration here; the Noah had been born into the role, as had Carrick Platt. This was their reason for living. It went beyond family and love and Jorie herself, and probably Burton and Carrie, into their true purpose.
 
“Sendy,” Jorie said.
 
“Andre solved it. He found the answer.”
 
“That’s brilliant. Fantastic. So how close are you to manufacturing a vaccine?”
 
“There is no vaccine.”
 
“But I thought…he said that if he could isolate the cause he could work on developing a cure.”
 
“There is a cure. I think.”
 
“A cure but no vaccine? I don’t understand.”
 
“Neither do I, really. It’s all down to ancestry. Andre worked it out. It’s all about faster than light travel, but what he found out was that your passengers are our cure. Every one of us who is related to one of you has a chance. Not a great chance but a chance. But that still means there are two hundred of us without a chance. That’s a death sentence for a fifth of our number. And there’s not a damned thing we can do for them apart from watch them die.”
 
“Oh god…that’s horrible.”
 
“I’m trying not to think about it. I need your crew manifests. I need to compare them with Andre’s selection process files, and then start calling people in for treatment.”
 
“Of course. Whatever you need, it’s yours.”
 
“Thank you, Jorie. I need to know.” This was the one question she hadn’t wanted to ask once the solution had started to make itself clear to her. “Did Captain Burton Pellar have any children? Brothers, sisters?”
 
“Not as far as I know, but I’d need to check ancestral records to see if someone from further down his genetic line, a grandfather’s sister, say, married and took a new name. We’ve got a small gene pool to draw on here, after all, so the chances are good.”
 
“Please do; it’s Andre’s only chance.”
 
“I’ll do it myself, I promise.”
 
Before Sendy could begin to explain the process of the soul transplant, the alarm’s claxon blared out through the Beacon’s internal speaker system. It was deafening.
 
Jorie keyed the Bridge on the comms panel and demanded: “This is Platt. Bridge, report. What the hell’s happening?”
 
The voice came back: “Sensors have picked up a ship entering the orbit of Sarbras, Captain. We’re not alone.”
 
“What sort of ship?”
 
“I don’t know, Captain, we’ve never seen anything like it. It came out of nowhere—” which Sendy knew meant it had dropped out of lightspeed.
 
Jorie turned to Sendy Montoir. “Could Jurudu have sent another ship after you? Even after Andre’s transmission? Would he do that?”
 
“He’s not the sort of man who admits defeat,” Sendy told her.
 
They went outside together to watch the skies.
 
If Jurudu had dispatched another thousand men and women to try and succeed where Vinton had failed he wouldn’t have followed the same intense selection process Andre Pellar had, they wouldn’t be descendants of the Beacon’s first crew up there. They were dead men.
 
***
 
Jurudu looked down on Sarbras.
 
The Inquisitor’s scanners reported life down there: four distinct clusters of it.
 
FTL travel hadn’t torn his body apart. The engines weren’t fatally flawed. The ship hadn’t broken up under the strain of deceleration. His body hadn’t turned to mush. He was here, very much alive.
 
Pellar had lied to him.
 
Jurudu felt grim satisfaction at being proved right.
 
Almost six months without a living soul to interact with had taken its toll on Jurudu. He wasn’t the man who had boarded the Inquisitor. The solitude had sharpened the edge of madness that had always been present inside him. It had taken longer because the Inquisitor had overshot planetfall, and the sub-light drives could only bring her back on course so fast. It meant that he had been out of lightspeed for two whole months by the time he opened up communication channels with Sarbras.
 
He prepared to broadcast a message down to his people. And they were still his people, no matter what they thought would come of their little treason. A face flickered into view on the screen in front of him. He didn’t know the man. It didn’t matter.
 
“This is your President, Elé Jurudu.” His voice was brittle from disuse and broke twice in those few words. The man didn’t seem to understand him, so Jurudu repeated himself. “I have a message for your command, please see it delivered to your Captain.” Another face flicked onto his screen, a woman, quite beautiful if you liked that sort of thing.
 
“This is Captain Platt,” she said.
 
“Captain. I would speak to the ranking officer from the Conquistador.”
 
“You’re in no position to make demands, Jurudu. You have no jurisdiction here. This isn’t your broken world.”
 
“I am still your President. You are my people. All of you. No matter what stars you walk under. You can’t steal what is rightfully mine, but I can share it with you all. I can help you build a perfect world.”
 
“Do you truly believe that? After every atrocity you committed in the name of tomorrow, do you truly believe you can build anything, Jurudu? You’re a destroyer. Everything you touch turns to shit. This is our world. It’s far from perfect but it’s better than anything you ever touched.”
 
“I sent you to this place,” Jurudu said, anger surging up inside him. He felt himself getting light-headed with it. Something was wrong. He didn’t feel right. Nausea threatened to overwhelm him. He needed to be calm. To be reasonable. To lie to them if he had to. It was for the best. “I own you, body and soul,” he said, the voice of his madness slipping out between his lips before he could stifle it. “I can forgive you, though, I am a benevolent man. Everything I have ever done has been for the good of my people. But you, you do not understand the full implications of what you have done. You have falsified dispatches, murdered a good man, and despite all that I can forgive your treasons. All I want is the head of the traitor Andre Pellar. In return you can walk at my side into tomorrow. The future is ours, Captain. We can make this world great.”
 
The woman’s laughter broke up across the distance.
 
“You’re making threats? You’re two days away from landing on the independent planet of Sarbras, you’re approaching as a hostile and we’ve got three fully functional plasma cannons down here. Are you really sure you want to do be doing that?” She turned sideways, presenting him with her profile and said something that was lost in a burst of static. A moment later a huge plasma burst lit up the displays, turning pure black space bruise purple.
 
***
 
They looked up at the sky.
 
They couldn’t see Jurudu’s ship with the naked eye but they knew it was up there.
 
“I still don’t understand why you didn’t just blow him out of the sky,” Sendy Montoir said to her friend. “It would have saved so much trouble. He’s come out of FTL so he’s a dead man walking anyway, you’d be doing him a favor.”
 
“It might start out as that, but where does it end? I don’t want to put a single foot on that slippery slope. You don’t think Jurudu set out intending to become some despotic lunatic, do you? He was like us once, an idealist with a vision for a better world; you know it and I know it, even if neither of us really wants to think about it.”
 
“But that doesn’t change the fact he’s still going to cause all sorts of grief before the Light Sickness solves the problem for us.”
 
“All we can do is push through the vote, and face him as a united government, and tell him we don’t recognize his authority anymore, we’re ceding from the Union of Earth, as simple as that.”
 
Sendy barked out a short laugh. “And you make it sound so easy. I don’t suppose a show of hands would do?”
 
“You know it wouldn’t. This has to be done properly or not at all. We only get one shot at democracy. We’re either a military hierarchy or we’re a government of the people, by the people. We have the time. We can welcome him in style, the first elected government of Sarbras.”
 
Sendy had checked the crew manifests and crosschecked their medical records. One hundred and eighty-seven of the non-ancestral travelers were still alive, but of them more than forty had begun to exhibit the first symptoms of Light Sickness. She couldn’t even hope that some few would have a natural immunity because it wasn’t an illness, per se. She had yet to tell the unfortunate ones that there was no cure for their condition. Sendy had been putting it off, hoping she’d come up with an alternative, but when Vaughan, Benitez and Burke recovered enough to prove Andre’s insane treatment worked, she knew she had no choice but to. Telling Jorie Platt was the first step in forcing herself to face up to her duty as Captain of the Conquistador, even though the FTL ship was long since gone.
 
She handed Jorie the list.
 
Jorie gave her one in return. It had a single name on it.
 
“For Andre,” she said.
 
“You found someone?”
 
Jorie nodded.
 
Sendy unfolded the paper. She knew the man. Everyone did. It was the Noah.
 
“He’ll never survive the procedure,” Sendy said, more hopelessly lost now than ever before.
 
“He knows that.”
 
“And he’s still willing?”
 
“He’s lived a long life. He likes the fact he has a chance to live on in Andre. It’s not such a bad way to die, giving the chance of life to someone else. Especially when they’re about to become a father for the first time. He’s expecting you.”
 
***
 
The Noah didn’t survive the revival process.
 
Andre Pellar did.
 
Barely.
 
Sendy had done the procedure on more than fifty people now; each time was different, but they always shared the same long moment of doubt when it looked as though they weren’t going to come back. Five of them didn’t. They died on the table. As she put Andre under, her head swam with so many doubts. She remembered the faces of the ones she’d lost. They were bad enough, but this was worse because this time was the first time she’d had to work on someone she loved.
 
Watching his heart stop and the monitor flat line she was left in absolutely no doubt that she did love Andre Pellar. Truly. Madly. And with every ounce of her body. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do to bring him back to her. His rhythms peaked, then fell away, peaked then fell away. She gelled up the contact plates on the paddles, charging them to thirty. The jolt of electricity went clean through Andre, causing his body to jerk and spasm in the restraints, but then when the charge was gone, nothing. She did it again, taking it up to fifty. Nothing. Sixty, seventy, eighty, that brutal heartless flat line buzz. Ninety and she was screaming at him to come back to her. One hundred and she knew she’d lost him.
 
She turned it up to one hundred and sixty. That was far more than the human body was meant to withstand, and as the charge tore through him, Andre’s skin blackened across his chest, the paddles branded there like two huge wings over his heart. It worked. She brought him back.
 
Sendy Montoir collapsed beside the hospital bed. She wept, her tears timed with the steady sinus rhythm of Andre Pellar’s beating heart.
 
She stayed that way for hours.
 
She never left his side for the nine hours it took for him to open his eyes. When he did, the first thing she said to him was, “Marry me, you crazy, wonderful man.”
 
He said, “Water,” and smiled. It was barely a smile. She took it as a yes.
 
Beside them the Noah lay at peace.
 
***
 
With Jurudu’s FTL ship less than a day from landing, Basecamp Hope went to the ballot boxes.
 
Jorie didn’t stand. She had no wish to rule.
 
It didn’t matter. When the ballot papers were counted the overwhelming majority had added her name to the paper. She could have claimed they spoiled the vote, but when all nine thousand votes were tallied (seven thousand from Hope, one thousand from each of the outposts) she had more than eighty-seven percent of the votes. The people had spoken. They wanted Jorie Platt to stay on.
 
She summoned them to the great hall at the heart of the Beacon, with the cargo doors now open onto the lush meadows of Sarbras, and tried to explain why she didn’t want to be their President. But before they could misunderstand and think she was throwing their trust back in their faces, Jorie told them: “I am no President. I have no faith in Presidents and no wish to become one. I do not crave the power that comes with the role. I do not need it. Now, admittedly my experience is limited, I have only talked to one of them, but he has proven sadly lacking in, well, in almost every area, but mostly in terms of sanity. Even now his craft approaches. He is alone. He is coming single-handedly to claim our world and us for his own. I will not allow that, but neither will I be your President. Frankly, I would rather chew through my own arm, before I donned that mantle…But I would be honored to maintain the rank of Captain and help however I can so that all of us can find a better life planet-side.”
 
She looked out across the sea of faces. The fact that she was accepting their confidence finally sank in. When it did, the first voice went up: “Long live Captain Platt!” Others took up the cry. And so it was that the last Captain of the Beacon became the first Captain of Basecamp Hope.
 
***
 
Jurudu was no fool. He knew he couldn’t fight them single-handedly, but he had no choice but to try and bluster and hope that they would accept they had done wrong. He knew, even as he began to walk down the ramp onto the surface of Sarbras, that there would be no such reversal. A thousand of these people had only left Earth less than a year ago. These really were his people, not the traitor’s spawn from the Beacon. He needed to appeal to them, and for that he needed to appear strong. But as another wave of sickness churned within his gut and his balance threatened to betray him he felt anything but.
 
He refused to believe that Pellar hadn’t been lying. The man was a duplicitous piece of shit. He couldn’t tell the truth if it ran up to him and took a huge chunk of meat out of his flabby backside. The pair of them were strangers.
 
Jurudu stumbled but he did not fall.
 
The timing of it could not have been worse. He looked up as he steadied himself to see his welcoming committee, and in the middle of them, pale-faced and sickly, was the traitor himself. To the others it would have looked as though he’d seen Pellar and his legs buckled. Behind the traitor the flag flew over the basecamp. Jurudu thought at first it was his seal in the center of the flag but it wasn’t. As the breeze picked up, the flag unfurled to reveal the star of Tau Ceti in its place. He stiffened, biting down on the urge to yell, “This is my world!” Appearances were important and Jurudu despised weakness. Equally he had no time for petulance or pedantry. He needed to show these ingrates how strong he really was, and the first stage in that would be dealing with the traitor. He locked eyes with Pellar.
 
“You are a dead man,” Jurudu said, calmly. There was no anger or vitriol in his voice, but it was still weak. The words carried.
 
“That is more true than you could possibly know,” Andre Pellar said.
 
He addressed Pellar, but in truth he was talking to the entire crew of the Conquistador. “You lied to me, Pellar. You lied to our entire world. We gave you everything you needed for this incredible journey, we sent you on your way. Every last man and woman from the Conquistador, we sent you on your way with our hope for the future in your hands, and you betray us like this?” He spread his arms wide, to take it all in. “We should have been able to share in your triumph. You should have become a beacon of hope to everyone you left behind, but Pellar sent back pictures of a burning world and snatched that last hope from the world. You haven’t just betrayed me with your lies, you have turned your back on the poor, the hungry, you have turned your back on the weak and the defenseless, the desperate. You’ve turned your back on your own families and loved ones that didn’t make this journey with you. You’ve lied to them all and snatched any kind of hope from them, leaving them on a dying world while you live in the land of plenty. How did you sink so low? How could you hate them so much? I don’t understand. Tell me. Make me see.” Jurudu was leaning heavily on the ship’s guardrail before he finished. The ground threatened to lurch out from under him.
 
No one moved to help him. He would have refused their help if they had.
 
“So I lied to you?” Pellar admitted. “I did it for eight thousand people and the thousands upon thousands before them who had set out on the greatest pilgrimage of our world, and I did it for Renee Sinha. I saw what your goons did to her, Jurudu. I saw everything when you opened the data files to me. I saw it all. All of the people your regime tortured in your name, all the dissidents who dared to speak out against you, I saw how you made them disappear. So I made us disappear. I didn’t want you sending an invasion fleet after us. I knew you would. I’d seen the plans for the Inquisitor Class fleet. I needed something that would keep you away.”
 
“You murdered Karl Vinton.”
 
It wasn’t Pellar that replied, it was a woman. He recognized her vaguely. She was part of Vinton’s crew. She stood beside the traitor so he knew he could not trust a word that came out of her mouth. “Vinton suffered a seizure before he could be tried for his crimes.”
 
Jurudu grunted.
 
“I am supposed to believe that he simply had a heart attack out of what, guilt? Do I look like I was born yesterday? What you did was mutinous, soldier. You killed the Captain of a Union of Earth ship. That is a court-martialing offense.”
 
She didn’t rise to the bait.
 
He wanted to goad them into saying something he could use to turn the others to his side. There was a balance here, between old loyalties and new, and in some of the listeners it was precarious at best. Others were just waiting for an excuse to side with him, because they’d never really broken their ties with Earth and he was still their rightful ruler.
 
Jurudu had a splitting headache.
 
Pellar saw him wince.
 
He cursed his own damned body.
 
“You’re dying, Jurudu. Can’t you feel it? I might have been lying but I wasn’t wrong. Faster-than-light travel is a killer. It’s eating away at you. By the looks of your body you haven’t got long left. I’ve brought some people to meet you. I want them to tell you in their own words what happened to them after they arrived here. You don’t have to believe me, but these people have nothing to gain from lying to you. We call it Light Sickness. It affects people at different rates, but every single one of us who traveled on the Conquistador has been infected. There’s no conventional cure. No pill or vaccine. And if you don’t have genetic relatives that traveled on the slowship, there’s nothing we can do. Tell me, are you hungry yet? Thirsty?”
 
He was ravenous, he realized. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten. He was finding it harder and harder to think straight. They were trying to trick him with their clever words and promises of death. They had drugged him, somehow, targeted him with some form of hallucinogenic, something. They must have done something. He would not be tricked into submission. His soldiers were scattered throughout the crowd. He would order them to rise up in his name. He would order them to bring down this false leadership and restore the flag of Earth and he would have the head of Andre Pellar and the mutinous woman on spikes before the day was done.
 
“I am President Elé Jurudu, democratically elected ruler of the Earth. You might fly a new flag but you are still my people. Mark my words well: I do not recognize your authority to secede from my rule. That means that any of you who do not bow the knee to me now will be deemed traitors, found guilty of treason, and treason is punishable by death. I have no wish to shed blood. Any who bow down to me will be forgiven. You have my word.”
 
***
 
And some did bow down to him, metaphorically if not physically. There were plenty of people angry enough at the injustice of their lives being ended by the journey to Sarbras, and bitter that they had no blood relatives on the slowship that could save them. They didn’t have time to speak out.
 
Jurudu fell before he set foot on Sarbras.
 
He sagged and stumbled and fell, rolling down the ramp. He was unconscious as he sprawled across the dirt, truly making planetfall.
 
Sendy Montoir and three of her sickbay team carried the fallen President into Basecamp Hope. They cared for him despite the fact that personally she wanted to leave him out there to rot. Sendy was savvy, she knew full well that there were still people who felt they owed some sort of loyalty to the old world. She knew she had to tread softly around them and be seen to do everything properly. Their newly elected democracy was less than a day old. How it dealt with the exiled dictator would speak volumes for the integrity of it. She had no doubt that in their place Jurudu would have ignored any sort of protocol and would have had no time for niceties. They were a threat to the peace, and there would have been an unfortunate accident waiting to befall them in their sleep. It was as simple as that. Men like Jurudu dealt with problems ruthlessly.
 
As much as it pained her, she agreed with Andre. They couldn’t stoop to his level. They had left that world of torturers and lies behind. As much as he hated Karl Vinton and by extension his master, the man who had turned a blind eye to Vinton’s ruthless excess, Andre was not him and would not become him. She loved him all the more for it, but was quite happy to do the dirty work on his behalf. She didn’t tell him that.
 
Sendy didn’t leave the dictator’s sickbed even for an hour. She couldn’t risk someone coming in looking to ensure he didn’t wake up. The man was dying; they didn’t need to hurry it along. His death was never going to be simple. Andre joined her death watch, sitting in a chair beside Jurudu’s bed. He was still too weak to really help, but his mind was as sharp as ever and despite Jurudu’s order Andre refused to just let him die. He asked Sendy to run blood spinal fluid tests on the man, and then pleaded with Jorie Platt to run the results against the DNA banks they’d built over the last month or so cataloguing the genetic heritage of every single traveler. He’d never expected to find a match but he should have known he would. Fate was cruel like that.
 
The hit came back positive. Jurudu had a familial bond with one man from the Beacon. Andre took no pleasure in telling Jorie Platt that the love of her life was blood kin to the dictator. The genetic markers indicated a close bond. A perfect match.
 
He left them to think about the implications of the match.
 
In a brief moment of lucidity Sendy sat down with Jurudu and tried once more to explain as best she could the soul transplant procedure. Sweat matting his hair to his feverish brow, Jurudu looked at her as though she were the Devil herself.
 
“I am not having the blood of some traitor flowing through my veins, woman, and you are a damned fool for even suggesting it. I am Jurudu. I would rather die than let such impurity into my body. I don’t know how you did it, but I know you are behind this sickness. I know that it is some kind of trick. I will not give you the satisfaction of polluting my flesh with your traitor’s spirit.”
 
“It’s your only chance,” Sendy said yet again, tired of arguing the same point with him over and over again. He sapped her strength. He was barely coherent most of the time now, and even when he was he was tormented by paranoid delusions. He saw enemies in every shadow, and plots knotting all around him.
 
His musculature withered, but he ignored it stubbornly. He must have been tormented by the same hungers that tore at the other victims of Light Sickness but the sheer strength of Jurudu’s will meant he refused to surrender to those cravings, thinking he could beat them. And perhaps he could. Perhaps he would prove to be naturally immune—after all, Sendy thought, he hadn’t had a soul to start with.
Even so, the appetites tormented him to the point of rabidity, but so long spent alone in course-correction, approach and then orbit and landing had damaged Jurudu in ways that other victims of Light Sickness hadn’t been affected.
 
***
 
Jurudu knew he was dying. He wasn’t stupid. And, in retrospect, given the choice of this death or the one Juno Lynn had offered, he would have taken Lynn’s every time of asking. Carrick Platt was his only hope. That was no hope at all. He would not let them operate on him.
 
Instead, he told Pellar and Platt and Montoir, alone and together, that he did not recognize their authority, that this damned insurrection was unlawful and that each and every last one of them would hang for what they had done to him. He wanted them to kill him. If they wouldn’t, then he would have to take it out of their hands. If he could kill all of them, then so much the better.
 
When, finally, driven beyond the point of exhaustion Sendy Montoir fell asleep at his bedside, Elé Jurudu summoned one last colossal effort from his weakened body and crawled on his hands and knees to the sickbay’s command console, intent on sending out one last defiant message urging those still loyal to him to rise up.
 
He placed his hand flat on the console, unsure whether the machine would recognize him. It wasn’t the Inquisitor or the Conquistador, after all. This shipboard computer had been installed almost two hundred years before he had been born. It didn’t recognize him. Refusing to be thwarted by something so simple, Jurudu crossed the sickbay to the mortuary drawers and hauled open one of them. He used the dead man’s hand to initiate comms.
 
“Hear me, my people,” he said, leaning close to the console because his voice didn’t have the strength to carry. His words went out to every corner of the old slowship, waking every sleeper. “This is Elé Jurudu, your rightful ruler. They have poisoned me. I am dying. They pretend to care for me but they are merely monitoring my death. It is the same for you they have damned two hundred of you, and claim it is because you have no soul, but ask yourself this, isn’t it more reasonable to believe that it is because they believe you are a threat to their new world? They scheme and lie behind your backs picking who will live and who will die. Well, I say to you, my people, those they would simply leave to die, rise up. Rise up. Save yourselves! Rise up!”
 
And then the loyal few started hammering at the sickbay doors.
 
***
 
Carrick Platt was a good man. That was what killed him.
 
Woken by Jurudu’s broadcast, he knew his wife would need him. He made sure the children were safe first, and told them not to open the door for anyone, then went in search of Jorie, knowing she would be in the thick of it.
 
He rushed through the old corridors of Basecamp Hope. He knew them like the back of his hand. He must have walked this stretch between their quarters and the Eden Atrium ten thousand times. More. But this was unlike any of those other times. Claxons blared out their deafening warnings, cycling madly louder and louder as the confines of the old slowship came under threat. He could feel the blows pounding through the metal floor beneath his feet and shivering through the walls and ceiling all around him.
 
They were turning on each other. Fear did that to them. Fear that Jurudu brought with them. Before his arrival they had faced every threat together, even when it seemed like there was no hope for some of them, they hadn’t abandoned each other. But Jurudu had driven a wedge between them with a few emotive words. It was as simple as that. No amount of external threat could have been as divisive as Jurudu’s assertion that they weren’t all equals in this new world.
 
Carrick Platt had never hated anyone before in his life. He had been raised amid the flora and fauna that the slowship had brought with it from the old Earth, and was more at home with plants than people. He understood the hierarchy of animals, though, and how Jurudu had opened up a wound that doubt and fear and anger at the unjustness of their impending deaths swelled in to fill. The two hundred crew members of the Conquistador who didn’t have blood kin on the slowship were like wounded animals, cornered, frightened, desperate and lashing out. More than anything they just wanted to know they still had a chance. They were living out their last days in a place called Hope, they deserved that much at least. He wished he could give it to them. He couldn’t. The only person he could help was the man who had set this chain of events into motion. Jurudu. The first man he had ever hated. The irony of it did not escape Carrick Platt.
 
In the distance he heard the clash of factions coming together. The hysteria of raised voices. The screams of battle and pain. They spiraled out of control. The roar of violence charged down the corridors. The thunder of fists and pipes and any other makeshift weapon that could be brought to hand hammered against the very fabric of the old ship. It made Carrick’s head spin.
 
He needed to get to his wife’s side.
 
He needed to be with her.
 
But he didn’t know where she would be in all of this.
 
Two hundred against almost seven thousand wouldn’t, under normal circumstances, have been much of a fight. But these were anything but normal circumstances. The two hundred men were gripped by the frenzy of excess that Light Sickness brought with it, and as the adrenaline surged through their system it only served to turn them rabid. There was no calming them. They would simply burn out when their bodies lost the strength to fight on. Until then they were on a blood high.
 
Carrick ran hard, arms and legs pumping furiously as he turned the corner toward the command block and the Bridge, thinking Jorie might be trapped there. In front of him twenty blood-matted men in the torn rags of their uniforms battered on the sealed doors. The doors would never yield but that didn’t deter them. Their bloodied knuckles dragged either on the floor or across the walls as they turned one after the other to see Carrick at the other end of the corridor. They shuffled forward a step, and then another. Nostrils flared, lips curled back baring teeth streaked with blood.
 
Carrick had never seen anything like it in his life.
 
He couldn’t move.
 
There was a moment when it seemed the rioters would lose interest in him and turn back to the door and continue their hopeless quest to break on through to the other side, but one of them pointed at him and it was as though all of the others shared some telepathic connection and just simply understood that unlike the door he would yield. They came for him.
 
Carrick ran, but he didn’t stand a chance.
 
***
 
Jurudu ran with the mob.
 
He felt more alive than he had felt in years.
 
It was the last rally of the flesh before it succumbed to death. He knew that. He had come to understand his body. He could thank the traitors for that, he supposed. Whatever they had done to him, it had worked. He wouldn’t see the coming dawn. He wouldn’t stand triumphant in the great hall of the slowship and claim his right as President to rule them, putting the upstarts in their place. His muscles were wasted to the point he could only run a dozen steps before he had to reach out for support as his legs buckled. He was like some newborn buck barely able to stagger a few steps at a time. But he would be damned if he was simply going to lie in that sickbed and wait for death.
 
Jurudu wanted one thing before he died: the head of Andre Pellar.
 
It wasn’t a lot to ask out of life.
 
He broke away from the mob to go hunting.
 
***
 
Andre found Carrick Platt in the corridor outside the Bridge, bleeding out.
 
He had a pulse, but it was desperately weak and erratic. Judging by the huge pool of blood he lay in, Carrick had lost far too much blood for his system not to crash. Andre wasn’t a medic, but even he could see that.
 
“Stay with me,” he urged. “Just let me get you to the medics. Please.” Still weak from the after effects of Light Sickness, Andre gathered Carrick up into his arms. He was distressingly light. Andre carried his friend toward the sickbay.
 
He could hear sounds of violent clashes in the distance.
 
Jorie had dispatched containment crews.
 
The fighting wouldn’t last long now.
 
But, he realized, as the sounds of fighting grew closer with each step, the worst of it was in between him and the sickbay.
 
The old slowship was a maze. There were a dozen other corridors he could take to reach the sickbay, but this was the most direct route, and Carrick didn’t have long. And he wasn’t strong enough to go looking for an alternate passage.
 
***
 
Jurudu saw him.
 
***
 
Andre Pellar saw Jurudu.
 
They faced each other like gunslingers down the long corridor. There was no one else between them. The sickbay was no more than one hundred yards beyond him but it might as well have been one hundred light years.
 
“He needs help,” Andre said, trying to reason with him.
 
“I don’t care about him,” Jurudu said matter-of-factly. “It’s you I want to kill, Traitor.”
 
“Just let me get him to the sickbay then you can kill me.”
 
“No.”
 
And so saying, Jurudu started to run at him, hands out-stretched as though he intended to throttle the life out of Andre. Andre barely had time to put Carrick Platt down before the mad Jurudu was on him and they were locked in a deadly embrace. Jurudu’s big murderous hands closed around his throat, his thumbs pressing at his Adam’s Apple. Andre couldn’t break the hold. He choked, gasping for breath. He clawed at Jurudu’s hands as they twisted and staggered, locked in their deadly dance. And then something inside Andre Pellar snapped. And whatever that something was, it had been holding back Renee Sinha’s ghost. He saw her. He heard her. It was like she had never gone. But she is gone, he realized, flapping at Jurudu’s face. His vision swam as he danced right along the edge of unconsciousness. And then the thought blazed across his mind: he took her from me. In that moment it didn’t matter that he had found happiness again, that was neither here nor there. This man had let that monster Vinton brutalize the woman he loved. He had the chance to put it right. It wasn’t revenge. It was justice. He had killed Vinton, and now he would kill Jurudu, this time with his bare hands.
 
Andre Pellar’s hands closed around Jurudu’s throat and he choked the life out of the man who once upon a time had ruled the world.
 
***
 
Andre carried Carrick into the sickbay.
 
“Oh, my god,” Sendy gasped, seeing them. “Is he?” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word dead.
 
“Almost.”
 
“Put him on the bed, quickly. We need a medic. Not me. I can’t do this.”
 
“Yes you can,” Andre said calmly. “You’re his only chance.”
 
Sendy didn’t argue. She checked his wounds. He had several that needed sealing and suturing. One pierced his liver. Another seemed to have damaged his kidneys. He had taken a hell of a beating. He had no right to still be alive.
 
He wouldn’t be for much longer.
 
“I can’t do this. He’s dead, Andre. His kidneys, his liver, his entire body is shutting down. The damage is massive. He’s hemorrhaging internally. Without transfusions, organ transplants—”
 
“There are new organs, everything you need. Fresh. Less than two minutes dead.”
 
She didn’t understand what he was saying.
 
“Jurudu,” Andre said. “He wouldn’t let Carrick save his life, now the bastard is going to save Carrick’s. Call it poetic justice.”
 
Andre went back to fetch the President’s corpse.
 



4
221 years since the Beacon’s departure from Earth.
Year Four: Tau Ceti.
 
The twins were playing on the lawn with Burton and Carrie. Andre and Sendy sat side-by-side, inseparable. The sun was up and it was a beautiful day. Every day was a beautiful day now. She saw Jorie and Carrick walking back from the wall of remembrance with young Jurudu swinging between them. She hadn’t liked the idea of that name living on, but couldn’t argue with Carrick’s logic. Without him Carrick would have died, and parts of his blood kin lived on inside him even now. The wall of remembrance listed the name of every man, woman and child that had made the journey from Earth whether they had reached Tau Ceti or not.
 
The girls saw young Jurudu and went racing toward him, squealing and laughing as they vied for his attention. In twenty years there would be hearts broken, but today there was nothing more at risk than a few grass stains.
 
Sendy Pellar took her husband’s hand in hers.
 
“There’s something I need to tell you,” she said. She had rehearsed the speech in her head over and over a hundred times.
 
“You can tell me anything.”
 
“Promise?”
 
“You know I do. What’s on your mind, love?”
 
“I wanted to give you something…”
 
“You’ve already given me the world and then some, Sendy,” Andre said. “You know that. Before you I was nothing.”
 
“That’s not true, Andre. You were always you. I’m pregnant again.” His face lit up. That smile of his always broke her heart, it was just so full of kindness and love. She touched a finger to his lips before he could interrupt her. She needed to get this out, to explain. “It’s another girl.” He grinned lopsidedly at that. “But she’s not just ours.” She took Renee Sinha’s locket out of her pocket, wondering if he would understand what she had done. “There were still follicles attached to the roots of Renee’s hair. I had one of the techs in the birthing chamber encode her DNA on my egg. This baby girl I am carrying is mine, yours and Renee’s. I owe her every moment of my happiness. It’s hard to explain. I wanted to give her back to you, Andre, but not as some ghost I could never compete with. I wanted to give her a place in this future, because without her none of us would have one.”
 
“Can I kiss you now?”
 
 
 
*************
 



BONUS STORY I: 
THE FOREST OF TIME 
BY MICHAEL FLYNN
(This story is included in Michael Flynn’s collection The Forest of Time and Other Stories published by Phoenix Pick)
 
 
 
It was the autumn of the year and the trees were already showing their death-colors. Splashes of orange and red and gold rustled in the canopy overhead. Oberleutnant Rudolf Knecht, Chief Scout of the Army of the Kittatinny, wore the same hues mottled for his uniform as he rode through the forest. A scout’s badge, carefully rusted to dullness, was pinned to his battered campaign cap.
 
Knecht swayed easily to the rhythm of his horse’s gait as he picked his way up the trail toward Fox Gap Fortress. He kept a wary eye on the surrounding forest. Periodically, he twisted in the saddle and gazed thoughtfully at the trail where it switchbacked below. There had been no sign of pursuit so far. Knecht believed his presence had gone undetected; but even this close to home, it paid to be careful. The list of those who wanted Knecht dead was a long one; and here, north of the Mountain, it was open season on Pennsylvanians.
 
There were few leaves on the forest floor, but the wind gathered them up and hurled them in mad dances. The brown, dry, crisp leaves of death. Forerunners of what was to be. Knecht bowed his head and pulled the jacket collar tighter about his neck.
 
Knecht felt the autumn. It was in his heart and in his bones. It was in the news he carried homeward. Bad news even in the best of times, which these were not. Two knick regiments had moved out of the Hudson Valley into the Poconos. They were camped with the yankees. Brothers-in-arms, as if last spring’s fighting had never happened. General Schneider’s fear had come to pass: New York and Wyoming had settled their quarrel and made common cause.
 
Common cause. Knecht chewed on his drooping moustache, now more grey than brown. No need to ask the cause. There was little enough that yanks and knicks could agree on, but killing Pennsylvanians was one.
 
He remembered that General Schneider was inspecting the fortress line and would probably be waiting for him at Fox Gap. He did not feel the pleasure he usually felt on such occasions. Na, Konrad, meiner Alt, he thought. What will you do now? What a burden I must lay upon your shoulders. God help the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.
 
He pulled in on the reins. There was a break in the trees here and through it he could see the flank of Kittatinny Mountain. A giant’s wall, the ridge ran away, straight and true, becoming bluer and hazier as its forested slopes faded into the distance. Spots of color decorated the sheer face of the Mountain. Fox Gap, directly above him, was hidden by the forest canopy; but Knecht thought he could just make out the fortresses at Wind Gap and Tott Gap.
 
As always, the view comforted him. There was no way across the Kittatinny, save through the Gaps. And there was no way through the Gaps.
 
Twenty years since anyone has tried, he thought. He kicked at the horse and they resumed their slow progress up the trail. Twenty years ago; and we blew the knick riverboats off the water.
 
That had been at Delaware Gap, during the Piney War. Knecht sighed. The Piney War. It seemed such a long time ago. A different world; more innocent, somehow. Or perhaps he had only been younger. He remembered how he had marched away, his uniform new and sharply creased. Adventure was ahead of him, and his father’s anger behind. I am too old for such games, he told himself. I should be sitting by the fire, smoking my pipe, telling stories to my grandchildren.
 
He chewed again on his moustache hairs and spit them out. There had never been any children; and now, there never would be. He felt suddenly alone.
 
Just as well, he thought. The stories I have to tell are not for the ears of youngsters. What were the stories, really? A crowd of men charged from the trench. Later, some of them came back. What more was there to say? Once, a long time ago, war had been glamorous, with pageantry and uniforms to shame a peacock. Now it was only necessary, and the uniforms were the color of mud.
 
 
 
There was a sudden noise in the forest to his right. Snapping limbs and a muffled grunt. Knecht started, and chastised himself. A surprised scout is often a dead one as well. He pulled a large bore pistol from his holster and dismounted. The horse, well-trained, held still. Knecht stepped into the forest and crouched behind a tall birch tree. He listened.
 
The noise continued. Too much noise, he decided. Perhaps an animal?
 
Then he saw the silhouette of a man thrashing through the underbrush, making no attempt at silence. Knecht watched over his gunsight as the man blundered into a stickerbush, cursed, and stopped to pull the burrs from his trousers.
 
The utter lack of caution puzzled Knecht. The no-man’s-land between Pennsylvania and the Wyoming was no place for carelessness. The stranger was either very foolish or very confident.
 
The fear ran through him like the rush of an icy mountain stream. Perhaps the bait in a trap; something to hold his attention? He jerked round suddenly, looking behind him, straining for the slightest sign.
 
But there was nothing save the startled birds and the evening wind.
 
Knecht blew his breath out in a gust. His heart was pounding. I am getting too old for this. He felt foolish and his cheeks burned.
 
The stranger had reached the trail and stood there brushing himself off. He was short and dark complexioned. On his back he wore a rucksack, connected by wires to a device on his belt. Knecht estimated his age at thirty, but the unkempt hair and beard made him look older.
 
The man pulled a paper from his baggy canvas jacket. Even from where he crouched, Knecht could see it was a map, handsomely done in many colors. A stranger with a map on the trail below Fox Gap. Knecht made a decision and stepped forth, cocking his pistol.
 
The stranger spun and saw Knecht. Closer up, Knecht could see eyes bloodshot with fatigue. After a nervous glance at the scout’s pistol, the stranger smiled and pointed to the map. “Would you believe it?” he asked in English. “I think I’m lost.”
 
Knecht snorted. “I would not believe it,” he answered in the same language. “Put in the air your hands up.”
 
The stranger complied without hesitation. Knecht reached out and snatched the map from his hand.
 
“That’s a Pennsylvania Dutch accent, isn’t it?” asked his prisoner. “It sure is good to hear English again.”
 
Knecht looked at him. He did not understand why that should be good. His own policy when north of the Mountain was to shoot at English voices. He gave quick glances to the map while considering what to do.
 
“Are you hunting? I didn’t know it was hunting season.”
 
The scout saw no reason to answer that, either. In a way, he was hunting, but he doubted the prisoner had meant it that way.
 
“At least you can tell me where in the damn world I am!”
 
Knecht was surprised at the angry outburst. Considering who held the pistol on whom, it seemed a rash act at best. He grinned and held up the map. “Naturally, you know where in the damn world you are. While you have this map, it gives only one possibility. You are the spy, nicht wahr? But, to humor you...” He pointed northward with his chin. “Downtrail is the Wyoming, where your Wilkes-Barre masters your report in vain will await. Uptrail is Festung Fox Gap...and your cell.”
 
The prisoner’s shoulders slumped. Knecht looked at the sun. With the prisoner afoot, they should still reach the fort before nightfall. He decided to take the man in for questioning. That would be safer than interrogating him on the spot, Knecht glanced at the map once more. Then he frowned and looked more closely. “United States Geological Survey?” he asked the prisoner. “What are the United States?”
 
He did not understand why the prisoner wept.
 
 
 
There was a storm brewing in the northwest and the wind whipped through Fox Gap, tearing at the uniform blouses of the sentries, making them grab for their caps. In the dark, amid the rain and lightning, at least one man’s grab was too late and his fellows laughed coarsely as he trotted red-faced to retrieve it. It was a small diversion in an otherwise cheerless duty.
 
What annoyed Festungskommandant Vonderberge was not that Scout Knecht chose to watch the chase also, but that he chose to do so while halfway through the act of entering Vonderberge’s office. The wind blew a blizzard of paper around the room and Vonderberge’s curses brought Knecht fully into the office, closing the door behind him.
 
Knecht surveyed the destruction. Vonderberge shook his head. He looked at Knecht. “These bits of paper,” he said. “These orders and memoranda and requisitions, they are the nerve messages of the Army. A thousand messages a day cross my desk, Rudi; and not a one of them but deals with matters of the greatest military import.” He clucked sadly. “Our enemies need not defeat us in the field. They need only sabotage our filing system and we are lost.” He rose from his desk and knelt, gathering up papers. “Come, Rudi, quickly. Let us set things aright, else the Commonwealth is lost!”
 
Knecht snorted. Vonderberge was mocking him with this elaborate ridicule. In his short time at Fox Gap, Knecht had encountered the Kommandant’s strange humor several times. Someone had once told him that Vonderberge had always dreamed of becoming a scientist, but that his father had pressured him into following the family’s military tradition. As a result, his command style was somewhat unorthodox.
 
Na, we all arrive by different paths, Knecht thought. I joined to spite my father. It startled him to recall that his father had been dead for many years and that they had never become reconciled.
 
Knecht stooped and helped collect the scattered documents. Because he was a scout, however, he glanced at their contents as he did so; and as he absorbed their meaning, he read more and collected less.
 
One sheet in particular held his attention. When he looked up from it, he saw Vonderberge waiting patiently behind his desk. He was leaning back in a swivel chair, his arms crossed over his chest. There was a knowing smile on the Kommandant’s thin aristocratic face.
 
“Is this all...” Knecht began.
 
“Ach, nein,” the Kommandant answered. “There is much, much more. However,” he added pointedly, “it is no longer in order.”
 
“But, this is from the prisoner, Nando Kelly?”
 
“Hernando is the name; not Herr Nando. It is Spanish, I believe.” Vonderberge clucked sadly over the documents and began setting them in order.
 
Knecht stood over the desk. “But this is crazy stuff!” He waved the sheet in his hand. Vonderberge grabbed for it vainly. Knecht did not notice. “The man must be crazy!” he said.
 
Vonderberge paused and cocked an eyebrow at him. “Crazy?” he repeated. “So says the Hexmajor. He can support his opinion with many fine words and a degree from Franklin University. I am but a simple soldier, a servant of the Commonwealth, and cannot state my own diagnosis in so impressive a manner. On what basis, Rudi, do you say he is crazy?”
 
Knecht sputtered. “If it is not crazy to believe in countries that do not exist, I do not know what is. I have looked on all our world maps and have found no United States, not even in deepest Asia.”
 
Vonderberge smiled broadly. He leaned back again, clasping his hands behind his neck. “Oh, I know where the United States are,” he announced smugly.
 
Knecht made a face. “Tell me then, O Servant of the Commonwealth.”
 
Vonderberge chuckled. “If you can possibly remember so far back as your childhood history lessons, you may recall something of the Fourth Pennamite War.”
 
Knecht groaned. The Pennamite Wars. He could never remember which was which. Both Connecticut and Pennsylvania had claimed the Wyoming Valley and had fought over it several times, a consequence of the English king’s cavalier attitude toward land titles. The fourth one? Let’s see...1769, 1771, 1775...
 
“No,” he said finally. “I know nothing at all of the time between 1784 and 1792. I never heard of Brigadier Wadsworth and the Siege of Forty-Fort, or how General Washington and his Virginia militia were mowed down in the crossfire.”
 
“Then you must also be ignorant,” continued the Kommandant, “of the fact that the same Congress that sent the General to stop the fighting was also working on a plan to unify the thirteen independent states. Now what do you suppose the name of that union was to be?”
 
Knecht snorted. “I would be a great fool if I did not say ‘The United States.’”
 
Vonderberge clapped. “Right, indeed, Rudi. Right, indeed. Dickinson was president of the Congress, you know.”
 
Knecht was surprised. “Dickinson? John Dickinson, our first Chancellor?”
 
“The very same. Being a Pennsylvanian, I suppose the yankee settlers thought he was plotting something by dispatching the supposedly neutral Virginians....Well, of course, with Washington dead, and old Franklin incapacitated by a stroke at the news, the whole thing fell apart. Maryland never did sign the Articles of Confederation; and as the fighting among the states grew worse—over the Wyoming, over Vermont, over Chesapeake fishing rights, over the western lands—the others seceded also. All that Adams and the radicals salvaged was their New England Confederation; and even that was almost lost during Shay’s Rebellion and General Lincoln’s coup....”
 
Knecht interrupted. “So this almost-was United States was nothing more than a wartime alliance to throw the English out. It was stillborn in the 1780s. Yet Kelly’s map is dated this year.”
 
“Ja, the map,” mused Vonderberge, as if to himself. “It is finely drawn, is it not? And the physical details—the mountains and streams—are astonishingly accurate. Only the man-made details are bizarre. Roads and dams that are not there. A great open space called an ‘airport.’ Towns that are three times their actual size. Did you see how large Easton is shown to be?”
 
Knecht shrugged. “A hoax.”
 
“Such an elaborate hoax? To what purpose?”
 
“To fool us. He is a spy. If messages can be coded, why not maps?”
 
“Ah. You say he is a spy. The Hexmajor says he is mad and the map is the complex working out of a system of delusions. I say...” He picked up a sheaf of papers from his desk and handed them to Knecht. “I say you should read Kelly’s notebook.”
 
The scout glanced at the typewritten pages. “These are transcripts,” he pointed out. “They were done on the machine in your office. I recognize the broken stem on the r’s.” He made it a statement.
 
Vonderberge threw his head back and laughed, slapping the arm of the chair. “Subtlety does not become you, Rudi,” he said looking at him. “Yes, they are transcripts. General Schneider has the originals. When I showed the journal to him, he wanted to read it himself. I made copies of the more interesting entries.”
 
Knecht kept his face neutral. “You, and the General, and the Hexmajor. Ach! Kelly is my prisoner. I have yet to interview him. I gave you his possessions for safekeeping, not for distribution.”
 
“Oh, don’t be so official, Rudi. What are we, Prussians? You were resting, I was bored, and the journal was here. Go ahead. Read it now.” Vonderberge waved an inviting hand.
 
Knecht frowned and picked up the stack. The first few pages were filled with equations. Strange formulae full of inverted A’s and backward E’s. Knecht formed the words under his breath. “...twelve dimensional open manifold...Janatpour hypospace...oscillatory time...” He shook his head. “Nonsense,” he muttered.
 
He turned the page and came to a text:
 
 
 
I am embarking on a great adventure. Does that sound grandiose? Very well, let it. Grandiose ideas deserve grandiose expression. Tomorrow, I make my first long range Jump. Sharon claims that it is too soon for such a field test, but she is too cautious. I’ve engineered the equipment. I know what it can do. Triple redundancy on critical circuits. Molecular foam memory. I am a certified reliability engineer, after all. The short Jumps were all successful. So what could go wrong?
 
My sweet Rosa says that it is dangerous. And what can I answer? It is dangerous. But when has anything perfectly safe been worth the doing? The equipment is as safe as I can make it. I tried to explain about hazard analysis and fault trees to Rosa last night, but she only cried and held me tighter.
 
She promised to be in the lab a week from tomorrow when I make my return Jump. A week away from Rosa. A week to study a whole new universe. Madre de Dios! A week can be both a moment and an eternity.
 
 
 
Knecht chewed his moustache. The next page was titled “Jump #1” followed by a string of twelve “coordinate settings.” Then there were many pages which Knecht skimmed, detailing a world that never was. In it, the prehistoric Indians had not exterminated the Ice Age big game. Instead, they had tamed the horse, the elephant, and the camel and used the animal power to keep pace technologically with the Old World. Great civilizations arose in the river valleys of the Colorado and Rio Grande, and mighty empires spread across the Caribbean. Vikings were in Vinland at the same time the Iroquois were discovering Ireland. By the present day there were colonies on Mars.
 
Knecht shook his head. “Not only do we have a United States,” he muttered.
 
The next entry was briefer and contained the first hint of trouble. It was headed “Jump #2.” Except for the reversal of plus and minus signs, the coordinate settings were identical with the first set.
 
 
 
A slight miscalculation. I should be back in the lab with Rosa, but I’m in somebody’s apartment, instead. It’s still Philly out the window—though a shabbier, more run-down Philly than I remember. I must be close to my home timeline because I can recognize most of the University buildings. There’s a flag that looks like the stars and stripes on the flagpole in front of College Hall. There’s something or other black hanging from the lamppost, but I can’t make it out.
 
Well, work first; tourism later. I bet I’ll need a vernier control. There must be a slight asymmetry in the coordinates.
 
 
Knecht skipped several lines of equations and picked up the narrative once more.
 
 
 
I must leave immediately! That black thing on the lamppost kept nagging at the back of my mind. So I got out my binoculars and studied it. It was a nun in a black habit, hanging in a noose. Hanging a long time, too, by the looks of it. Farther along the avenue, I could see bodies on all the lampposts. Then the wind caught the flag by College Hall and I understood. In place of the stars there was a swastika...
 
Jump #3. Coordinates...
 
Wrong again. I was too hasty in leaving the Nazi world. The settings were not quite right, but I think I know what went wrong now. The very act of my Jumping has created new branches in time and changed the oscillatory time-distance between them. On the shorter Jumps it didn’t matter much, but on the longer ones...
 
I think I finally have the calculations right. This is a pleasant world where I am, and—thanks to Goodman deVeres and his wife—I’ve had the time to think the problem through. It seems the Angevin kings still rule in this world and my host has described what seems like scientific magic. Superstition? Mass delusion? I’d like to stay and study this world, but I’m already a week overdue. Darling Rosa must be frantic with worry. I think of her often.
 
 
The next page was headed “Jump #4” with settings but no narrative entry. This was followed by...
 
 
 
Jump #5. Coordinates unknown.
 
Damn! It didn’t work out right and I was almost killed. This isn’t an experiment any more. Armored samurai in a medieval Philadelphia? Am I getting closer to or farther from Home? I barely escaped them. I rode north on a stolen horse and Jumped as soon as my charge built up. Just in time, too—my heart is still pounding. No time for calculations. I don’t even know what the settings were.
 
Note: the horse Jumped with me. The field must be wider than I thought. A clue to my dilemma? I need peace and quiet to think this out. I could find it with Goodman deVeres. I have the coordinates for his world. But his world isn’t where I left it. When I Jumped, I moved it. Archimedes had nothing on me. Haha. That’s a joke. Why am I bothering with this stupid journal?
 
 
I dreamed of Rosa last night. She was looking for me. I was right beside her but she couldn’t see me. When I awoke, it was still dark. Off to the north there was a glow behind the crest of the hills. City lights? If that is South Mountain, it would be Allentown or Bethlehem on the other side—or their analogs in this world. I should know by next night. So far I haven’t seen anyone; but I must be cautious.
 
 
I’ve plenty of solitude here and now. That slag heap I saw from the mountain must have been Bethlehem, wiped out by a single bomb. The epicenter looked to be about where the steelworks once stood. It happened a long time ago, by the looks of things. Nothing living in the valley but a few scrub plants, insects, and birds.
 
I rode out as fast as I could to put that awful sight behind me. I didn’t dare eat anything. My horse did and is dead for it. Who knows what sort of adaptations have fit the grass for a radioactive environment? I may already have stayed too long. I must Jump, but I daren’t materialize inside a big city. I’ll hike up into the northern hills before I Jump again.
 
 
Knecht turned to the last page. Jump #6. Settings, but no notes. There was a long silence while Knecht digested what he had read. Vonderberge was watching him. Outside, the wind rattled the windows. A nearby lightning strike caused the lights to flicker.
 
“Herr Festungskommandant...”
 
“His last Jump landed him right in your lap out on the Wyoming Trail.”
 
“Herr Festungskommandant...”
 
“And instead of the solitude he sought, he’s gotten solitude of another sort.”
 
“You don’t believe...”
 
“Believe?” Vonderberge slammed his palm down on the desk with unexpected violence. He stood abruptly and walked three quick paces to the window, where he gazed out at the storm. His fingers locked tightly behind his back. “Why not believe?” he whispered, his back to the room. “Somewhere there is a world where Heinrich Vonderberge is not trapped in a border fort on the edge of a war with the lives of others heavy on his back. He is in a laboratory, experimenting with electrical science, and he is happy.”
 
He turned and faced Knecht, self-possessed once more.
 
“What if,” he said. “What if the Pennamite Wars had not turned so vicious? If compromise had been possible? Had they lived, might not Washington and Franklin have forged a strong union, with the General as king and the Doctor as prime minister? Might not such a union have spread west, crushing Sequoyah and Tecumseh and their new Indian states before the British had gotten them properly started? Can you imagine a single government ruling the entire continent?”
 
Knecht said, “No,” but Vonderberge continued without hearing him.
 
“Suppose,” he said, pacing the room, “every time an event happens, several worlds are created. One for each outcome.” He paused and smiled at Knecht. “Suppose Pennsylvania had not intervened in the Partition of New Jersey? No Piney War. New York and Virginia cut us off from the sea. Konrad Schneider does not become a great general, nor Rudi Knecht a famous spy. Somewhere there is such a world. Somewhere...close.
 
“Now suppose further that on one of these...these moeglichwelten a man discovers how to cross from one to another. He tests his equipment, makes many notes, then tries to return. But he fails!”
 
A crash of thunder punctuated the Kommandant’s words. Knecht jumped.
 
“He fails,” Vonderberge continued, “because in the act of jumping he has somehow changed the ‘distance.’ So, on his return, he undershoots. At first, he is not worried. He makes a minor adjustment and tries again. And misses again. And again, and again, and again.”
 
Vonderberge perched on the corner of his desk, his face serious. “Even if there is only one event each year, and each event had but two outcomes, why then in ten years do you know how many worlds there would have to be?”
 
Knecht shook his head dumbly.
 
“A thousand, Rudi, and more. And in another ten years, a thousand for each of those. Time is like a tree; a forest of trees. Always branching. One event a year? Two possible outcomes? Ach! I am a piker! In all of time, how many, many worlds there must be. How to find a single twig in such a forest?”
 
Knecht could think of nothing to say. In the quiet of the office, the storm without seemed louder and more menacing.
 
 
 
In the morning, of course, with the dark storm only muddy puddles, Knecht could dismiss the Kommandant’s remarks as a bad joke. “What if?” was a game for children; a way of regretting the past. Knecht’s alert eye had not missed the row of technofiction books in Vonderberge’s office. “What if?” was a common theme in that genre, Knecht understood.
 
When he came to Kelly’s cell to interrogate the prisoner, he found that others had preceded him. The guard at the cell door came to attention, but favored Knecht with a conspiratorial wink. From within the cell came the sound of angry voices. Knecht listened closely, his ear to the thick, iron door; but he could make out none of the words. He straightened and looked a question at the guard. The latter rolled his eyes heavenward with a look of resigned suffering. Knecht grinned.
 
“So, Johann,” he said. “How long has this been going on?”
 
“Since sun-up,” was the reply. “The Kommandant came in early to talk to the prisoner. He’d been in there an hour when the Hexmajor arrived. Then there was thunder-weather, believe me, sir.” Johann smiled at the thought of two officers bickering.
 
Knecht pulled two cigars from his pocket humidor and offered one to the guard. “Do you suppose it is safe to leave them both locked in together?” He laughed. “We may as well relax while we wait. That is, if you are permitted...”
 
The guard took the cigar. “The Kommandant is more concerned that we are experts in how to shoot our rifles than in how to sneak a smoke.” There was a pause while Knecht lit his cigar. He puffed a moment, then remarked, “This is good leaf. Kingdom of Carolina?”
 
Knecht nodded. He blew out a great cloud of acrid smoke. “You know you should not have allowed either of them in to see the prisoner before me.”
 
“Well, sir. You know that and I know that; but the Hexmajor and the Kommandant, they make their own rules.” The argument in the cell reached a crescendo. Johann flinched. “Unfortunately, they do not make the same rules.”
 
“Hmph. Is your Kommandant always so...impetuous?” He wanted to know Heinrich Vonderberge better; and one way to do that was to question the men who followed him.
 
The guard frowned. “Sir, things may be different in the Scout Corps, but the Kommandant is no fool, in spite of his ways. He always has a reason for what he does. Why, no more than two months ago—this was before you were assigned here—he had us counting the number of pigeons flying north. He plotted it on a daily chart.” Johann laughed at the memory. “Then he sent us out to intercept a raiding party from the Nations. You see, you know how the sachems still allow private war parties? Well...”
 
There was a banging at the cell door and Johann broke off whatever yarn he had been about to spin and opened it. Vonderberge stalked out.
 
“We will see about that!” he snapped over his shoulder, and pushed past Knecht without seeing him. Knecht took his cigar from his mouth and looked from the Kommandant to the doorway. Hexmajor Ochsenfuss stood there, glaring at the Kommandant’s retreating form. “Fool,” the doctor muttered through clenched teeth. Then he noticed Knecht.
 
“And what do you want? My patient is highly agitated. He cannot undergo another grilling.”
 
Knecht smiled pleasantly. “Why, Herr Doctor. He is not your patient until I say so. Until then, he is my prisoner. I found him north of the Mountain. It is my function to interview him.”
 
“He is a sick man, not one of your spies.”
 
“The men I interview are never my spies. I will decide if he is...sick.”
 
“That is a medical decision, not a military one. Have you read his journal? It is the product of a deluded mind.”
 
“If it is what it appears to be. It could also be the product of a clever mind. Madness as a cover for espionage? Kelly would not be the first spy with an outrageous cover.”
 
He walked past the doctor into the cell. Ochsenfuss followed him. Kelly looked up from his cot. He sat on the edge, hands clasped tightly, leaning on his knees. A night’s sleep had not refreshed him. He pointed at Knecht.
 
“I remember you,” he said. “You’re the guy that caught me.”
 
The Hexmajor forestalled Knecht’s reply. “Bitte, Herr Leutnant,” he said in Pennsylvaanish. “You must speak in our own tongue.”
 
“Warum?” Knecht answered, with a glance at Kelly. “The prisoner speaks English, nicht wahr?”
 
“Ah, but he must understand German, at least a little. Either our own dialect or the European. Look at him. He is not from the West, despite his Spanish forename. Their skin color is much darker. Nor is he from Columbia, Cumberland, or the Carolina Kingdom. Their accents are most distinctive. And no white man from Virginia on north could be ignorant of the national tongue of Pennsylvania.”
 
“Nor could any European,” finished Knecht. “Not since 1917, at any rate. I cannot fault your logic, Herr Doctor; but then, why...”
 
“Because for some reason he has suppressed his knowledge of German. He has retreated from reality, built himself fantasy worlds. If we communicate only in Pennsylvaanish as we are doing now, his own desire to communicate will eventually overcome his ‘block’ (as we call it); and the process of drawing him back to the real world will have begun.”
 
Knecht glanced again at the prisoner. “On the other hand, it is my duty to obtain information. If the prisoner will speak in English, then so will I.”
 
“But...”
 
“And I must be alone.” Knecht tapped his lapel insignia meaningfully. The double-X of the Scout Corps.
 
Ochsenfuss pursed his lips. Knecht thought he would argue further, but instead, he shrugged. “Have it your way, then; but remember to treat him carefully. If I am right, he could easily fall into complete withdrawal.” He nodded curtly to Knecht and left.
 
Knecht stared at the closed door. He disliked people who “communicated.” Nor did he think Vonderberge was a fool like Ochsenfuss had said. Still, he reminded himself, the Hexmajor had an impressive list of cures to his credit. Especially of battle fatigue and torture cases. Ochsenfuss was no fool, either.
 
He stuck his cigar back between his teeth. Let’s get this over with, he thought. But he knew it would not be that easy.
 
 
 
Within an hour Knecht knew why the others had quarreled. Kelly could describe his fantasy world and the branching timelines very convincingly. But he had convinced Vonderberge that he was telling the truth and Ochsenfuss that he was mad. The conclusions were incompatible; the mixture, explosive.
 
Kelly spoke freely in response to Knecht’s questions. He held nothing back. At least, the scout reminded himself, he appeared to hold nothing back. But who knew better than Knecht how deceptive such appearances could be?
 
Knecht tried all the tricks of the interrogator’s trade. He came at the same question time after time, from different directions. He hopscotched from question to question. He piled detail on detail. No lie could be perfectly consistent. Contradictions would soon reveal themselves. He was friendly. He was harsh. He put his own words in the prisoner’s mouth to see their effect.
 
None of it worked.
 
If Kelly’s answers were contradictory, Knecht could not say. When the entire story is fantasy, who can find the errors? It was of a piece with the nature of Kelly’s cover. If two facts contradict each other, which is true? Answer: both, but in two different worlds.
 
Frustrated, Knecht decided to let the prisoner simply talk. Silence, too, was an effective tactic. Many a prisoner had said too much simply to fill an awkward silence. He removed fresh cigars from his pocket humidor and offered one to the prisoner, who accepted it gratefully. Knecht clipped the ends and lit them. When they were both burning evenly, he leaned back in the chair. Nothing like a friendly smoke to set the mind at ease. And off-guard.
 
“So, tell me in your own words, then, how you on the Wyoming Trail were found.”
 
Kelly grunted. “I wouldn’t expect the military mind to understand, or even be interested.”
 
Knecht flushed, but he kept his temper under control. “But I am interested, Herr Kelly. You have a strange story to tell. You come from another world. It is not a story I have often encountered.”
 
Kelly looked at him, startled, and unexpectedly laughed. “No, not very often, I would imagine.”
 
“Ach, that is the very problem. Just what would you imagine? Your story is true, or it is false; and if it is false, it is either deliberately so or not. I must know which, so I can take the proper action.”
 
Kelly ran a hand through his hair. “Look. All I want is to get out of here, away from you...military men. Back to Rosa.”
 
“That does not tell me anything. Spy, traveler, or madman, you would say the same.”
 
The prisoner scowled. Knecht waited.
 
“All right,” said Kelly at last. “I got lost. It’s that simple. Sharon tried to tell me that a field trip was premature, but I was so much smarter then. Who would think that the distance from B to A was different than the distance from A to B?”
 
Who indeed? Knecht thought, but he kept the thought to himself. Another contradiction. Except, grant the premise and it wasn’t a contradiction at all.
 
“Sure,” the prisoner’s voice was bitter. “Action requires a force; and action causes reaction. It’s not nice to forget Uncle Isaac.” He looked Knecht square in the eye. “You see, when I Jumped, my world moved, too. Action, reaction. I created multiple versions of it. In one, my equipment worked. In others, it malfunctioned in various ways. Each was slightly displaced from the original location.” He laughed again. “How many people can say they’ve misplaced an entire world?”
 
“I don’t understand,” said Knecht. “Why not two versions of all worlds? When you, ah, Jumped, you could for many different destinations have gone; and in each one, you either arrived, or you did not.”
 
His prisoner looked puzzled. “But that’s not topologically relevant. The Jump occurs in the metacontinuum of the polyverse, so...Ah, hell! Why should I try to convince you?”
 
Knecht sat back and puffed his cigar. Offhand, he could think of several reasons why Kelly should try to convince him.
 
“You see,” the prisoner continued, “there is not an infinity of possible worlds.”
 
Knecht had never thought there was more than one, so he said nothing. Even the idea that there were two would be staggering.
 
“And they are not all different in the same way. Each moment grows out of the past. Oh, say...” He looked at his cigar and smiled. He held it out at arm’s length. “Take this cigar, for instance. If I drop it, it’ll fall to the floor. That is deterministic. So are the rate, the falling time, and the energy of impact. But, I may or may not choose to drop it. That is probabilistic. It is the choice that creates worlds. We are now at a cusp, a bifurcation point on the Thom manifold.” He paused and looked at the cigar. Knecht waited patiently. Then Kelly clamped it firmly between his teeth. “It is far too good a smoke to waste. I chose not to drop it; but there was a small probability that I would have.”
 
Knecht pulled on his moustache, thinking of Vonderberge’s speculations of the previous night. Before he had spoken with Kelly. “So you say that...somewhere...there is a world in which you did?”
 
“Right. It’s a small world, because the probability was small. Temporal cross-section is proportional to a priori probability. But it’s there, close by. It’s a convergent world.”
 
“Convergent.”
 
“Yes. Except for our two memories and some ash on the floor, it is indistinguishable from this world. The differences damp out. Convergent worlds form a ‘rope’ of intertwined timelines. We can Jump back and forth among them easily, inadvertently. The energy needed is low. We could change places with our alternate selves and never notice. The only difference may be the number of grains of sand on Mars. Tomorrow you may find that I remember dropping the cigar; or I might find that you do. We may even argue the point.”
 
“Unconvincingly,” said Knecht sardonically.
 
Kelly chuckled. “True. How could you know what I remember? Still, it happens all the time. The courts are full of people who sincerely remember different versions of reality.”
 
“Or perhaps it is the mind that plays tricks, not the reality.”
 
Kelly flushed and looked away. “That happens, too.”
 
After a moment, Knecht asked, “What has this to do with your becoming lost?”
 
“What? Oh. Simple, really. The number of possible worlds is large, but it’s not infinite. That’s important to remember,” he continued to himself. “Finite. I haven’t checked into Hotel Infinity. I can still find my own room, or at least the right floor.” He stood abruptly and paced the room. Knecht followed him with his eyes.
 
“I don’t have to worry about worlds where Washington and Jefferson instituted a pharaonic monarchy with a divine god-king. Every moment grows out of the previous moment, remember? For that to happen, so much previous history would have had to be different that Washington and Jefferson would never have been born.” He stopped pacing and faced Knecht.
 
“And I don’t have to worry about convergent worlds. If I find the right ‘rope,’ I’ll be all right. Even a parallel world would be fine, as long as it would have Rosa in it.” He frowned. “But it mightn’t. And if it did, she mightn’t know me.”
 
“Parallel?” asked Knecht.
 
Kelly walked to the window and gazed through the bars. “Sure. Change can be convergent, parallel, or divergent. Suppose, oh suppose Isabella hadn’t funded Columbus, but the other Genoese, Giovanni Caboto, who was also pushing for a voyage west. Or Juan de la Cosa. Or the two brothers who captained the Niña and the Pinta. There was no shortage of bold navigators. What practical difference would it have made? A few names are changed in the history books, is all. The script is the same, but different actors play the parts. The differences stay constant.”
 
He turned around. “You or I may have no counterpart in those worlds. They are different ‘ropes.’ Even so, we could spontaneously Jump to one nearby. Benjamin Bathurst, the man who walked behind a horse in plain sight and was never seen again. No one took his place. Judge Crater. Ambrose Bierce. Amelia Earhart. Jimmy Hoffa. The Legion II Augusta. Who knows? Some of them may have Jumped.”
 
Kelly inspected his cigar. “Then there are the cascades. For want of a nail, the shoe was lost. The differences accumulate. The worlds diverge. That was my mistake. Jumping to a cascade world.” His voice was bitter, self-mocking. “Oh, it’ll be simple to find my way back. All I have to do is find the nail.”
 
“The nail?”
 
“Sure. The snowflake that started the avalanche. What could be simpler?” He took three quick steps along the wall, turned, stepped back, and jammed his cigar out in the ashtray. He sat backward, landing on his cot. He put his face in his hands.
 
Knecht listened to his harsh breathing. He remembered what Ochsenfuss had said. If I push him too hard, he could crack. A spy cracks one way; a madman, another.
 
After a while, Kelly looked up again. He smiled. “It’s not that hard, really,” he said more calmly. “I can approximate it closely enough with history texts and logical calculus. That should be good enough to get me back to my own rope. Or at least a nearby one. As long as Rosa is there, it doesn’t matter.” He hesitated and glanced at Knecht. “You’ve confiscated my personal effects,” he said, “but I would like to have her photograph. It was in my wallet. Along with my identification papers,” he added pointedly.
 
Knecht smiled. “I have seen your papers, Herr ‘Professor Doctor’ Kelly. They are very good.”
 
“But...”
 
“But I have drawn others myself just as good.”
 
Kelly shrugged and grinned. “It was worth a try,” he said.
 
Knecht chuckled. He was beginning to like this man. “I suppose it can do no harm,” he said, thinking out loud, “to give you a history text. Surely there gives one here in the fortress. If nothing else, it can keep you amused during the long days. And perhaps it can reacquaint you with reality.”
 
“That’s what the shrink said before.”
 
“The shrink? What...? Oh, I see. The Hexmajor.” He laughed. Then he remembered how Ochsenfuss and Vonderberge had quarreled over this man and he looked at him more soberly. “You understand that you must here stay. Until we know who or what you are. There are three possibilities and only one is to your benefit.” He hesitated a moment, then added, “It gives some here who your story believe, and some not.”
 
Kelly nodded. “I know. Do you believe me?”
 
“Me? I am a scout. I look. I listen. I try to fit pieces together so they make a picture. I take no direct action. No, Herr Kelly. I do not believe you; but neither do I disbelieve you.”
 
Kelly nodded. “Fair enough.”
 
“Do not thank me yet, Herr Kelly. In our first five minutes of talking it is clear to me you know nothing of value of the Wyoming, or the Nations, or anything. In such a case, my official interest in you comes to an end.”
 
“But unofficially...” prompted the other.
 
“Ja.” Knecht rose and walked to the door. “Others begin to have strong opinions about you, for whatever reasons of their own I do not know. Such are the seeds, and I do not like what may sprout. Perhaps this...” He jabbed his cigar at Kelly, suddenly accusing. “You know more than you show. You play-act the hinkle-dreck Quatschkopf. And this, the sowing of discord, may be the very reason for your coming.”
 
He stepped back and considered the prisoner. He gestured broadly, his cigar leaving curlicues of smoke. “I see grave philosophical problems with you, Herr Kelly. We Germans, even we Pennsylvaanish Germans, are a very philosophical people. From what you say there are many worlds, some only trivially different. I do not know why we with infinitely many Kellys are not deluged, each coming from a world almost like your own!”
 
Kelly gasped in surprise. He stood abruptly and turned to the wall, his back to Knecht. “Of course,” he said. “Stupid, stupid, stupid! The transformation isn’t homeomorphic. The topology of the inverse sheaf must not be Hausdorff after all. It may only be a Harris proximity.” He turned to Knecht. “Please, may I have my calculator, the small box with the numbered buttons...No, damn!” He smacked a fist into his left hand. “I ran the batteries down when I was with Goodman deVeres. Some pencils and paper, then?” He looked eager and excited.
 
Knecht grunted in satisfaction. Something he had said had set Kelly thinking. It remained to be seen along which lines those thoughts would run.
 
 
 
Rumors flew over the next few days. A small border fort is their natural breeding ground, and Fox Gap was no exception. Knecht heard through the grapevine that Vonderberge had had the Hexmajor barred from Kelly’s cell; that Ochsenfuss had telegraphed his superiors in Medical Corps and had Vonderberge overruled. Now there was talk that General Schneider himself had entered the dispute, on which side no one knew; but the General had already postponed his scheduled departure for Wind Gap Fortress and a packet bearing his seal had gone by special courier to Oberkommando Pennsylvaanish in Philadelphia City. A serious matter if the General did not trust the security of the military telegraph.
 
The General himself was not talking, not even to Knecht. That saddened the scout more than he had realized it could. Since his talk with the prisoner, Knecht had thought more than once how slender was the chain of chance that had brought Schneider and himself together, the team of scout and strategist that had shepherded the Commonwealth through two major wars and countless border skirmishes.
 
He had dined with the General shortly after submitting his report on Kelly. Dinner was a hearty fare of shnitz un’ knepp, with deutsch-baked corn, followed by shoofly pie. Afterwards, cigars and brandy wine. Talk had turned, as it often did, to the Piney War. Schneider had deprecated his own role.
 
“What could I do, Rudi?” he asked. “A stray cannon shot and both Kutz and Rittenhouse were dead. I felt the ball go by me, felt the wind on my face. A foot the other way would have deprived this very brandy of being so thoroughly enjoyed today. Suddenly, I was Commander of the Army of the Delaware, with my forces scattered among the Wachtungs. Rittenhouse had always been the tight-lipped sort. I had no idea what his plans had been. So I studied his dispositions and our intelligence on Enemy’s dispositions, and...” A shrug. “I improvised.”
 
Knecht lifted his glass in salute. “Brilliantly, as always.”
 
Schneider grinned through his bushy white mutton-chop whiskers. “We mustn’t forget who secured that intelligence for me. Brilliance cannot improvise on faulty data. You have never failed me.”
 
Knecht flushed. “Once I did.”
 
“Tcha!” The General waved his hand in dismissal. “The nine hundred ninety-nine other times make me forget the once. Only you constantly remember.”
 
Knecht remembered how once he had misplaced an entire regiment of Virginia Foot. It was not where he had left it, but somewhere else entirely. General Schneider, except that he had been Brigadier Schneider, had salvaged the situation and had protected him from Alois Kutz’s anger. He had learned something about Konrad Schneider then: The General never let the short-term interfere with the long-term. He would not sacrifice the future on the whim of the moment. It had been such a simple error. He had improperly identified the terrain. The Appalachian Mountains of western Virginia looked much the same from ridge to ridge.
 
Or was it so simple? He recalled his discussion with the prisoner, Kelly. Ich biete Ihre Entschuldigung, Herr Brigadier, he imagined himself saying, but I must have slipped over into a parallel universe. In my timeline, the Rappahannock Guards were on the north side of the river, not the south.
 
No, it wouldn’t work. To believe it meant chaos: A world without facts. A world where lies hid among multiple truths. And what did the General think? What did Konrad Schneider make of Kelly’s tale?
 
Knecht swirled the brandy in his snifter. He watched his reflection dance on the blood-red liquid. “Tell me, Konrad, have you read my report on the prisoner?”
 
“Ja, I have.”
 
“And what did you think?”
 
“It was a fine report, Rudi. As always.”
 
“No. I meant what did you think of the prisoner’s story?”
 
The General lifted his glass to his lips and sipped his brandy. Knecht had seen many men try to avoid answers and recognized all the tactics. Knecht frowned and waited for an answer he knew he could not trust. For as long as Knecht could remember Schneider had been his leader. From the day he had left his father’s house, he had followed Colonel, then Brigadier, then General Schneider, and never before had he been led astray. There was an emptiness in him now. He bit the inside of his cheek so that he could feel something, even pain.
 
Schneider finished his slow, careful sip and set his glass down. He shrugged broadly, palms up. “How could I know? Vonderberge tells me one thing; Ochsenfuss, another. You, in your report, tell me nothing.”
 
Knecht bristled. “There is not enough data to reach a conclusion,” he protested.
 
Schneider shook his head. “No, no. I meant no criticism. You are correct, as always. Yet, our friends have reached conclusions. Different conclusions, to be sure, but we don’t know which is correct.” He paused. “Of course, he might be a spy.”
 
“If he is, he is either a very bad one, or a very, very good one.”
 
“And all we know is...What? He loves Rosa and does not love the military. He has some peculiar documents and artifacts and he believes he comes from another world, full of marvelous gadgets....”
 
“Correction, Herr General. He says he believes he came from another world. There is a difference.”
 
“Hmph. Ja, you are right again. What is it you always say? The map is not the territory. The testimony is not the fact. Sometimes I envy our friends their ability to reach such strong convictions on so little reflection. You and I, Rudi, we are always beset by doubts, eh?”
 
Knecht made a face. “If so, Konrad, your doubts have never kept you from acting.”
 
The General stared at him a moment. Then he roared with laughter, slapping his thigh. “Oh, yes, you are right, Rudi. What should I do without you? You know me better than I know myself. There are two kinds of doubts, nicht wahr? One says: What is the right thing to do? The other says: Have I done the right thing? But, to command means to decide. I have never fought a battle but that a better strategy has come to mind a day or two later. But where would we be had I waited? Eh, Rudi? The second sort of doubt, Rudi. That is the sort of doubt a commander must have. Never the first sort. And never certainty. Both are disasters.”
 
“And what of Kelly?”
 
The General reached for his brandy once more. “I will have both the Hexmajor and the Kommandant interview him. Naturally, each will be biased, but in different ways. Between them, we may learn the truth of it.” He paused thoughtfully, pursing his lips. “Sooner or later, one will concede the matter. We need not be hasty. No, not hasty at all.” He drank the last of his brandy.
 
“And myself?”
 
Schneider looked at him. He smiled. “You cannot spend so much time on only one man, one who is almost surely not an enemy agent. You have your spies, scouts, and rangers to supervise. Intelligence to collate. Tell me, Rudi, what those fat knick patroons are planning up in Albany. Have the Iroquois joined them, too? Are they dickering with the Lee brothers to make it a two-front war? I must know these things if I am to...improvise. Our situation is grave. Forget Kelly. He is not important.”
 
 
 
After he left the General, Knecht took a stroll around the parapet, exchanging greetings with the sentries. Schneider could not have announced more clearly that Kelly was important. But why? And why keep him out of it?
 
Fox Gap was a star-fort and Knecht’s wanderings had taken him to one of the points of the star. From there, defensive fire could enfilade any attacking force. He leaned his elbows on a gun port and gazed out at the nighttime forest farther down the slope of the mountain. The sky was crisp and clear as only autumn skies could be, and the stars were brilliantly close.
 
The forest was a dark mass, a deeper black against the black of night. The wind soughed through the maple and elm and birch. The sound reached him, a dry whisper, like crumpling paper. Soon it would be the Fall. The leaves were dead; all the life had been sucked out of them.
 
He sighed. General Schneider had just as clearly ordered him away from Kelly. He had never disobeyed an order. Angrily, he threw a shard of masonry from the parapet wall. It crashed among the treetops below and a sentry turned sharply and shouted a challenge. Embarrassed, Knecht turned and left the parapet.
 
Once back in his own quarters, Knecht pondered the dilemma of Kelly. His room was spartan. Not much more comfortable, he thought, than Kelly’s cell. A simple bed, a desk and chair, a trunk. Woodcuts on the wall: heroic details of long-forgotten battles. An anonymous room, suitable for a roving scout. Next month, maybe, a different room at a different fort.
 
So what was Kelly? Knecht couldn’t see but three possibilities. A clever spy, a madman, or the most pitiful refugee ever. But, as a spy he was not credible; his story was unbelievable, and he simply did not talk like a madman.
 
And where does that leave us, Rudi? Nowhere. Was there a fourth possibility? It didn’t seem so.
 
Knecht decided it was time for a pipe. Cigars were for talk; pipes for reflection. He stepped to the window of his room as he lit it. The pipe was very old. It had belonged to his grandfather, and a century of tobacco had burned its flavor into the bowl. His grandfather had given it to him the night before he had left home forever, when he had confided his plans to the old man, confident of his approval. He had been, Knecht remembered, about Kelly’s age at the time. An age steeped in certainties.
 
Spy, madman, or refugee? If the first, good for me; because I caught him. If the second, good for him; because he will be cared for. He puffed. For two of the three possibilities, custody was the best answer; the only remaining question being what sort of custody. And those two choices were like the two sides of a coin: they used up all probability between them. Heads I win, Herr Kelly, and tails you lose. It is a cell for you either way. That is obvious.
 
So then, why am I pacing this room in the middle of the night, burning my best leaf and tasting nothing?
 
Because, Rudi, there is just the chance that the coin could land on its edge. If Kelly’s outrageous tale were true, custody would not be the best answer. It would be no answer at all.
 
Ridiculous. It could not be true. He took the pipe from his mouth. The warmth of the bowl in his hand comforted him. Knecht had concluded tentatively that Kelly was no spy. That meant Ochsenfuss was right. Knecht could see that. It had been his own first reaction on reading the notebook. But he could also see why Vonderberge believed otherwise. The man’s outlook and Kelly’s amiable and sincere demeanor had combined to produce belief.
 
It was Schneider that bothered him. Schneider had not decided. Knecht was certain of that. And that meant...What? With madness so obvious, Schneider saw something else. Knecht had decided nothing because he was only interested in spies. Beyond that, what Kelly was or was not meant nothing.
 
Even if his tale is true, he thought, it is none of my concern. My task is done. I have taken in a suspicious stranger under suspicious circumstances. It is for higher authorities to puzzle it out. Why should I care what the answer is?
 
Because, Rudi, it was you who brought him here.
 
 
 
Knecht learned from Johann the guard that Vonderberge spent the mornings with Kelly, and Ochsenfuss, the afternoons. So when Knecht brought the history book to the cell a few days later, he did so at noon, when no one else was about. He had made it a habit to stop by for a few minutes each day.
 
He nodded to Johann as he walked down the cell block corridor. “I was never here, soldier,” he said. Johann’s face took on a look of obligingly amiable unawareness.
 
Kelly was eating lunch, a bowl of thick rivel soup. He had been provided with a table, which was now littered with scribbled pages. Knecht recognized the odd equations of Kelly’s “logical calculus.” He handed the prisoner the text: “The History of North America.” Kelly seized it eagerly and leafed through it.
 
“Thanks, lieutenant,” he said. “The shrink brought me one, too; but it’s in German and I couldn’t make sense of it.”
 
“Pennsylvaanish,” Knecht corrected him absently. He was looking at the other book. It was thick and scholarly. A good part of each page consisted of footnotes. He shuddered and put it down.
 
“What?”
 
“Pennsylvaanish,” he repeated. “It is a German dialect, but it is not Hochdeutsch. It is Swabian with some English mixed in. The spelling makes different sometimes. A visitor from the Second Reich would find it nearly unintelligible, but...” An elaborate shrug. “What can one expect from a Prussian?”
 
Kelly laughed. He put his soup bowl aside, finished. “How did that happen?” he asked. “I mean, you folks speaking, ah, Pennsylvaanish?”
 
Knecht raised an eyebrow. “Because we are Pennsylvanians.”
 
“So were Franklin, Dickinson, and Tom Penn.”
 
“Ah, I see what you are asking. It is simple. Even so far back as the War Against the English the majority of Pennsylvanians were Deutsch, German-speakers. So high was the feeling against the English—outside of Philadelphia City, that is—that the Assembly German the official language made. Later, after the Revolution in Europe, many more from Germany came. They were fleeing the Prussians and Austrians.”
 
“And from nowhere else? No Irish? No Poles, Italians, Russian Jews? ‘I lift my lamp beside the golden door.’ What happened to all of that?”
 
“I don’t understand. Ja, some came from other countries. There were Welsh and Scots-Irish here even before the War. Others came later. A few, not many. Ranger Oswoski’s grandparents were Polish. But, when they come here, then Pennsylvaanish they must learn.”
 
“I suppose with America so balkanized, it never seemed such a land of opportunity.”
 
“I don’t understand that, either. What is ‘balkanized’?”
 
Kelly tapped with his pencil on the table. “No,” he said slowly, “I suppose you wouldn’t.” He aimed the pencil at the history book. “Let me read this. Maybe I’ll be able to explain things better.”
 
“I hope you find in it what you need.”
 
Kelly grinned, all teeth. “An appropriately ambiguous wish, lieutenant. ‘What I need.’ That could mean anything. But, thank you. I think I will.” He hesitated a moment. “And, uh, thanks for the book, too. You’ve been a big help. You’re the only one who comes here and listens to me. I mean, really listens.”
 
Knecht smiled. He opened the door, but turned before leaving. “But, Herr Kelly,” he said. “It is my job to listen.”
 
 
 
Knecht’s work absorbed him for several days. Scraps of information filtered in from several quarters. He spent long hours in his office going over them, separating rumor from fact from possible fact. Sometimes, he sent a man out to see for himself and waited in nervous uncertainty until the pigeons flew back. Each night, he threw himself into his rack exhausted. Each morning, there was a new stack of messages.
 
He moved pins about in his wall map. Formations whose bivouac had been verified. Twice he telegraphed the Southern Command using his personal code to discover what the scouts down along the Monongahela had learned. Slowly, the spaces filled in. The pins told a story. Encirclement.
 
Schneider came in late one evening. He stood before the map and studied it for long minutes in silence. Knecht sipped his coffee, watching. The General drew his forefinger along the northwestern frontier. There were no pins located in Long House territory. “Curious,” he said aloud, as if to himself. Knecht smiled. Five rangers were already out trying to fill in that gap. Schneider would have his answer soon enough.
 
Knecht had almost forgotten Kelly. There had been no more time for his noontime visits. Then, one morning he heard that Vonderberge and Ochsenfuss had fought in the officers’ club. Words had been exchanged, then blows. Not many, because the Chief Engineer had stopped them. It wasn’t clear who had started it, or even how it had started. It had gotten as far as it had only because the other officers present had been taken by surprise. Neither man had been known to brawl before.
 
Knecht was not surprised by the fight. What did surprise him was that Schneider took no official notice of the fight.
 
Something was happening. Knecht did not know what it was, but he was determined to find out. He decided to do a little intramural spy work of his own.
 
 
 
Knecht found the Hexmajor later that evening. He was sitting alone at a table in the officers’ club, sipping an after-dinner liqueur from a thin glass, something Knecht found vaguely effeminate. He realized he was taking a strong personal dislike to the man. Compared to Vonderberge, Ochsenfuss was haughty and cold. Elegant, Knecht thought, watching the man drink. That was the word: elegant. Knecht himself liked plain, blunt-spoken men. But scouts, he told himself firmly, must observe what is, not what they wish to see. The bar orderly handed him a beer stein and he strolled casually to Ochsenfuss’ table.
 
“Ah, Herr Doctor,” he said smiling. “How goes it with the prisoner?”
 
“It goes,” said Ochsenfuss, “but slowly.”
 
Knecht sat without awaiting an invitation. He thought he saw a brief glimmer of surprise in the other’s face, but the Hexmajor quickly recovered his wooden expression. Knecht was aware that Vonderberge, at a corner table, had paused in his conversation with the Chief Engineer and was watching them narrowly.
 
“A shame the treatment cannot go speedier,” he told Ochsenfuss.
 
A shrug. “Under such circumstances, the mind must heal itself.”
 
“I remember your work with Ranger Harrison after we rescued him from the Senecas.”
 
Ochsenfuss sipped his drink. “I recall the case. Torture does things to a man’s mind; worse in many ways than what it does to his body.”
 
“May I ask how you are treating Kelly?”
 
“You may.”
 
There was a long silence. Then Knecht said, “How are you treating him?” He could not detect the slightest hint of a smile on the doctor’s face. He was surprised. Ochsenfuss had not seemed inclined to humor of any sort.
 
“I am mesmerizing him,” he said. “Then I allow him to talk about his fantasies. In English,” he admitted grudgingly. “I ply him for details. Then, when he is in this highly suggestible state, I point out the contradictions in his thinking.”
 
“Contradictions...” Knecht let the word hang in the air.
 
“Oh, many things. Heavier-than-air flying machines: a mathematical impossibility. Radio, communication without connecting wires: That is action at a distance, also impossible. Then there is his notion that a single government rules the continent, from Columbia to New England and from Pontiac to Texas. Why, the distances and geographical barriers make the idea laughable.
 
“I tell him these things while he is mesmerized. My suggestions lodge in what we call the subconscious and gradually make his fantasies less credible to his waking mind. Eventually he will again make contact with reality.”
 
“Tell me something, Herr Doctor.”
 
They both turned at the sound of the new voice. It was Vonderberge. He stood belligerently, his thumbs hooked in his belt. He swayed slightly and Knecht could smell alcohol on his breath. Knecht frowned unhappily.
 
Ochsenfuss blinked. “Yes, Kommandant,” he said blandly. “What is it?”
 
“I have read that by mesmerization one can also implant false ideas.”
 
Ochsenfuss smiled. “I have heard that at carnival sideshows, the mesmerist may cause members of the audience to believe that they are ducks or some such thing.”
 
“I was thinking of something more subtle than that.”
 
The Hexmajor’s smile did not fade, but it seemed to freeze. “Could you be more specific.”
 
Vonderberge leaned towards them. “I mean,” he said lowly, “the obliteration of true memories and their replacement with false ones.”
 
Ochsenfuss tensed. “No reputable hexdoctor would do such a thing.”
 
Vonderberge raised a palm. “I never suggested such a thing, either. I only asked if it were possible.”
 
Ochsenfuss paused before answering. “It is. But the false memories would inevitably conflict with a thousand others and, most importantly, with the evidence of the patient’s own senses. The end would be psychosis. The obliteration of false memories, however...”
 
Vonderberge nodded several times, as if the Hexmajor had confirmed a long-standing belief. “I see. Thank you, Doctor.” He turned and looked at Knecht. He touched the bill of his cap. “Rudi,” he said in salutation, then turned and left.
 
Ochsenfuss watched him go. “There is a man who could benefit from therapy. He would reject reality if he could.”
 
Knecht remembered Vonderberge’s outburst in his office during the storm. He remembered too, the map in his own office. “So might we all,” he said. “Reality is none too pleasant these days. General Schneider believes...”
 
“General Schneider,” interrupted Ochsenfuss, “believes what he wants to believe. But truth is not always what we want, is it?” He looked away, his eyes focused on the far wall. “Nor always what we need.” He took another sip of his liqueur and set the glass down. “I am not such a fool as he seems to think. For all that he primes me with questions to put to Kelly, and the interest he shows in my reports, he still has not decided what to do with my patient. He should be in hospital, in Philadelphia.”
 
For the briefest moment, Knecht thought he meant Schneider should be in hospital. When he realized the confusion, he laughed. Ochsenfuss looked at him oddly and Knecht took a pull on his mug to hide his embarrassment.
 
“If I could use mescal or peyote to heighten his suggestibility,” Ochsenfuss continued to no one in particular. “Or if I could keep our friend the Kommandant away from my patient....” He studied his drink in silence, then abruptly tossed it off. He looked at his watch and waved off a hovering orderly. “Well, things cannot go on as they are. Something must break.” He laughed and rose from the table. “At least there are a few of us who take a hard-headed and practical view of the world, eh, Leutnant?” He patted Knecht on the arm and left.
 
Knecht watched him go. He took another drink of beer and wiped the foam from his lips with his sleeve, thinking about what the Hexmajor had said.
 
 
 
A few days later, a carrier pigeon arrived and Knecht rode out to meet its sender at a secret rendezvous deep inside Wyoming. Such meetings were always risky, but his agent had spent many years working her way into a position of trust. It was a mask that would be dropped if she tried to leave the country. Knecht wondered what the information was. Obviously more than could be entrusted to a pigeon.
 
But she never came to the rendezvous. Knecht waited, then left a sign on a certain tree that he had been there and gone. He wondered what had happened. Perhaps she had not been able to get away after all. Or perhaps she had been unmasked and quietly executed. Like many of the old-style Quakers, Abigail Fox had learned English at her mother’s knee and spoke without an accent; but one never knew what trivial detail would prove fatal.
 
Knecht chewed on his moustache as he rode homeward. He had not seen Abby for a long time. Now he didn’t know if he would ever see her again. The worst part would be never knowing what had happened. Knecht hated not knowing things. That’s why he was a good scout. Even bad news was better than no news.
 
Well, perhaps another pigeon would arrive, explaining everything, arranging another rendezvous. But how could you be sure, Rudi, that it really came from her? Spies have been broken before, and codes with them. One day, he knew, he would ride out to a meeting and not come back. He felt cold and empty. He slapped his horse on the rump and she broke into a trot. He was afraid of death, but he would not send others to do what he would not.
 
It had been two weeks to rendezvous and back and Schneider was still at Fox Gap when Knecht returned. The rumors had grown up thick for harvesting. Between the front gate and the stables five soldiers and two officers asked him if a command shake-up were coming. His friendship with the General was well-known, and why else would Schneider stay on?
 
Why else, indeed. Kelly. Knecht was certain of it, but the why still eluded him.
 
 
 
Catching up on his paperwork kept Knecht at his desk until well after dark. When he had finished, he made his way to Vonderberge’s quarters. Knecht’s thought was to pay a “social call” and guide the conversation around to the subject of Kelly. Once he arrived, however, he found himself with some other officers, drinking dark beer and singing badly to the accompaniment of the Chief Engineer’s equally bad piano playing. It was, he discovered, a weekly ritual among the permanent fortress staff.
 
Ochsenfuss was not there, but that did not surprise him.
 
He was reluctant to bring up the business of the prisoner in front of the other officers, so he planned to be the last to leave. But Vonderberge and the Fortress Staff proved to have a respectable capacity for drinking and singing and Knecht outlasted them only by cleverly passing out in the corner, where he was overlooked when Vonderberge ushered the others out.
 
 
 
“Good morning, Rudi.”
 
Knecht opened his eyes. The light seared his eyes and the top of his head fell off and shattered on the floor. “Ow,” he said.
 
“Very eloquent, Rudi.” Vonderberge leaned over him, looking impossibly cheerful. “That must be some hangover.”
 
Knecht winced. “You can’t get hangovers from beer.”
 
Vonderberge shrugged. “Have it your way.” He held out a tall glass. “Here, drink this.”
 
He sniffed the drink warily. It was dark and red and pungent. “What is it?” he asked suspiciously.
 
“Grandmother Vonderberge’s Perfect Cure for Everything. It never fails.”
 
“But what’s in it?”
 
“If I told you, you wouldn’t drink it. Go ahead. Grandmother was a wise old bird. She outlasted three husbands.”
 
Knecht drank. He shuddered and sweat broke out on his forehead. “Small wonder,” he gasped. “She probably fed them this.”
 
Vonderberge chuckled and took the glass back. “You were in fine form last night. Fine form. Who is Abby?”
 
Knecht looked at him. “Why?”
 
“You kept drinking toasts to her.”
 
He looked away, into the distance. “She was...someone I knew.”
 
“Like that, eh?” Vonderberge grinned. Knecht did not bother to correct him.
 
“You should socialize more often, Rudi,” continued the Kommandant. “You’ll find we’re not such bad sorts. You have a good baritone. It gave the staff a fuller sound.” Vonderberge gestured broadly to show how full the sound had been. “We need the higher registers, though. I’ve thought of having Heinz and Zuckerman gelded. What do you think?”
 
Knecht considered the question. “Where do they stand on the promotion list?”
 
Vonderberge looked at him sharply. He grinned. “You are beginning to show a sense of humor, Rudi. A sense of humor.”
 
Knecht snorted. He was easily twenty years the Kommandant’s senior. He knew jokes that had been old and wrinkled before Vonderberge had been born. He recalled suddenly that Abigail Fox had been an alto. There were other memories, too; and some empty places where there could have been memories, but weren’t. Ach, for what might have been! It wasn’t right for spymaster and spy to be too close. He wondered if Kelly had a world somewhere where everything was different.
 
 
 
Vonderberge had his batman serve breakfast in rather than go to the mess. He invited Knecht to stay and they talked over eggs, scrapple, and coffee. Knecht did not have to lead into the subject of Kelly because Vonderberge raised it himself. He unrolled a sheet of paper onto the table after the batman had cleared it, using the salt and pepper mills to hold down the curled ends.
 
“Let me show you,” he said, “what bothers me about Kelly’s world.”
 
A great many things about Kelly’s world bothered Knecht, not the least of which was the fact that there was no evidence it even existed; but he put on a polite face and listened attentively. Was Vonderberge beginning to have doubts?
 
The Kommandant pointed to the sheet. Knecht saw that it was a table of inventions, with dates and inventors. Some of the inventions had two dates and two inventors, in parallel columns.
 
“Next to each invention,” said Vonderberge, “I’ve written when and by whom it was invented. The first column is our world; the second, Kelly’s, as nearly as he can remember. Do you notice anything?”
 
Knecht glanced at the list. “Several things,” he replied casually. “There are more entries in the second column, most of the dates are earlier, and a few names appear in both columns.”
 
Vonderberge blinked and looked at him. Knecht kept his face composed.
 
“You’re showing off, aren’t you, Rudi?”
 
“I’ve spent a lifetime noticing details on documents.”
 
“But do you see the significance? The inventions came earlier and faster in Kelly’s world. Look how they gush forth after 1870! Why? How could they have been so much more creative? In the early part of the list, many of the same men are mentioned in both columns, so it is not individual genius. Look...” His forefinger searched the first column. “The electrical telegraph was invented, when? In 1875, by Edison. In Kelly’s world, it was invented in the 1830s, by a man named Morse.”
 
“The painter?”
 
“Apparently the same man. Why didn’t he invent it here? And see what Edison did in Kelly’s world: The electrical light, the moving picture projector, dozens of things we never saw until the 1930s.”
 
Knecht pointed to an entry. “Plastics,” he said. “We discovered them first.” He wondered what “first” meant in this context.
 
“That is the exception that proves the rule. There are others. Daguerre’s photographic camera, Foucault’s gyroscope. They are the same in both worlds. But overall there is a pattern. Not an occasional marvel, every now and then; but a multitude, every year! By 1920, in Kelly’s world, steamships, heavier-than-air craft, railroads, voice telegraphy with and without wires, horseless carriages, they were old hat. Here, they are still wonders. Or wondered about.”
 
Inventions and gadgets, decided Knecht. Those were Vonderberge’s secret passion, and Kelly had described a technological faerieland. No wonder the Kommandant was entranced. Knecht was less in awe, himself. He had seen the proud ranks of the 18th New York mowed down like corn by the Pennsylvaanish machine guns at the Battle of the Raritan. And he had not forgotten what Kelly had written in his notebook: There were bombs that destroyed whole cities.
 
Vonderberge sighed and rolled up his list. He tied a cord around it. “It is difficult, Rudi,” he said. “Very difficult. Your General, he only wants to hear about the inventions. He does not wonder why there are so many. Yet, I feel that this is an important question.”
 
“Can’t Kelly answer it?”
 
“He might. He has come close to it on several occasions; but he is...confused. Ochsenfuss sees to that.”
 
Knecht noticed how Vonderberge’s jaw set. The Kommandant’s usual bantering tone was missing.
 
Vonderberge pulled a watch from his right pants pocket and studied its face. “It is time for my appointment with Kelly. Why don’t you come with me. I’d like your opinion on something.”
 
“On what?”
 
“On Kelly.”
 
 
 
Knecht sat backward on a chair in the corner of the cell, leaning his arms on the back. A cigar was clamped tightly between his teeth. It had gone out, but he had not bothered to relight it. He watched the proceedings between Kelly and Vonderberge. So far, he did not like what he had seen.
 
Kelly spoke hesitantly. He seemed distracted and lapsed into frequent, uncomfortable silences. The papers spread out on his table were blank. No new equations. Just doodles of flowers. Roses, they looked like.
 
“Think, Kelly,” Vonderberge pleaded. “We were talking of this only yesterday.”
 
Kelly pursed his lips and frowned. “Were we? Ja, you’re right. I think we did. I thought it was a dream.”
 
“It was not a dream. It was real. You said you thought the Victorian Age was the key. What was the Victorian Age?”
 
Kelly looked puzzled. “Victorian Age? Are you sure?”
 
“Yes. You mentioned Queen Victoria...”
 
“She was never Queen, though.”
 
Vonderberge clucked impatiently. “That was in this world,” he said. “In your world it must have been different.”
 
“In my world...” It was half a statement, half a question. Kelly closed his eyes, hard. “I have such headaches, these days. It’s hard to remember things. It’s all confused.”
 
Vonderberge turned to Knecht. “You see the problem?”
 
Knecht removed his cigar. “The problem,” he said judiciously, “is the source of his confusion.”
 
Vonderberge turned back to Kelly. “I think we both know who that is.”
 
Kelly was losing touch, Knecht thought. That was certain. But was he losing touch with reality, or with fantasy?
 
“Wait!” Kelly’s eyes were still closed but his hand shot out and gripped Vonderberge’s wrist. “The Victorian Age. That was the time from the War Between the States to World War I.” He opened his eyes and looked at Vonderberge. “Am I right?”
 
Vonderberge threw his hands up. “Tchah! Why are you asking me?”
 
Knecht chewed thoughtfully on his cigar. World wars? And they were numbered?
 
“What has this ‘Victorian Age’ to do with your world’s inventiveness?”
 
Kelly stared at a space in the air between them. He rapped rhythmically on the table with his knuckles. “Don’t push it,” he said. “I might lose the...Yes. I can hear Tom’s voice explaining it.” The eyes were unfocused. Knecht wondered what sort of mind heard voices talking to it. “We were just BS’ing. Sharon, Tom, and...a girl, and I. The subject came up, but in a different context.”
 
They waited patiently for Kelly to remember.
 
“Critical mass!” he said suddenly. “That was it. The rate at which new ideas are generated depends in part on the accumulation of past ideas. The more there are, the more ways they can be combined and modified. Then, boom,” he gestured with his hands. “An explosion.” He laughed shrilly; sobered instantly. “That’s what happened during the Victorian Age. That’s what’s happening now, but slower.”
 
A slow explosion? The idea amused Knecht. “Why slower?” he asked.
 
“Because of the barriers! Ideas must circulate freely if they’re to trigger new ones. The velocity of ideas is as important to culture and technology as, as the velocity of money is to the economy. The United States would have been the largest free trade zone in the world. The second largest was England. Not even the United Kingdom, just England. Can you imagine? Paying a toll or a tariff every few miles?”
 
“What has commerce to do with ideas?” asked Vonderberge.
 
“It’s the traveling people who carry ideas from place to place. The merchants, sailors, soldiers. At least until an international postal system is established. And radio. And tourism.”
 
“I see...”
 
“But look at the barriers we have to deal with! The largest nation on the Atlantic seaboard is what? The Carolina Kingdom. Some of the Indian states are larger, but they don’t have many people. How far can you travel before you pay a tariff? Or run into a foreign language like English or Choctaw or French? Or into a military patrol that shoots first and asks questions later? No wonder we’re so far behind!”
 
Knecht pulled the cigar from his mouth. “We?” he asked. Vonderberge turned and gave him an anxious glance, so he, too, had noticed the shift in Kelly’s personal pronoun.
 
The prisoner was flustered. “You,” he said. “I meant ‘you.’ Your rate of progress is slower. I...”
 
Knecht forestalled further comment. “No, never mind. A slip of the tongue, ja?”
He smiled to show he had dismissed the slip. He knew it was important; though in what way he was not yet sure. He took a long puff on his cigar. “Personally, I have never thought our progress slow. The horseless carriage was invented, what? 1920-something, in Dusseldorf. In less than fifty years you could find some in all the major cities. Last year, two nearly collided on the streets of Philadelphia! Soon every well-to-do family will have one.”
 
The prisoner laughed. It was a great belly laugh that shook him and shook him until it turned imperceptibly into a sob. He squeezed his eyes tight.
 
“There was a man,” he said distantly. “Back in my hometown of Longmont, Colorado.” He opened his eyes and looked at them. “That would be in Nuevo Aztlan, if it existed, which it doesn’t and never has...” He paused and shook his head, once, sharply, as if to clear it. “Old Mr. Brand. I was just a kid, but I remember when the newspapers and TV came around. When Old Brand was a youngster, he watched his dad drive a stagecoach. Before he died, he watched his son fly a space shuttle.” He looked intently at Knecht. “And you think it is wonderful that a few rich people have hand-built cars after half a century?”
 
He laughed again; but this time the laugh was brittle. They watched him for a moment, and the laugh went on and on. Then Vonderberge leaned forward and slapped him sharply, twice.
 
Knecht chewed his moustache. What the prisoner said made some sense. He could see how technological progress—and social change with it—was coupled with free trade and the free exchange of ideas. Yet, he wasn’t at all sure that it was necessarily a good thing. There was a lot to be said for stability and continuity. He blew a smoke ring. He wondered if Kelly were a social radical, driven mad by his inability to instigate change, who had built himself a fantasy world in which change ran amok. That made sense, too.
 
He glanced at his cigar, automatically timing the ash. A good cigar should burn at least five minutes before the ash needed knocking off.
 
Suddenly, he felt a tingling in his spine. He looked at the cigar as if it had come alive in his hand. It had gone out—he remembered that clearly. Now, it was burning, and he could not recall relighting it. He looked at the ashtray. Yes, a spent match. I relit it, of course. It was such an automatic action that I paid it no mind. That was one explanation. It was his memory playing tricks, not his reality. But the tingling in his spine did not stop.
 
He looked at Kelly, then he carefully laid his cigar in the ashtray to burn itself out.
 
“You just wait, though,” Kelly was saying to Vonderberge. “Our curve is starting up, too. It took us longer, but we’ll be reaching critical mass soon. We’re maybe a hundred years off the pace. About where the other...where my world was just before the world wars.”
 
That simple pronouncement filled Knecht with a formless dread. He watched the smoke from his smoldering cigar and saw how it rose, straight and true, until it reached a breaking point. There, it changed abruptly into a chaos of turbulent streamers, swirling at random in the motionless air. Then we could do the same, he thought. Fight worldwide wars.
 
 
 
Afterwards, Knecht and Vonderberge spoke briefly as they crossed the parade ground. The sun was high in the sky, but the air held the cool of autumn. Knecht was thoughtful, his mind on his cigar, on alternate realities, on the suddenness with which stability could turn to chaos.
 
“You saw it, didn’t you?” asked Vonderberge.
 
For a moment he thought the Kommandant meant his mysteriously relit cigar. “Saw what?” he replied.
 
“Kelly. He has difficulty remembering his own world. He becomes confused, disoriented, melancholy.”
 
“Is he always so?”
 
“Today was better than most. Sometimes I cannot stop his weeping.”
 
“I have never heard him talk so long without mentioning his Rosa.”
 
“Ah, you noticed that, too. But three days ago he was completely lucid and calculated columns of figures. Settings, he said, for his machine. They take into account, ah...‘many-valued inverse functions.’” Vonderberge smiled. “Whatever that means. And, if he ever sees his machine again.”
 
“His machine,” said Knecht. “Has anyone handled it?”
 
“No,” said Vonderberge. “Ochsenfuss doesn’t think it matters. It’s just a collection of knobs and wires.”
 
“And you?”
 
“Me?” Vonderberge looked at him. “I’m afraid to.”
 
“Yet, its study could be most rewarding.”
 
“A true scout. But if we try, four things could happen and none of them good.”
 
Knecht tugged on his moustache. “We could open it up and find that it is an obvious fake, that it couldn’t possibly work.”
 
“Could we? How would it be obvious? We would still wonder whether the science were so advanced that we simply did not understand how to work it. Like a savage with a steam engine.” The Kommandant was silent for a moment.
 
“That’s one. You said four things could happen.”
 
“The other three assume the machine works.” He held up his fingers to count off his points. “Two: In our ignorance, we damage it irreparably, marooning Kelly forever. Three: We injure ourselves by some sort of shock or explosion.”
 
“And four?”
 
“Four: We transport ourselves unwittingly to another world.”
 
“A slim possibility, that.”
 
Vonderberge shrugged; “Perhaps. But the penalty for being wrong is...”
 
“Excessive,” agreed Knecht dryly.
 
“I did examine his ‘calculator,’ you know.”
 
Knecht smiled to himself. He had wondered if the Kommandant had done that, too. Knecht had learned little from it, himself.
 
“It was fine work: the molded plastic, the tiny buttons, the intricate circuits and parts.”
 
“Not beyond the capabilities of any competent electrosmith.”
 
“What! Did you see how small the batteries were? And the, what did he call them? The chips? How can you say that?”
 
“I didn’t mean we could build a calculating engine so small. But, is it a calculating engine? Did you see it function? No. Kelly says the batteries have gone dead. Which is convenient for him. Our regimental electrosmith could easily construct a copy that does the same thing: mainly, nothing.”
 
Vonderberge stopped and held him by the arm. “Tell me, Rudi. Do you believe Kelly or not?”
 
“I...” Well, did he? The business with the cigar was too pat. It seemed important only because of Kelly’s toying with another cigar a few weeks before. Otherwise, he would never have noticed, or thought nothing even if he had. Like the prophetic dream: It seems to be more than it is because we only remember them when they come true. “I...have no convincing evidence.”
 
“Evidence?” asked Vonderberge harshly. “What more evidence do you need?”
 
“Something solid,” Knecht snapped back. Something more than that I like the prisoner and the Kommandant and I dislike the Hexmajor. “Something more than a prisoner’s tale,” he said, “that becomes more confused as time goes on.”
 
“That is Ochsenfuss’ bungling!”
 
“Or his success! Have you thought that perhaps the Hexmajor is curing Kelly of a long-standing delusion?”
 
Vonderberge turned to go. “No.”
 
Knecht stopped him. “Heinrich,” he said.
 
“What?”
 
Knecht looked past the Kommandant. He could see the sentries where they paced the walls, and the cannon in their redoubts, and the gangways to the underground tunnels that led to the big guns fortified into the mountainside. “Real or fantasy, you’ve learned a lot about the prisoner’s technology.”
 
“Enough to want to learn more.”
 
“Tell me, Heinrich. Do you want to learn to make nuclear bombs?”
 
Vonderberge followed Knecht’s gaze. A troubled look crossed his face and he bit his lower lip. “No, I do not. But the same force can produce electricity. And the medical science that produces the miracle drugs can tailor-make horrible plagues. The jets that fly bombs can just as easily fly people or food or trade goods.” He sighed. “What can I say, Rudi. It is not the tool, but the tool-user who creates the problems. Nature keeps no secrets. If something can be done, someone will find a way to do it”
 
Knecht made no reply. He didn’t know if a reply was even possible. Certainly none that Vonderberge would understand.
 
 
 
When Ranger O Brien brought the news from the Nations, General Schneider was away from the fortress, inspecting the outposts on the forward slope. Knecht received O Brien’s report, ordered the man to take some rest, and decided the General should see it immediately. He telegraphed Outpost Three that he was coming and rode out.
 
The crest of Kittatinny Mountain and all the forward slope had been clear-cut the distance of a cannon shot. Beyond that was wilderness. Ridge and valley alternated into the distant north, dense with trees, before rising once more into the Pocono range, where Wyoming had her own fortress line. Legally, the border ran somewhere through the no-man’s-land between, but the main armies were entrenched in more easily defended terrain.
 
Knecht reined in at the crest of the Mountain and looked back. The valley of the Lehigh was checkerboarded with broad farms. Farther away, he could discern the smoke plumes of cities at the canal and rail heads. There was a speck in the air, most likely an airship sailing south.
 
When he turned, the contrast with the land north of the Mountain was jarring. He must have gazed upon that vista thousands of times over the years. Now, for just an instant, it looked wrong. It was said to be fertile land. Certainly, enough blood had manured it. And some said there was coal beneath it. He imagined the land filled with farms, mills, and mines.
 
At that moment of frisson he knew, irrationally, that Kelly had been telling the truth all along. Somewhere the barbed wire was used only to keep the milch cows safe.
 
And the bombs and missiles? What if it were a rain of death from the other side of the world that we feared, and not a party of Mohawk bucks out to prove themselves to their elders? A slow explosion, Kelly had said. The inventions would come. Nature kept no secrets. The discoveries would be made and be given to the petty rulers of small, quarrelsome states. Men with dreams of conquest, or revenge.
 
Knecht clucked to his horse and started downslope to the picket line. Give Konrad Schneider that, he thought. His only dream is survival, not conquest. Yet he is desperate; and desperate men do desperate things, not always wise things.
 
 
 
“Hah! Rudi!” General Schneider waved to him when he saw him coming. He was standing on the glacis of the outpost along with the Feldwebel and his men. The General’s staff was as large as the platoon stationed there, so the area seemed ludicrously crowded. The General stood in their midst, a portly, barrel-chested man with a large curved pipe clenched firmly in his teeth. He pointed.
 
“Do you think the field of fire is clear enough and wide enough?”
 
Knecht tethered his horse and walked to where the General stood. He had never known Schneider to ask an idle question. He decided the real question was whether Vonderberge was reliable. He gave the cleared area careful scrutiny. Not so much as a blade of grass. No force large enough to take the outpost could approach unseen. “It seems adequate,” he said.
 
“Hmph. High praise from you, Rudi.” The General sucked on his pipe, staring downslope, imagining ranks of yankees and knickerbockers charging up. “It had better be. But you did not ride out here from Fox Gap only to answer an old man’s foolish questions.”
 
“No, General.”
 
Schneider stared at him and the smile died on his face. He put his arm around Knecht’s shoulder and led him off to the side. The others eyed them nervously. When scouts and generals talked the result was often trouble.
 
“What is it?”
 
“Friedrich O Brien has returned from the Nations.”
 
“And?”
 
“The League has voted six to two to join the alliance against us.”
 
They paced together in silence. Then Schneider said, “So, who held out?”
 
“Huron and Wyandot.”
 
The General nodded. He released Knecht’s shoulder and walked off by himself. He turned and gave a hollow laugh. “Well, at least some of our money was well spent. In the old days, it would have been enough. League votes would have had to be unanimous. Do you think they will fight? The two holdouts, I mean.”
 
“Do you think they will split the League, General, over Pennsylvania?”
 
“Hmph. No. You are right again. They will go with the majority. But, perhaps, the fighting on the west will be less, what? Enthusiastic?”
 
“At least it is too late in the year for an offensive.”
 
“Perhaps, Rudi. But the crops are in. If they think they can knock us out in a lightning-war before the snows, they may try anyway. How long can they hold their alliance together? It is unnatural. Yankees and knicks and long-housers side by side? Pfah! It cannot last. No, they must strike while they have Virginia with them, as well. What do you think? A holding action along the Fortress Line while the Lees strike up the Susquehannah and Shenandoah?”
 
“Will Virginia bleed for New York’s benefit?”
 
Schneider nodded. “A two-front war, then.” He rubbed his hands together briskly. “Well, our strategy is clear. We must stir up problems behind them. In New England or Carolina or Pontiac. Make them look over their shoulders. And perhaps we have a few surprises of our own.”
 
Knecht looked at him sharply. Schneider was smiling. It was a small smile, but it was a real one, not forced. “What are you talking about?”
 
Schneider pointed to the wires running from the outpost to the Fortress. “Suppose there were no wires to be cut or tapped. Suppose there were voices in the air, undetectable, sent from anywhere a man could carry an instrument. We would not need messengers or pigeons, either. Think how quickly we could learn of enemy formations and mobilize our own forces to meet them. The right force in the right time and place is worth regiments a mile away and a day late. Imagine airplanes, darting among the airships with machine guns and bombs. We could carry the fighting all the way to Wilkes-Barre and Painted Post.”
 
“Kelly.”
 
“Ja.” The General chuckled. “Vonderberge tells me of these gadgets, like radio. Crazy notions. But I wonder. What if they were true? Kelly’s waking mind does not remember the details of the sort of, hmph, primitive inventions we could hope to copy. And from your report I suspect he would not help us willingly. Oh, he is friendly enough; but he does not like the military and would not help us prepare for war. Especially a war none of his concern. A problem. So, I seize the moment.” He clenched his fist and waved it.
 
“You pass along the information to Ochsenfuss and ask him to find the details by prying in his unconscious mind.”
 
Schneider looked at him. “You knew?”
 
“I guessed.”
 
“You never guess. You’re offended.”
 
“No.”
 
“You are. But I had to leave you out. You would have cut to the truth too quickly. I knew you. If you found that Kelly was mad, well, no harm done; but I was speculating that he was just what he said he was. If that were the case, I could not allow you to prove it.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“Ochsenfuss, that old plodder. He will not mesmerize except for medical reasons. If you had proven Kelly was, well, Kelly, our friend the Hexmajor would have bowed out and Kelly’s secrets would have remained secret. No. I needed Ochsenfuss’ skill at mesmerizing. I needed Vonderberge’s enthusiasm for technofiction, so he would know what questions to ask. And, for it to work, I needed Kelly’s status to remain ambiguous.”
 
“Then the Hexmajor does not know.”
 
“No. He is our protective plumage. I read his reports and send them to a secret team of scientists that OKP has assembled at Franklin University. Only a few people at OKP know anything. Only I, and now you, know everything.”
 
Knecht grunted. Ochsenfuss did know. At least he knew something. His remarks at the officers’ club had made that clear.
 
“Vonderberge said we lack the tools to make the tools to make the things Kelly described.”
 
“Then Vonderberge is short-sighted. Pfah! I am no fool. I don’t ask for the sophisticated devices.
Those are years ahead. Decades. But the original, basic inventions… As Kelly described it, they came about in a world much like our own. And, Rudi?”
 
“Ja, Herr General?”
 
“This morning I received word from Franklin. They have sent telegraphic messages without wires between Germantown and Philadelphia. They used a special kind of crystal. The pulses travel through the air itself.” He grinned like a child with a new toy.
 
Knecht wondered how much difference such things would make in the coming war. There wasn’t time to make enough of them and learn how to use them. He also remembered what Ochsenfuss had said in the officers’ club. Something had to break. The question was what. Or who.
 
Knecht took a deep breath. “It’s over, then. You’ve learned how to make radio messages. Ochsenfuss can stop treating him.”
 
Schneider would not meet his eyes. “The mesmerization must continue. There are other inventions. We need to know about airframes. The details are sketchy yet. And napalm. And...”
 
“Between Ochsenfuss and Vonderberge, Kelly’s personality is being destroyed. He hardly remembers who he is, or which world is real.”
 
“In war there are casualties. Even innocent ones.”
 
“It is not Kelly’s war.”
 
“No. But it is yours.”
 
Knecht’s mouth set in a grim line. “Ja, Herr General.”
 
 
 
“You make it look so easy,” said Vonderberge.
 
“Shh,” hissed Knecht. He twisted his probe once more and felt the bolt slide back. “These old-style locks are easy, and I’ve had much practice.” He pulled the storeroom door open and they stepped inside.
 
“Schneider will know you did it. Who else has your skill with locks?”
 
Knecht scowled. “Every scout and ranger in the Corps. But, yes, Schneider will know it was me.”
 
Vonderberge began searching the shelves. “Does that bother you?”
 
Knecht shrugged. “I don’t know. It should. The General has been...like a father to me.”
 
“Here it is,” said Vonderberge. He stepped back, Kelly’s rucksack in his hands. He looked inside. “Yes, the belt controls are here also. I don’t think anyone has touched it. Schneider has the only key.”
 
“Do you suppose it still works?”
 
Vonderberge’s hands clenched around the straps. “It must.”
 
They crossed the parade ground to the brig. It was dark. Knecht felt that he should dart from cover to cover; but that was silly. They were officers and they belonged here. They took salutes from three passing soldiers. Everything was normal.
 
The night guard in the cell block shook his head sadly when he saw them coming. “In the middle of the night, sir?” he said to Vonderberge. “Hasn’t the poor bastard spilled his guts yet? Who is he, anyway?”
 
“As you said, soldier,” Vonderberge answered. “Some poor bastard.”
 
While the guard unlocked the cell door, Vonderberge hefted the rucksack, getting a better grip. He stroked the canvas nervously. Knecht could see beads of perspiration on his forehead.
 
Well, he’s risking his career, too, he thought.
 
“We will never have a better chance, Rudi,” Vonderberge whispered. “Kelly was very clear this morning when I told him what we proposed to do. He had already calculated settings several days ago, using his new ‘formula.’ He only needed to update them. I arranged a diversion to keep Ochsenfuss away from him, so he has not been mesmerized in the meantime. Tomorrow and he may relapse into confusion once more.”
 
“As you say,” said Knecht shortly. He was not happy about this. For Knecht, his career was his life. He had been army since his teens. A scout, and a good one; perhaps the best. A scout observes and listens and pieces things together. He does not initiate action. How many times had he said that over the years? He had said it to Kelly. Why should he break his code now, for a man he hardly knew?
 
Knecht didn’t know. He only knew that it would be worse to leave Kelly where he was. An obligation? Because I brought him here? Because of what we might learn from him?
 
Perhaps I could have argued Konrad into this, he thought. And perhaps not. And if not, there would have been a guard on that storeroom door, and restricted access to the prisoner, and so I have to do this by night and by stealth.
 
The guard came suddenly to attention. Knecht looked around and saw Ochsenfuss entering the corridor from the guardroom. Vonderberge, already stepping inside the cell, saw him, too. He grabbed Knecht’s shoulder. “Talk to him. Keep him out until it’s too late.”
 
Knecht nodded and Vonderberge pulled the door shut. Knecht had a momentary glimpse of Kelly, rising from his cot fully dressed. Then the door closed and Ochsenfuss was at his side. The guard looked at them and pretended to be somewhere else. Knecht wondered what he would say to the Hexmajor that would keep him out.
 
“Up late, Herr Doctor,” he said. Clever, Rudi. Very clever.
 
“Insomnia,” was the reply. “A common malady, it seems. You might ask who is not up late, whiling away the hours in the guardhouse. Do you have a cigar?”
 
The request caught Knecht by surprise. Dumbly, he took out his pocket humidor. Ochsenfuss made a great show of selecting one of the cigars inside. Knecht took one also and offered one to the guard, who refused.
 
“Fire?” Ochsenfuss struck a match for Knecht, then lit his own. After a moment or two, he blew a perfect smoke ring. “I had an interesting experience today.”
 
“Oh?” Knecht glanced at the guard, who decided this would be a good time to patrol the outside of the building.
 
“Ja. I had a message from Outpost 10. The farthest one. One of the men was behaving oddly. Confinement mania, perhaps. But when I arrived, no one knew about the message. Or, more precisely, no one acknowledged knowing about the message. Odd, don’t you think?”
 
“A hoax.” Dimly, through the door, Knecht could hear a low-pitched hum. The floor seemed to be vibrating, ever so slightly. He thought he could detect a faint whiff of ozone in the air. He studied the doctor’s face, but saw no sign of awareness.
 
“Certainly a hoax. But to what purpose? Simply to laugh at the foolish doctor? Perhaps. But perhaps more. I could see but two possibilities. The message was to make me do something or to prevent me from doing something.”
 
Knecht nodded. “That does seem logical.” The night air was cool, but he could feel the sweat running down his back, staining his shirt. The humming rose in pitch.
 
“Logic is a useful tool,” Ochsenfuss agreed inanely. “As nearly as I could tell, the only thing the message made me do was to ride down the Mountain and back up. That did not seem to benefit anyone.”
 
“Is there a point to this, Herr Doctor?” Knecht felt jumpy. Abruptly, the humming rose sharply in pitch and dropped in volume, sounding oddly like the whistle of a railroad train approaching and receding at the same time. Then it was gone. Knecht suppressed the urge to turn around. He swallowed a sigh of relief.
 
“What remains?” Ochsenfuss continued. “What was I prevented from doing? Why treating Kelly, of course. And who has been my opponent in the treatment? The Festungskommandant. So, since my return, I have been watching.”
 
Knecht took the cigar from his mouth and stared. “You spied on me?”
 
Ochsenfuss laughed. A great bellow. He slapped Knecht’s shoulder. “No, I pay you a high compliment. No one could watch you for long without you becoming aware of the fact. No, I followed Vonderberge. When you met him at the storeroom, I retired. It was obvious what you intended to do.”
 
Knecht flushed. “And you told no one?”
 
Ochsenfuss sucked on his cigar. “No. Should I have?” He paused and pointed the stub of his cigar at the cell door. “He’s not coming out, you know.”
 
“What? Who?”
 
“Your friend, Vonderberge. He’s not coming out. He’s gone.”
 
Knecht turned and stared at the door. “You mean he took the equipment and left Kelly behind?”
 
“No, no. They left together. If they stayed close, if they hugged, they would both be inside the field.”
 
“Guard!” bellowed Knecht. “Open this door!” The guard came pounding down the corridor. He unlocked the door and he and Knecht crowded inside. The cell was empty. Knecht saw that Ochsenfuss had not bothered to look. The guard gave a cry of astonishment and ran to fetch the watch-sergeant. Knecht stepped out and looked at the doctor.
 
The doctor shrugged. “I told you he would reject reality if he could.”
 
“Explain that!” Knecht pointed to the empty cell.
 
Ochsenfuss blew another smoke ring. “He ran from reality.” With a sudden motion, he kicked the cell door. It swung back and banged against the wall. “This is reality,” he said harshly. “Vonderberge has fled it. How else can I say it?”
 
“Obviously, the other worlds are no less real. The evidence is there, now.”
 
“What of it? It is the flight that matters, not the destination. What if the next world fails to please him? Will he reject that reality as well?”
 
A squad of soldiers came pelting from the guardroom. They pushed past Knecht and Ochsenfuss and crowded into the cell. Their sergeant followed at a more majestic pace.
 
“How long have you known,” Knecht asked Ochsenfuss, “that the other worlds were real?”
 
Ochsenfuss shrugged. “Long enough.” He laughed. “Poor, dull-witted Ochsenfuss! He cannot see a fact if it bit him on the nose.” The Hexmajor’s lips thinned. “Granted, I am no physical scientist, but what Kelly said went against everything I had ever read or heard. Later, I came to know I was wrong.” Another shrug. “Well, we grow too soon old and too late smart. But I ask you, why did Vonderberge believe? He was correct from the beginning, but he believed before he had any proof. He believed because he wanted to believe. And that, too, is madness.”
 
“And Schneider?”
 
“Schneider never believed. He was making a bet. Just in case it was true. He was playing games with my patient!”
 
Knecht could see genuine anger now. The first real emotion he had ever seen in the Hexmajor. He saw the General for a moment through the doctor’s eyes. It was a side of Konrad he did not care for.
 
They spoke in an island of calm. Around them soldiers were searching, looking for tunnels. Schneider would be coming soon, Knecht realized. Perhaps it was time to leave, to postpone the inevitable. He and the doctor walked to the front of the guardhouse but they went no further than the wooden portico facing the parade ground. There was really no point in postponement.
 
Knecht leaned on the railing, looking out over the parade ground. A squad of soldiers marched past in the dusk: full kit, double-time. Their sergeant barked a cadence at them. Idly, Knecht wondered what infraction they had committed. Across the quadrangle, the Visiting Officers’ Quarters were dark.
 
“So why, after you knew, did you continue to treat him?” He looked over his shoulder at the doctor.
 
Ochsenfuss waved his hands. The glowing tip of his cigar wove a complex pattern in the dark. “You read his journal. Do you really suppose he has found his way home this time? No, he goes deeper into the forest of time, hopelessly lost. And Vonderberge with him. Six worlds he has visited already and in what? In three of them, he was in danger. The next world may kill him.”
 
“But...”
 
“Tchah! Isn’t it obvious? He was driven to try. He had friends, family. His darling Rosa. Left behind forever. He could not bear the thought that he would never, ever see her again. How could he not try? How could he not fail? With me he had a chance. I saw it and I took it. If I could make him accept this world as the only reality, forget the other, then he might have adjusted. It was a daring thing to try.”
 
Knecht looked back out at the parade ground. There had been a fourth possibility, after all. A refugee, but one slowly going mad. Lightning bugs flashed in the evening air. “It was daring,” he agreed, “and it failed.”
 
“Yes, it failed. His senses worked for me: everything Kelly saw and heard told him this world was real; but in the end there were too many memories. I could not tie them all off. Some would remain, buried under the false ones, disturbing him, surfacing in his dreams, eventually emerging as psychoses. I restored his memories, then. I could do no more to help him, so I made no effort to stop you.”
 
Knecht’s mind was a jumble. Every possible action was wrong. Whether Kelly had been the person he claimed to be, or a madman, Schneider had done the wrong thing. Ochsenfuss had been wrong to try and obliterate the man’s true memories. As for himself, all he and Vonderberge had accomplished was to turn him out into a trackless jungle. Oh, we all had our reasons. Schneider wanted defense. Ochsenfuss wanted to heal. Vonderberge wanted escape. And I...Knecht wasn’t sure what he had wanted.
 
“We could have kept him here, without your treatment,” he told Ochsenfuss. “So the General could have learned more.” Knecht was curious why the doctor had not done that.
 
As if on cue, the door of the VOQ burst open. Knecht could see Schneider, dressed in pants and undershirt, framed in its light. Schneider strode toward the guardhouse, his face white with rage and astonishment.
 
Ochsenfuss smiled. “Kelly would have lost what sanity he had left. If we have not given him the way home, we have at least given him hope. And...” He looked in Schneider’s direction. “While I am a logical man, I, too, have feelings. Your General thought to make me the fool. So, I made a medical decision in my patient’s best interest.”
 
Knecht could not help smiling also. “Perhaps I can buy you a drink tomorrow, in the officers’ club. If we are both still in the army by then.” His cigar had gone out. He looked at it. “I wonder what world they are in now.”
 
“We will never know,” replied Ochsenfuss. “Even if they try to come back and tell us, this world is a twig in an infinite forest. They will never find us again. It will be bad for you, Rudi, if you cannot bear not knowing.”
 
Knecht threw his cigar away. He was a scout. It would be bad for him, not knowing.
 
 
 
ABOUT “THE FOREST OF TIME”
 
I wrote “The Forest of Time” in airports. My quality-management consulting had me flying so much that year that I personally staved off the bankruptcy of several major air carriers. I also had a lot of otherwise unproductive time on my hands aboard planes and in hotel rooms. Stan Schmidt at Analog had been foolish enough to buy one story from me (“Slan Libh,” November 1984). Perhaps, he could be tricked into buying more. There wasn’t all that much else to do in a motel room in Paducah, so I resurrected a yarn I had written in college. Very little besides the maps, some character names, and the basic idea of a hopelessly lost cross-time traveler survived the transition. “The Forest of Time” appeared in Analog (June 1987) and was reprinted in Gardner Dozois’s The Year’s Best Science Fiction (5th Annual). It was my fourth published story, and it made the Hugo ballot.
 
 
 
I had wanted to write a “parallel Pennsylvania” story ever since reading H. Beam Piper’s “Gunpowder God” in high school. Growing up in Easton, Pennsylvania, the historical themes were all Revolutionary, so it was only natural that when I thought alternate history, I thought of that era. Sometimes we forget how revolutionary our Revolution was. How many other revolutions have slipped from republicanism to bonapartism and wound up with a Napoleon, a Lenin, or a Khomeini? After all, when you overthrow a System, those who must build something new afterward have only ever known the System. The acorn then does not fall far from the tree.
 
Alone among constitutional states, ours does not grant rights to the people. The people told the government what it was allowed to do? Read the Bill of Rights, especially Amendments Nine and Ten. People possess rights under the Natural Law, and the government is forbidden to interfere with them. If you think that that is only a semantic quibble, think again: The “right to privacy” is mentioned nowhere in the Constitution.
 
But what if this Union had never happened and North America had filled with squabbling petty states—“as many Nations in North America as there are in Europe,” as John Adams once feared? Prior to telegraph and radio, new ideas spread with traveling people, such as merchant-traders. Tariff and custom barriers would dampen trade and commerce, and with it, the spread of new ideas. Until the Constitution eliminated tariff barriers among the states, little England was the largest free trade zone in the world. So I imagined a pre-World War I milieu, full of what Winston Churchill called “pumpernickel principalities.”
 
Speaking of pumpernickel, could Pennsylvania really have become German-speaking? Wer kennt? In Revolutionary times fully half the colony spoke German and even today it hosts Pennsylvaanisch, a Swabian dialect. Towns in my heimatland, the Lehigh Valley, bear names like Schenkweilersville, and hills are called Swoveberg and Hexenkopf. In June 1858, 14% of the students in the Northampton County schools spoke English only while 50% spoke German only. (The rest were bilingual, deutsch und englisch.) My Irish grandfather bore the unlikely sobriquet of “Dutch” Flynn because of his accent. (His mother was an Ochenfuss.) In the 1930s, German was still a required course at my mother’s elementary school, and our parish church had native-born German pastors until after I went off to college. I was raised on “German Hill,” where you could toss a rock and hit five Deutschers before you hit an Italian or a Gael. So, decouple the Commonwealth from the other English-speaking colonies, throw in some anti-Yankee enmity, and … what do you think could have happened?
 
But all this is background. The story is not about an alternate Pennsylvania. That is only the setting. My one halfway original notion was that the departure and arrival of a cross-time traveler were themselves events which spawned new parallel worlds, and which therefore changed the “para-time” distances between them. One little slip in the quantum foam and—hey, presto!—you would be lost amid an infinity of worlds. The story was born of the single image of a man unable to find his way home and slowly losing hope because of it.
 
Like the blind men touching the elephant, Vonderberge and the Hexmajor, General Schneider and Rudi Knecht, each found something different in Kelly. Dour, dutiful Rudi remains one of my favorite characters.
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(This story is included in Charles Sheffield’s collection Georgia On My Mind and Other Places published by Phoenix Pick)
 
 
 
I first tangled with digital computers late in 1958. That may sound like the Dark Ages, but we considered ourselves infinitely more advanced than our predecessors of a decade earlier, when programming was done mostly by sticking plugs into plug-boards and a card-sequenced programmable calculator was considered the height of sophistication.
 
Even so, 1958 was still early enough that the argument between analog and digital computers had not yet been settled, decisively, in favor of the digital. And the first computer that I programmed was, by anyone’s standards, a brute.
 
It was called deuce, which stood for Digital Electronic Universal Computing Engine, and it was, reasonably enough to cardplayers, the next thing after the ace (for Automatic Computing Engine), developed by the National Physical Laboratory at Teddington. Unlike ace, deuce was a commercial machine; and some idea of its possible shortcomings is provided by one of the designers’ comments about ace itself: “If we had known that it was going to be developed commercially, we would have finished it.”
 
deuce was big enough to walk inside. The engineers would do that, tapping at suspect vacuum tubes with a screwdriver when the whole beast was proving balky. Which was often. Machine errors were as common a cause of trouble as programming errors; and programming errors were dreadfully frequent, because we were working at a level so close to basic machine logic that it is hard to imagine it today.
 
I was about to say that the computer had no compilers or assemblers, but that is not strictly true. There was a floating-point compiler known as alphacode, but it ran a thousand times slower than a machine code program and no one with any self-respect ever used it. We programmed in absolute, to make the best possible use of the machine’s 402 words of high-speed (mercury delay line) memory, and its 8,192 words of backup (rotating drum) memory. Anything needing more than that had to use punched cards as intermediate storage, with the programmer standing by to shovel them from the output hopper back into the input hopper.
 
When I add that binary-to-decimal conversion routines were usually avoided because they wasted space, that all instructions were defined in binary, that programmers therefore had to be very familiar with the binary representation of numbers, that we did our own card punching with hand (not electric) punches, and that the machine itself, for some reason that still remains obscure to me, worked with binary numbers whose most significant digit was on the right, rather than on the left—so that 13, for example, became 1011, rather than the usual 1101—well, by this time the general flavor of deuce programming ought to be coming through.
 
Now, I mention these things not because they are interesting (to the few) or because they are dull (to the many) but to make the point that anyone programming deuce in those far-off days was an individual not to be taken lightly. We at least thought so, though I suspect that to higher management we were all harebrained children who did incomprehensible things, many of them in the middle of the night (when debug time was more easily to be had).
 
A few years later more computers became available, the diaspora inevitably took place, and we all went off to other interesting places. Some found their way to university professorships, some into commerce, and many to foreign parts. But we did tend to keep in touch, because those early days had generated a special feeling.
 
One of the most interesting characters was Bill Rigley. He was a tall, dashing, wavy-haired fellow who wore English tweeds and spoke with the open “a” sound that to most Americans indicates a Boston origin. But Bill was a New Zealander, who had seen at firsthand things like the Great Barrier Reef that the rest of us had barely heard of. He didn’t talk much about his home and family, but he must have pined for them, because after a few years in Europe and America he went back to take a faculty position in the Department of Mathematics (and later the Computer Science Department, when one was finally created) at the University of Auckland.
 
Auckland is on the North Island, a bit less remote than the bleaker South Island, but a long way from the East Coast of the United States, where I had put down my own roots. Even so, Bill and I kept in close contact, because our scientific interests were very similar. We saw each other every few years in Stanford, or London, or wherever else our paths intersected, and we knew each other at the deep level where few people touch. It was Bill who helped me to mourn when my wife died, and I in turn knew (but never talked about) the dark secret that had scarred Bill’s own life. No matter how long we had been separated, our conversations when we met picked up as though they had never left off.
 
Bill’s interests were encyclopedic, and he had a special fondness for scientific history. So it was no surprise that when he went back to New Zealand he would wander around there, examining its contribution to world science. What was a surprise to me was a letter from him a few months ago, stating that in a farmhouse near Dunedin, toward the south end of the South Island, he had come across some bits and pieces of Charles Babbage’s Analytical Engine.
 
Even back in the late 1950s, we had known all about Babbage. There was at the time only one decent book about digital computers, Bowden’s Faster Than Thought, but its first chapter talked all about that eccentric but formidable Englishman, with his hatred of street musicians and his low opinion of the Royal Society (existing only to hold dinners, he said, at which they gave each other medals). Despite these odd views, Babbage was still our patron saint. For starting in 1834 and continuing for the rest of his life, he tried—unsuccessfully—to build the world’s first programmable digital computer. He understood the principles perfectly well, but he was thwarted because he had to work with mechanical parts. Can you imagine a computer built of cogs and toothed cylinders and gears and springs and levers?
 
Babbage could. And he might have triumphed even over the inadequacy of the available technology, but for one fatal problem: he kept thinking of improvements. As soon as a design was half assembled, he would want to tear it apart and start using the bits to build something better. At the time of Babbage’s death in 1871, his wonderful Analytical Engine was still a dream. The bits and pieces were carted off to London’s Kensington Science Museum, where they remain today.
 
Given our early exposure to Babbage, my reaction to Bill Rigley’s letter was pure skepticism. It was understandable that Bill would want to find evidence of parts of the Analytical Engine somewhere on his home stamping ground; but his claim to have done so was surely self-delusion.
 
I wrote back, suggesting this in as tactful a way as I could; and received in prompt reply not recantation, but the most extraordinary package of documents I had ever seen in my life (I should say, to that point; there were stranger to come).
 
The first was a letter from Bill, explaining in his usual blunt way that the machinery he had found had survived on the South Island of New Zealand because “we don’t chuck good stuff away, the way you lot do.” He also pointed out, through dozens of examples, that in the nineteenth century there was much more contact between Britain and its antipodes than I had ever dreamed. A visit to Australia and New Zealand was common among educated persons, a kind of expanded version of the European Grand Tour. Charles Darwin was of course a visitor, on the Beagle, but so also were scores of less well-known scientists, world travelers, and gentlemen of the leisured class. Two of Charles Babbage’s own sons were there in the 1850s.
 
The second item in the package was a batch of photographs of the machinery that Bill had found. It looked to me like what it was, a bunch of toothed cylinders and gears and wheels. They certainly resembled parts of the Analytical Engine, or the earlier Difference Machine, although I could not see how they might fit together.
 
Neither the letter nor the photographs were persuasive. Rather the opposite. I started to write in my mind the letter that said as much, but I hesitated for one reason: many historians of science know a lot more history than science, and few are trained computer specialists. But Bill was the other way round, the computer expert who happened to be fascinated by scientific history. It would be awfully hard to fool him—unless he chose to fool himself.
 
So I had another difficult letter to write. But I was spared the trouble, for what I could not dismiss or misunderstand was the third item in the package. It was a copy of a programming manual, handwritten, for the Babbage Analytical Engine. It was dated July 7, 1854. Bill said that he had the original in his possession. He also told me that I was the only person who knew of his discovery, and he asked me to keep it to myself.
 
And here, to explain my astonishment, I have to dip again into computer history. Not merely to the late 1950s, where we started, but all the way to 1840. In that year an Italian mathematician, Luigi Federico Menabrea, heard Babbage talk in Turin about the new machine that he was building. After more explanations by letter from Babbage, Menabrea wrote a paper on the Analytical Engine, in French, which was published in 1842. And late that year Ada Lovelace (Lord Byron’s daughter; Lady Augusta Ada Byron Lovelace, to give her complete name) translated Menabrea’s memoir, and added her own lengthy notes. Those notes formed the world’s first software manual; Ada Lovelace described how to program the Analytical Engine, including the tricky techniques of recursion, looping, and branching.
 
So, twelve years before 1854, a programming manual for the Analytical Engine existed; and one could argue that what Bill had found in New Zealand was no more than a copy of the one written in 1842 by Ada Lovelace.
 
But there were problems. The document that Bill sent me went far beyond the 1842 notes. It tackled the difficult topics of indirect addressing, relocatable programs, and subroutines, and it offered a new language for programming the Analytical Engine—what amounted to a primitive assembler.
 
Ada Lovelace just might have entertained such advanced ideas, and written such a manual. It is possible that she had the talent, although all signs of her own mathematical notebooks have been lost. But she died in 1852, and there was no evidence in any of her surviving works that she ever blazed the astonishing trail defined in the document that I received from Bill. Furthermore, the manual bore on its first page the author’s initials, L.D. Ada Lovelace for her published work had used her own initials, A.A.L.
 
I read the manual, over and over, particularly the final section. It contained a sample program, for the computation of the volume of an irregular solid by numerical integration—and it included a page of output, the printed results of the program.
 
 
 
At that point I recognized only three possibilities. First, that someone in the past few years had carefully planted a deliberate forgery down near Dunedin, and led Bill Rigley to “discover” it. Second, that Bill himself was involved in attempting an elaborate hoax, for reasons I could not fathom.
 
I had problems with both those explanations. Bill was perhaps the most cautious, thorough, and conservative researcher that I had ever met. He was painstaking to a fault, and he did not fool easily. He was also the last man in the world to think that devising a hoax could be in any way amusing.
 
Which left the third possibility. Someone in New Zealand had built a version of the Analytical Engine, made it work, and taken it well beyond the place where Charles Babbage had left off.
 
I call that the third possibility, but it seemed at the time much more like the third impossibility. No wonder that Bill had asked for secrecy. He didn’t want to become the laughingstock of the computer historians.
 
Nor did I. I took a step that was unusual in my relationship with Bill: I picked up the phone and called him in New Zealand.
 
“Well, what do you think?” he said, as soon as he recognized my voice on the line.
 
“I’m afraid to think at all. How much checking have you done?”
 
“I sent paper samples to five places, one in Japan, two in Europe, and two in the United States. The dates they assign to the paper and the ink range from 1840 to 1875, with 1850 as the average. The machinery that I found had been protected by wrapping in sacking soaked in linseed oil. Dates for that ranged from 1830 to 1880.” There was a pause at the other end of the line. “There’s more. Things I didn’t have until two weeks ago.”
 
“Tell me.”
 
“I’d rather not. Not like this.” There was another, longer silence. “You are coming out, aren’t you?”
 
“Why do you think I’m on the telephone? Where should I fly to?”
 
“Christchurch. South Island. We’ll be going farther south, past Dunedin. Bring warm clothes. It’s winter here.”
 
“I know. I’ll call as soon as I have my arrival time.”
 
And that was the beginning.
 
 
 
The wavy mop of fair hair had turned to gray, and Bill Rigley now favored a pepper-and-salt beard which with his weather-beaten face turned him into an approximation of the Ancient Mariner. But nothing else had changed, except perhaps for the strange tension in his eyes.
 
We didn’t shake hands when he met me at Christchurch airport, or exchange one word of conventional greeting. Bill just said, as soon as we were within speaking range, “If this wasn’t happening to me, I’d insist it couldn’t happen to anybody,” and led me to his car.
 
Bill was South Island born, so the long drive from Christchurch to Dunedin was home territory to him. I, in that odd but pleasant daze that comes after long air travel—after you deplane, and before the jetlag hits you—stared out at the scenery from what I thought of as the driver’s seat (they still drive on the left, like the British).
 
We were crossing the flat Canterbury Plains, on a straight road across a level and empty expanse of muddy fields. It was almost three months after harvest—wheat or barley, from the look of the stubble—and there was nothing much to see until at Timaru we came to the coast road, with dull gray sea to the left and empty brown coastal plain on the right. I had visited South Island once before, but that had been a lightning trip, little more than a tour of Christchurch. Now for the first time I began to appreciate Bill’s grumbling about “overcrowded” Auckland on the North Island. We saw cars and people, but in terms of what I was used to it was a thin sprinkle of both. It was late afternoon, and as we drove farther south it became colder and began to rain. The sea faded from view behind a curtain of fog and drizzle.
 
We had been chatting about nothing from the time we climbed into the car. It was talk designed to avoid talking, and we both knew it. But at last Bill, after a few seconds in which the only sounds were the engine and the whump-whump-whump of windshield wipers, said: “I’m glad to have you here. There’s been times in the past few weeks when I’ve seriously wondered if I was going off my head. What I want to do is this. Tomorrow morning, after you’ve had a good sleep, I’m going to show you everything, just as I found it. Most of it just where I found it. And then I want you to tell me what you think is going on.”
 
I nodded. “What’s the population of New Zealand?”
 
Without turning my head, I saw Bill’s quick glance. “Total? Four million, tops.”
 
“And what was it in 1850?”
 
“That’s a hell of a good question. I don’t know if anyone can really tell you. I’d say, a couple of hundred thousand. But the vast majority of those were native Maori. I know where you’re going, and I agree totally. There’s no way that anyone could have built a version of the Analytical Engine in New Zealand in the middle of the last century. The manufacturing industry just didn’t exist here. The final assembly could be done, but the subunits would have to be built and shipped in big chunks from Europe.”
 
“From Babbage?”
 
“Absolutely not. He was still alive in 1854. He didn’t die until 1871, and if he had learned that a version of the Analytical Engine was being built anywhere, he’d have talked about it nonstop all over Europe.”
 
“But if it wasn’t Babbage—”
 
“Then who was it? I know. Be patient for a few more hours. Don’t try to think it through until you’ve rested, and had a chance to see the whole thing for yourself.”
 
He was right. I had been traveling nonstop around the clock, and my brain was going on strike. I pulled my overcoat collar up around my ears, and sagged lower in my seat. In the past few days I had absorbed as much information about Babbage and the Analytical Engine as my head could handle. Now I needed to let it sort itself out, along with what Bill was going to show me. Then we would see if I could come up with a more plausible explanation for what he had found.
 
As I drifted into half-consciousness, I flashed on to the biggest puzzle of all. Until that moment I had been telling myself, subconsciously, that Bill was just plain wrong. It was my way of avoiding the logical consequences of his being right. But suppose he were right. Then the biggest puzzle was not the appearance of an Analytical Engine, with its advanced programming tools, in New Zealand. It was the disappearance of those things, from the face of the Earth.
 
Where the devil had they gone?
 
 
 
Our destination was a farmhouse about fifteen miles south of Dunedin. I didn’t see much of it when we arrived, because it was raining and pitch-black and I was three-quarters asleep. If I had any thoughts at all as I was shown to a small, narrow room and collapsed into bed, it was that in the morning, bright and early, Bill would show me everything and my perplexity would end.
 
It didn’t work out that way. For one thing, I overslept and felt terrible when I got up. I had forgotten what a long, sleepless journey can do to your system. For the past five years I had done less and less traveling, and I was getting soft. For another thing, the rain had changed to sleet during the night and was driving down in freezing gusts. The wind was blowing briskly from the east, in off the sea. Bill and I sat at the battered wooden table in the farm kitchen, while Mrs. Trevelyan pushed bacon, eggs, homemade sausage, bread, and hot sweet tea into me until I showed signs of life. She was a spry, red-cheeked lady in her middle sixties, and if she was surprised that Bill had finally brought someone else with him to explore Little House, she hid it well.
 
“Well, then,” she said, when I was stuffed. “If you’re stepping up the hill you’ll be needing a mac. Jim put the one on when he went out, but we have plenty of spares.”
 
Jim Trevelyan was apparently off somewhere tending the farm animals, and had been since dawn. Bill grinned sadistically at the look on my face. “You don’t want a little rain to stop work, do you?”
 
I wanted to go back to bed. But I hadn’t come ten thousand miles to lie around. The “step up the hill” to Little House turned out to be about half a mile, through squelching mud covered with a thin layer of sour turf.
 
“How did you ever find this place?” I asked Bill.
 
“By asking and looking. I’ve been into a thousand like this before, and found nothing.”
 
We were approaching a solidly built square house made out of mortared limestone blocks. It had a weathered look, but the slate roof and chimney were intact. To me it did not seem much smaller than the main farmhouse.
 
“It’s not called ‘Little House’ because it’s small,” Bill explained. “It’s Little House because that’s where the little ones are supposed to live when they first marry. You’re seeing a twentieth century tragedy here. Jim and Annie Trevelyan are fourth generation farmers. They have five children. Every one went off to college, and not a one has come back to live in Little House and wait their turn to run the farm. Jim and Annie hang on at Big House, waiting and hoping.”
 
As we went inside, the heavy wooden door was snug-fitting and moved easily on oiled hinges.
 
“Jim Trevelyan keeps the place up, and I think they’re glad to have me here to give it a lived-in feel,” said Bill. “I suspect that they both think I’m mad as a hatter, but they never say a word. Hold tight to this, while I get myself organized.”
 
He had been carrying a square box lantern. When he passed it to me I was astonished by the weight—and he had carried it for half a mile.
 
“Batteries, mostly,” Bill explained. “Little House has oil lamps, but of course there’s no electricity. After a year or two wandering around out-of-the-way places I decided there was no point in driving two hundred miles to look at something if you can’t see it when you get there. I can recharge this from the car if we have to.”
 
As Bill closed the door the sound of the wind dropped to nothing. We went through a washhouse to a kitchen furnished with solid wooden chairs, table, and dresser. The room was freezing cold, and I looked longingly at the scuttle of coal and the dry kindling standing by the fireplace.
 
“Go ahead,” said Bill, “while I sort us out here. Keep your coat on, though—you can sit and toast yourself later.”
 
He lit two big oil lamps that stood on the table, while I placed layers of rolled paper, sticks, and small pieces of coal in the grate. It was thirty years since I had built a coal fire, but it’s not much of an art. In a couple of minutes I could stand up, keep one eye on the fire to make sure it was catching properly, and take a much better look at the room. There were no rugs, but over by the door leading through to the bedrooms was a long strip of coconut matting. Bill rolled it back, to reveal a square wooden trapdoor. He slipped his belt through the iron ring and lifted, grunting with effort until the trap finally came free and turned upward on brass hinges.
 
“Storage space,” he said. “Now we’ll need the lantern. Turn it on, and pass it down to me.”
 
He lowered himself into the darkness, but not far. His chest and head still showed when he was standing on the lower surface. I switched on the electric lantern and handed it down to Bill.
 
“Just a second,” I said. I went across to the fireplace, added half a dozen larger lumps of coal, then hurried back to the trapdoor. Bill had already disappeared when I lowered myself into the opening.
 
The storage space was no more than waist high, with a hard dirt floor. I followed the lantern light to where a wooden section at the far end was raised a few inches off the ground on thick beams. On that raised floor stood three big tea-chests. The lantern threw a steady, powerful light on them.
 
“I told you you’d see just what I saw,” said Bill. “These have all been out and examined, of course, but everything is very much the way it was when I found it. All right, hardware first.”
 
He carefully lifted the lid off the right-hand tea-chest. It was half full of old sacks. Bill lifted one, unfolded it, and handed me the contents. I was holding a solid metal cylinder, lightly oiled and apparently made of brass. The digits from 0 through 9 ran around its upper part, and at the lower end was a cogwheel of slightly greater size.
 
I examined it carefully, taking my time. “It could be,” I said. “It’s certainly the way the pictures look.”
 
I didn’t need to tell him which pictures. He knew that I had thought of little but Charles Babbage and his Analytical Engines for the past few weeks, just as he had.
 
“I don’t think it was made in England,” said Bill. “I’ve been all over it with a lens, and I can’t see a manufacturer’s mark. My guess is that it was made in France.”
 
“Any particular reason?”
 
“The numerals. Same style as some of the best French clock-makers—see, I’ve been working, too.” He took the cylinder and wrapped it again, with infinite care, in the oiled sacking.
 
I stared all around us, from the dirt floor to the dusty rafters. “This isn’t the best place for valuable property.”
 
“It’s done all right for a hundred and forty years. I don’t think you can say as much of most other places.” There was something else, that Bill did not need to say. This was a perfect place for valuable property—so long as no one thought that it had any value.
 
“There’s nowhere near enough pieces here to make an Analytical Engine, of course,” he went on. “These must have just been spares. I’ve taken a few of them to Auckland. I don’t have the original of the programming manual here, either. That’s back in Auckland, too, locked up in a safe at the university. I brought a copy, if we need it.”
 
“So did I.” We grinned at each other. Underneath my calm I was almost too excited to speak, and I could tell that he felt the same. “Any clue as to who ‘L.D.’ might be, on the title page?”
 
“Not a glimmer.” The lid was back on the first tea-chest and Bill was removing the cover of the second. “But I’ve got another L.D. mystery for you. That’s next.”
 
He was wearing thin gloves and opening, very carefully, a folder of stained cardboard, tied with a ribbon like a legal brief. When it was untied he laid it on the lid of the third chest.
 
“I’d rather you didn’t touch this at all,” he said. “It may be pretty fragile. Let me know whenever you want to see the next sheet. And here’s a lens.”
 
They were drawings. One to a sheet, Indian ink on fine white paper, and done with a fine-nibbed pen. And they had nothing whatsoever to do with Charles Babbage, programming manuals, or Analytical Engines. What they did have, so small that first I had to peer, then use the lens, was a tiny, neat “L.D.” at the upper right-hand corner of each sheet.
 
They were drawings of animals, the sort of multilegged, random animals that you find scuttling around in tidal pools, or hidden away in rotting tree bark. Or rather, as I realized when I examined them more closely, the sheets in the folder were drawings of one animal, seen from top, bottom, and all sides.
 
“Well?” said Bill expectantly.
 
But I was back to my examination of the tiny artist’s mark. “It’s not the same, is it. That’s a different ‘L.D.’ from the software manual.”
 
“You’re a lot sharper than I am,” said Bill. “I had to look fifty times before I saw that. But I agree completely, the ‘L’ is different, and so is the ‘D.’ What about the animal?”
 
“I’ve never seen anything like it. Beautiful drawings, but I’m no zoologist. You ought to photograph these, and take them to your biology department.”
 
“I did. You don’t know Ray Weddle, but he’s a top man. He says they have to be just drawings, made up things, because there’s nothing like them, and there never has been.” He was carefully retying the folder, and placing it back in the chest. “I’ve got photographs of these with me, too, but I wanted you to see the originals, exactly as I first saw them. We’ll come back to these, but meanwhile: next exhibit.”
 
He was into the third tea-chest, removing more wrapped pieces of machinery, then a thick layer of straw. And now his hands were trembling. I hated to think how Bill must have sweated and agonized over this, before telling anyone. The urge to publish such a discovery had to be overwhelming; but the fear of being derided as part of the scientific lunatic fringe had to be just as strong.
 
If what he had produced so far was complex and mystifying, what came next was almost laughably simple—if it were genuine. Bill was lifting, with a good deal of effort, a bar, about six inches by two inches by three. It gleamed hypnotically in the light of the lantern.
 
“It is, you know,” he said, in answer to my shocked expression. “Twenty-four carat gold, solid. There are thirteen more of them.”
 
“But the Trevelyans, and the people who farmed here before that—”
 
“Never bothered to look. These were stowed at the bottom of a chest, underneath bits of the Analytical Engine and old sacks. I guess nobody ever got past the top layer until I came along.” He smiled at me. “Tempted? If I were twenty years younger, I’d take the money and run.”
 
“How much?”
 
“What’s gold worth these days, U.S. currency?”
 
“God knows. Maybe three hundred and fifty dollars an ounce?”
 
“You’re the calculating boy wonder, not me. So you do the arithmetic. Fourteen bars, each one weighs twenty-five pounds—I’m using avoirdupois, not troy, even though it’s gold.”
 
“One point nine-six million. Say two million dollars, in round numbers. How long has it been here?”
 
“Who knows? But since it was under the parts of the Analytical Engine, I’d say it’s been there as long as the rest.”
 
“And who owns it?”
 
“If you asked the government, I bet they’d say that they do. If you ask me, it’s whoever found it. Me. And now maybe me and thee.” He grinned, diabolical in the lantern light. “Ready for the next exhibit?”
 
I wasn’t. “For somebody to bring a fortune in gold here, and just leave it…”
 
Underneath his raincoat, Bill was wearing an old sports jacket and jeans. He owned, to my knowledge, three suits, none less than ten years old. His vices were beer, travel to museums, and about four cigars a year. I could not see him as the Two Million Dollar Man, and I didn’t believe he could see himself that way. His next words confirmed it.
 
“So far as I’m concerned,” he said, “this all belongs to the Trevelyans. But I’ll have to explain to them that gold may be the least valuable thing here.” He was back into the second tea-chest, the one that held the drawings, and his hands were trembling again.
 
“These are what I really wanted you to see,” he went on, in a husky voice. “I’ve not had the chance to have them dated yet, but my bet is that they’re all genuine. You can touch them, but be gentle.”
 
He was holding three slim volumes, as large as accounting ledgers. Each one was about twenty inches by ten, and bound in a shiny black material like thin, sandpapery leather. I took the top one when he held it out, and opened it.
 
I saw neat tables of numbers, column after column of them. They were definitely not the product of any Analytical Engine, because they were handwritten and had occasional crossings-out and corrections.
 
I flipped on through the pages. Numbers. Nothing else, no notes, no signature. Dates on each page. They were all in October 1855. The handwriting was that of the programming manual.
 
The second book had no dates at all. It was a series of exquisitely detailed machine drawings, with elaborately interlocking cogs and gears. There was writing, in the form of terse explanatory notes and dimensions, but it was in an unfamiliar hand.
 
“I’ll save you the effort,” said Bill as I reached for the lens. “These are definitely not by L.D. They are exact copies of some of Babbage’s own plans for his calculating engines. I’ll show you other reproductions if you like, back in Auckland, but you’ll notice that these aren’t photographs. I don’t know what copying process was used. My bet is that all these things were placed here at the same time—whenever that was.”
 
I wouldn’t take Bill’s word for it. After all, I had come to New Zealand to provide an independent check on his ideas. But five minutes were enough to make me agree, for the moment, with what he was saying.
 
“I’d like to take this and the other books up to the kitchen,” I said, as I handed the second ledger back to him. “I want to have a really good look at them.”
 
“Of course.” Bill nodded. “That’s exactly what I expected. I told the Trevelyans that we might be here in Little House for up to a week. We can cook for ourselves, or Annie says she’d be more than happy to expect us at mealtimes. I think she likes the company.”
 
I wasn’t so sure of that. I’m not an elitist, but my own guess was that the conversation between Bill and me in the next few days was likely to be incomprehensible to Annie Trevelyan or almost anyone else.
 
I held out my hand for the third book. This was all handwritten, without a single drawing. It appeared to be a series of letters, running on one after the other, with the ledger turned sideways to provide a writing area ten inches across and twenty deep. There were no paragraphs within the letters. The writing was beautiful and uniform, by a different hand than had penned the numerical tables of the first book, and an exact half-inch space separated the end of one letter from the beginning of the next.
 
The first was dated 12 October, 1850. It began:
 
My dear J.G., The native people continue to be as friendly and as kind in nature as one could wish, though they, alas, cling to their paganism. As our ability to understand them increases, we learn that their dispersion is far wider than we at first suspected. I formerly mentioned the northern islands, ranging from Taheete to Rarotonga. However, it appears that there has been a southern spread of the Maori people also, to lands far from here. I wonder if they may extend their settlements all the way to the great Southern Continent, explored by James Cook and more recently by Captain Ross. I am myself contemplating a journey to a more southerly island, with native assistance. Truly, a whole life’s work is awaiting us. We both feel that, despite the absence of well-loved friends such as yourself, Europe and finance is “a world well lost.” Louisa has recovered completely from the ailment that so worried me two years ago, and I must believe that the main reason for that improvement is a strengthening of spirit. She has begun her scientific work again, more productively, I believe, than ever before. My own efforts in the biological sciences prove ever more fascinating. When you write again tell us, I beg you, not of the transitory social or political events of London, but of the progress of science. It is in this area that L. and I are most starved of new knowledge. With affection, and with the assurance that we think of you and talk of you constantly, L.D.
 
The next letter was dated 14 December, 1850. Two months after the first. Was that time enough for a letter to reach England, and a reply to return? The initials at the end were again L.D.
 
I turned to the back of the volume. The final twenty pages or so were blank, and in the last few entries the beautiful regular handwriting had degenerated to a more hasty scribble. The latest date that I saw was October 1855.
 
Bill was watching me intently. “Just the one book of letters?” I said.
 
He nodded. “But it doesn’t mean they stopped. Only that we don’t have them.”
 
“If they didn’t stop, why leave the last pages blank? Let’s go back upstairs. With the books.”
 
I wanted to read every letter, and examine every page. But if I tried to do it in the chilly crawl space beneath the kitchen, I would have pneumonia before I finished. Already I was beginning to shiver.
 
“First impressions?” asked Bill, as he set the three ledgers carefully on the table and went back to close the trapdoor and replace the coconut matting. “I know you haven’t had a chance to read, but I can’t wait to hear what you’re thinking.”
 
I pulled a couple of the chairs over close to the fireplace. The coal fire was blazing, and the chill was already off the air in the room.
 
“There are two L.D.’s,” I said. “Husband and wife?”
 
“Agreed. Or maybe brother and sister.”
 
“One of them—the woman—wrote the programming manual for the Analytical Engine. The other one, the man—if it is a man, and we can’t be sure of that—did the animal drawings, and he wrote letters. He kept fair copies of what he sent off to Europe, in that third ledger. No sign of the replies, I suppose?”
 
“You’ve now seen everything that I’ve seen.” Bill leaned forward and held chilled hands out to the fire. “I knew there were two, from the letters. But I didn’t make the division of labor right away, the way you did. I bet you’re right, though. Anything else?”
 
“Give me a chance. I need to read.” I took the third book, the one of letters, from the table and returned with it to the fireside. “But they sound like missionaries.”
 
“Missionaries, and scientists. The old nineteenth century mixture.” Bill watched me reading for two minutes, then his urge to be up and doing something—or interrupt me with more questions—took over. His desire to talk was burning him up, while at the same time he didn’t want to stop me from working.
 
“I’m going back to Big House,” he said abruptly. “Shall I tell Annie we’ll be there for a late lunch?”
 
I thought of the old farmhouse, generation after generation of life and children. Now there were just the two old folks, and the empty future. I nodded. “If I try to talk about this to them, make me stop.”
 
“I will. If I can. And if I don’t start doing it myself.” He buttoned his raincoat, and paused in the doorway. “About the gold. I considered telling Jim and Annie when I first found it, because I’m sure that legally they have the best claim to it. But I’d hate for their kids to come hurrying home for all the wrong reasons. I’d appreciate your advice on timing. I hate to play God.”
 
“So you want me to. Tell me one thing. What reason could there be for somebody to come down here to South Island in the 1850s, in secret, and never tell a soul what they were doing? That’s what we are assuming.”
 
“I’m tempted to say, maybe they found pieces of an Analytical Engine, one that had been left untouched here for a century and a half. But that gets a shade too recursive for my taste. And they did say what they were doing. Read the letters.”
 
And then he was gone, and I was sitting alone in front of the warm fire. I stewed comfortably in wet pants and shoes, and read. Soon the words and the heat carried me away a hundred and forty years into the past, working my way systematically through the book’s entries.
 
Most of the letters concerned religious or business matters, and went to friends in England, France, and Ireland. Each person was identified only by initials. It became obvious that the female L.D. had kept up her own active correspondence, not recorded in this ledger, and casual references to the spending of large sums of money made Bill’s discovery of the gold bars much less surprising. The L.D.’s, whoever they were, had great wealth in Europe. They had not traveled to New Zealand because of financial problems back home.
 
But not all the correspondence was of mundane matters back in England. Scattered in among the normal chat to friends were the surprises, as sudden and as unpredictable as lightning from a clear sky. The first of them was a short note, dated January 1851:
 
Dear J.G., L. has heard via A.v.H. that C.B. now despairs of completing his grand design. In his own words, “There is no chance of the machine ever being executed during my own life and I am even doubtful of how to dispose of the drawings after its termination.” This is a great tragedy, and L. is beside herself at the possible loss. Can we do anything about this? If it should happen to be no more than a matter of money…
 
And then, more than two years later, in April 1853:
 
Dear J.G., Many thanks for the shipped materials, but apparently there was rough weather on the journey, and inadequate packing, and three of the cylinders arrived with one or more broken teeth. I am enclosing identification for these items. It is possible that repair can be done here, although our few skilled workmen are a far cry from the machinists of Bologna or Paris. However, you would do me a great favor if you could determine whether this shipment was in fact insured, as we requested. Yours etc. L.D.
 
Cylinders, with toothed gearwheels. It was the first hint of the Analytical Engine, but certainly not the last. I could deduce, from other letters to J.G., that three or four earlier shipments had been made to New Zealand in 1852, although apparently these had all survived the journey in good condition.
 
In the interests of brevity, L.D. in copying the letters had made numerous abbreviations; w. did service for both “which” and “with,” “for” was shortened to f, and so on. Most of the time it did not hinder comprehension at all, and reconstruction of the original was easy; but I cursed when people were reduced to initials. It was impossible to expand those back to discover their identity. A.v.H. was probably the great world traveler and writer, Alexander von Humboldt, whose fingerprint appears all across the natural science of Europe in the first half of the last century; and C.B. ought surely to be Charles Babbage. But who the devil was J.G.? Was it a man, or could it be a woman?
 
About a third of the way through the book, I learned that it was not just copies of letters sent to Europe. It probably began that way, but at some point L.D. started to use it also as a private diary. So by February 1854, after a gap of almost four months, I came across this entry:
 
22 February. Home at last, and thanks be to God that L. did not accompany me, for the seas to the south are more fierce than I ever dreamed, although the natives on the crew make nothing of them. They laugh in the teeth of the gale, and leap from ship to dinghy with impunity, in the highest sea. However, the prospect of a similar voyage during the winter months would deter the boldest soul, and defies my own imagination.
 
L. has made the most remarkable progress in her researches since my departure. She now believes that the design of the great engine is susceptible of considerable improvement, and that it could become capable of much more variation and power than even A.L. suspected. The latter, dear lady, struggles to escape the grasp of her tyrannical mother, but scarce seems destined to succeed. At her request, L. keeps her silence, and allows no word of her own efforts to be fed back to England. Were this work to become known, however, I feel sure that many throughout Europe would be astounded by such an effort—so ambitious, so noble, and carried through, in its entirety, by a woman!
 
So the news of Ada Lovelace’s tragic death, in 1852, had apparently not been received in New Zealand. I wondered, and read on:
 
Meanwhile, what of the success of my own efforts? It has been modest at best. We sailed to the island, named Rormaurma by the natives, which my charts show as Macwherry or Macquarie. It is a great spear of land, fifteen miles long but very narrow, and abundantly supplied with penguins and other seabirds. However, of the “cold-loving people” that the natives had described to me, if I have interpreted their language correctly, there was no sign, nor did we find any of the artifacts, which the natives insist these people are able to make for speech and for motion across the water. It is important that the reason for their veneration of these supposedly “superior men” be understood fully by me, before the way of our Lord can be explained to and accepted by the natives.
 
On my first time through the book I skimmed the second half of the letter. I was more interested in the “remarkable progress” that L.D. was reporting. It was only later that I went back and pondered that last paragraph for a long time.
 
The letters offered an irregular and infuriating series of snapshots of the work that Louisa was performing. Apparently she was busy with other things, too, and could only squeeze in research when conscience permitted. But by early 1855, L.D. was able to write, in a letter to the same unknown correspondent:
 
Dear J.G., It is finished, and it is working!. And truth to tell, no one is more surprised than I. I imagine you now, shaking your head when you read those words, and I cannot deny what you told me, long ago, that our clever dear is the brains of the family—a thesis I will never again attempt to dispute.
 
It is finished, and it is working! I was reading that first sentence again, with a shiver in my spine, when the door opened. I looked up in annoyance. Then I realized that the room was chilly, the fire was almost out, and when I glanced at my watch it was almost three o’clock.
 
It was Bill. “Done reading?” he asked, with an urgency that made me sure he would not like my answer.
 
“I’ve got about ten pages to go on the letters. But I haven’t even glanced at the tables and the drawings.” I stood up, stiffly, and used the tongs to add half a dozen pieces of coal to the fire. “If you want to talk now, I’m game.”
 
The internal struggle was obvious on his face, but after a few seconds he shook his head. “No. It might point you down the same mental path that I took, without either of us trying to do that. We both know how natural it is for us to prompt one another. I’ll wait. Let’s go on down to Big House. Annie told me to come and get you, and by the time we get there she’ll have tea on the table.”
 
My stomach growled at the thought. “What about these?”
 
“Leave them just where they are. You can pick up where you left off, and everything’s safe enough here.” But I noticed that after Bill said that, he carefully pulled the fireguard around the fender, so there was no possibility of stray sparks.
 
The weather outside had cleared, and the walk down the hill was just what I needed. We were at latitude 46 degrees South, it was close to the middle of winter, and already the sun was sloping down to the hills in the west. The wind still blew, hard and cold. If I took a beeline south, there was no land between me and the “great Southern Continent” that L.D. had written about. Head east or west, and I would find only open water until I came to Chile and Argentina. No wonder the winds blew so strongly. They had an unbroken run around half the world to pick up speed.
 
Mrs. Trevelyan’s “tea” was a farmer’s tea, the main cooked meal of the day. Jim Trevelyan was already sitting, knife and fork in hand, when we arrived. He was a man in his early seventies, but thin, wiry, and alert. His only real sign of age was his deafness, which he handled by leaning forward with his hand cupped around his right ear, while he stared with an intense expression at any speaker.
 
The main course was squab pie, a thick crusted delicacy made with mutton, onions, apples, and cloves. I found it absolutely delicious, and delighted Annie Trevelyan by eating three helpings. Jim Trevelyan served us a homemade dark beer. He said little, but nodded his approval when Bill and I did as well with the drink as with the food.
 
After the third tankard I was drifting off into a pleasant dream state. I didn’t feel like talking, and fortunately I didn’t need to. I did my part by imitating Jim Trevelyan, listening to Annie as she told us about Big House and about her family, and nodding at the right places.
 
When the plates were cleared away she dragged out an old suitcase, full of photographs. She knew every person, and how each was related to each, across four generations. About halfway through the pile she stopped and glanced up self-consciously at me and Bill. “I must be boring you.”
 
“Not a bit,” I said. She wasn’t, because her enthusiasm for the past was so great. In her own way she was as much a historian as Bill or me.
 
“Go on, please,” added Bill. “It’s really very interesting.”
 
“All right.” She blushed. “I get carried away, you know. But it’s so good to have youngsters in the house again.”
 
Bill caught my eye. Youngsters? Us? His grizzled beard, and my receding hairline. But Annie was moving on, backward into the past. We went all the way to the time of the first Trevelyan, and the building of Big House itself. At the very bottom of the case sat two framed pictures.
 
“And now you’ve got me,” Annie said, laughing. “I don’t know a thing about these two, though they’re probably the oldest things here.”
 
She passed them across the table for our inspection, giving one to each of us. Mine was a painting, not a photograph. It was of a plump man with a full beard and clear gray eyes. He held a churchwarden pipe in one hand, and he patted the head of a dog with the other. There was no hint as to who he might be.
 
Bill had taken the other, and was still staring at it. I held out my hand. Finally, after a long pause, he passed it across.
 
It was another painting. The man was in half-profile, as though torn between looking at the painter and the woman. He was dark-haired, and wore a long, drooping mustache. She stood by his side, a bouquet of flowers in her hands and her chin slightly lifted in what could have been an expression of resolution or defiance. Her eyes gazed straight out of the picture, into me and through my heart. Across the bottom, just above the frame, were four words in black ink: “Luke and Louisa Derwent.”
 
I could not speak. It was Bill who broke the silence. “How do you come to have these two, if they’re not family?”
 
His voice was gruff and wavering, but Annie did not seem to notice.
 
“Didn’t I ever tell you? The first Trevelyan built Big House, but there were others here before that. They lived in Little House—it was built first, years and years back, I’m not sure when. These pictures have to be from that family, near as I can tell.”
 
Bill turned to glance at me. His mouth was hanging half-open, but at last he managed to close it and say, “Did you—I mean, are there other things? Things here, I mean, things that used to be in Little House.”
 
Annie shook her head. “There used to be, but Granddad, Jim’s dad, one day not long after we were married he did a big clear out. He didn’t bother with the things you’ve been finding, because none of us ever used the crawl space under the kitchen. And I saved those two, because I like pictures. But everything else went.”
 
She must have seen Bill and me subside in our chairs, because she shook her head and said, “Now then, I’ve been talking my fool head off, and never given you any afters. It’s apple pie and cheese.”
 
As she rose from her place and went to the pantry, and Jim Trevelyan followed her out of the kitchen, Bill turned to me.
 
“Can you believe it, I never thought to ask? I mean, I did ask Jim Trevelyan about things that used to be in Little House, and he said his father threw everything out but what’s there now. But I left it at that. I never asked Annie.”
 
“No harm done. We know now, don’t we? Luke Derwent, he’s the artist. And his wife, Louisa, she’s the mathematician and engineer.”
 
“And the programmer—a century before computer programming was supposed to exist.” Bill stopped. We were not supposed to be discussing this until I had examined the rest of the materials. But we were saved from more talk by the return of Jim Trevelyan. He was holding a huge book, the size of a small suitcase, with a black embossed cover and brass-bound corners.
 
“I told you Dad chucked everything,” he said. “And he did, near enough, threw it out or burned it. But he were a religious man, and he knew better than to destroy a Bible.” He dropped it on the table, with a thump that shook the solid wood. “This come from Little House. If you want to take a look at it, even take it on back there with you, you’re very welcome.”
 
I pulled the book across to me and unhooked the thick metal clasp that held it shut. I knew, from the way that some of the pages did not lie fully closed at their edges, that there must be inserts. The room went silent, as I nervously leafed through to find them.
 
The disappointment that followed left me as hollow as though I had eaten nothing all day. There were inserts, sure enough: dried wildflowers, gathered long, long ago, and pressed between the pages of the Bible. I examined every one, and riffled through the rest of the book to make sure nothing else lay between the pages. At last I took a deep breath and pushed the Bible away from me.
 
Bill reached out and pulled it in front of him. “There’s one other possibility,” he said. “If their family happened to be anything like mine…”
 
He turned to the very last page of the Bible. The flyleaf was of thick, yellowed paper. On it, in faded multicolored inks, a careful hand had traced the Derwent family tree.
 
Apple pie and cheese were forgotten, while Bill and I, with the willing assistance of Jim and Annie Trevelyan, examined every name of the generations shown, and made a more readable copy as we went.
 
At the time it finally seemed like more disappointment. Not one of us recognized a single name, except for those of Luke and Louisa Derwent, and those we already knew. The one fact added by the family tree was that they were half brother and sister, with a common father. There were no dates, and Luke and Louisa were the last generation shown.
 
Bill and I admitted that we were at a dead end. Annie served a belated dessert, and after it the two of us wrapped the two pictures in waterproof covers (though it was not raining) and headed back up the hill to Little House, promising Annie that we would certainly be back for breakfast.
 
We were walking in silence, until halfway up the hill Bill said suddenly, “I’m sorry. I saw it, too, the resemblance to Eileen. I knew it would hit you. But I couldn’t do anything about it.”
 
“It was the expression, more than anything,” I said. “That tilt to the chin, and the look in her eyes. But it was just coincidence, they’re not really alike. That sort of thing is bound to happen.”
 
“Hard on you, though.”
 
“I’m fine.”
 
“Great.” Bill’s voice showed his relief. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but I had to be sure you were all right.”
 
“I’m fine.”
 
Fine, except that no more than a month ago a well-meaning friend of many years had asked me, “Do you think of Eileen as the love of your life?”
 
And my heart had dropped through a hole in the middle of my chest, and lodged like a cold rock in the pit of my belly.
 
When we reached Little House I pleaded residual travel fatigue and went straight to bed. With so much of Jim Trevelyan’s powerful home brew inside me, my sleep should have been deep and dreamless. But the dead, once roused, do not lie still so easily.
 
Images of Eileen and the happy past rose before me, to mingle and merge with the Derwent picture. Even in sleep, I felt a terrible sadness. And the old impotence came back, telling me that I been unable to change in any way the only event in my life that really mattered.
 
 
 
With my head still half a world away in a different time zone, I woke long before dawn. The fire, well damped by Bill before he went to bed, was still glowing under the ash, and a handful of firewood and more coal was all it needed to bring it back to full life.
 
Bill was still asleep when I turned on the two oil lamps, pulled the three books within easy reach, and settled down to read. I was determined to be in a position to talk to him by the time we went down to Big House for breakfast, but it was harder than I expected. Yesterday I had been overtired, now I had to go back and reread some of the letters before I was ready to press on.
 
I had been in the spring of 1855, with some sort of Analytical Engine finished and working. But now, when I was desperate to hear more details, Luke Derwent frustrated me. He vanished for four months from the ledger, and returned at last not to report on Louisa’s doings, but brimming over with wonder at his own doings.
 
21 September, 1855. Glory to Almighty God, and let me pray that I never again have doubts. L. and I have wondered, so many times, about our decision to come here. We have never regretted it, but we have asked if it was done for selfish reasons. Now, at last, it is clear that we are fulfilling a higher purpose.
 
Yesterday I returned from my latest journey to Macquarie Island. They were there! The “cold-loving people,” just as my native friends assured me. In truth, they find the weather of the island too warm in all but the southern winter months of May to August, and were almost ready to depart again when our ship made landfall. For they are migrant visitors, and spend the bulk of the year in a more remote location.
 
The natives term them “people,” and I must do the same, for although they do not hold the remotest outward aspect of humans, they are without doubt intelligent. They are able to speak to the natives, with the aid of a box that they carry from place to place. They possess amazing tools, able to fabricate the necessities of life with great speed. According to my native translators, although they have their more permanent base elsewhere in this hemisphere, they come originally from “far, far off.” This to the Maori natives means from far across the seas, although I am less sure of this conclusion. And they have wonderful powers in medical matters. The Maori natives swear that one of their own number, so close to death from gangrenous wounds that death was no more than a day away, was brought to full recovery within hours. Another woman was held, frozen but alive, for a whole winter, until she could be treated and restored to health by the wonderful medical treatment brought from their permanent home by the “cold-loving people” (for whom in truth it is now incumbent upon me to find a better name). I should add that they are friendly, and readily humored me in my desire to make detailed drawings of their form. They asked me through my Maori interpreter to speak English, and assured me that upon my next visit they would be able to talk to me in my own language.
 
All this is fascinating. But it pales to nothing beside the one central question: Do these beings possess immortal souls? We are in no position to make a final decision on such a matter, but L. and I agree that in our actions we must assume that the answer is yes. For if we are in a position to bring to Christ even one of these beings who would otherwise have died unblessed, then it is our clear duty to do so.
 
It was a digression from the whole subject of the Analytical Engine, one so odd that I sat and stared at the page for a long time. And the next entry, with its great outburst of emotion, seemed to take me even farther afield.
 
Dear J.G., I have the worst news in the world. How can I tell you this—L.’s old disease is returned, and, alas, much worse than before. She said nothing to me, but yesterday I discovered bright blood on her handkerchief, and such evidence she could not deny. At my insistence she has visited a physician, and the prognosis is desperate indeed. She is amazingly calm about the future, but I cannot remain so sanguine. Pray for her, my dear friend, as I pray constantly.
 
The letter was dated 25 September, just a few days after his return from his travels. Immediately following, as though Luke could not contain his thoughts, the diary ran on:
 
Louisa insists what I cannot believe: that her disease is no more than God’s just punishment, paid for the sin of both of us. Her calm and courage are beyond belief. She is delighted that I remain well, and she seems resigned to the prospect of her death as I can never be resigned. But what can I do? What? I cannot sit idly, and watch her slow decline. Except that it will not be slow. Six months, no more.
 
His travels among the colony of the “cold-loving people” were forgotten. The Analytical Engine was of no interest to him. But that brief diary entry told me a great deal. I pulled out the picture of Luke and Louisa Derwent, and was staring at it when Bill emerged rumple-haired from the bedroom.
 
This time, I was the one desperate to talk. “I know! I know why they came all the way to New Zealand.”
 
He stared, at me and at the picture I was holding. “How can you?”
 
“We ought to have seen it last night. Remember the family tree in the Bible? It showed they’re half brother and half sister. And this.” I held the painting out toward him.
 
He rubbed his eyes, and peered at it. “I saw. What about it?”
 
“Bill, it’s a wedding picture. See the bouquet, and the ring on her finger? They couldn’t possibly have married back in England, the scandal would have been too great. But here, where nobody knew them, they could make a fresh start and live as man and wife.”
 
He was glancing across to the open ledger, and nodding. “Damn it, you’re right. It explains everything. Their sin, he said. You got to that?”
 
“I was just there.”
 
“Then you’re almost at the end. Read the last few pages, then let’s head down to Big House for breakfast. We can talk on the way.”
 
He turned and disappeared back into the bedroom. I riffled through the ledger. As he said, I was close to the place where the entries gave way to blank pages.
 
There was just one more letter, to the same far-off friend. It was dated 6 October, 1855, and it was calm, even clinical.
 
Dear J.G., L. and I will in a few days be embarking upon a long journey to a distant island, where dwell a certain pagan native people; these are the Heteromorphs (to employ L.’s preferred term for them, since they are very different in appearance from other men, although apparently sharing our rational powers). To these beings we greatly wish to carry the blessings of Our Lord, Jesus Christ. It will be a dangerous voyage. Therefore, if you hear nothing from us within four years, please dispose of our estate according to my earlier instructions. I hope that this is not my last letter to you; however, should that prove to be the case, be assured that we talk of you constantly, and you are always in our thoughts. In the shared love of our Savior, L.D.
 
It was followed by the scribbled personal notes.
 
I may be able to deceive Louisa, and the world, but I do not deceive myself. God forgive me, when I confess that the conversion of the Heteromorphs is not my main goal. For while the message of Christ might wait until they return to their winter base on Macquarie Island, other matters cannot wait. My poor Louisa. Six months, at most. Already she is weakening, and the hectic blush sits on her cheek. Next May would be too late. I must take Louisa now, and pray that the Maori report of powerful Heteromorph medical skills is not mere fable.
 
We will carry with us the word of Christ. Louisa is filled with confidence that this is enough for every purpose, while I, rank apostate, am possessed by doubts. Suppose that they remain, rejecting divine truth, a nation of traders? I know exactly what I want from them. But what do I have to offer in return?
 
Perhaps this is truly a miracle of God’s bounty. For I can provide what no man has ever seen before, a marvel for this and every age: Louisa’s great Engine, which, in insensate mechanic operation, appears to mimic the thought of rational, breathing beings. This, surely, must be of inestimable value and interest, to any beings, no matter how advanced.
 
Then came a final entry, the writing of a man in frantic haste.
 
Louisa has at last completed the transformations of the information that I received from the Heteromorphs. We finally have the precise destination, and leave tomorrow on the morning tide. We are amply provisioned, and our native crew is ready and far more confident than I. Like Rabelais, “Je m’en vais chercher un grand peut-être.” God grant that I find it.
 
I go to seek a great perhaps. I shivered, stood up, and went through to the bedroom, where Bill was pulling on a sweater.
 
“The Analytical Engine. They took it with them when they left.”
 
“I agree.” His expression was a strange blend of satisfaction and frustration. “But now tell me this. Where did they go?”
 
“I can’t answer that.”
 
“We have to. Take a look at this.” Bill headed past me to the kitchen, his arms still halfway into the sleeves. He picked up the folder of drawings that we had brought from the crawl space. “You’ve hardly glanced at these, but I’ve spent as much time on them as on the letters. Here.”
 
He passed me a pen-and-ink drawing that showed one of the creatures seen from the front. There was an abundance of spindly legs—I counted fourteen, plus four thin, whiskery antennae—and what I took to be two pairs of eyes on delicate protruding eyestalks.
 
Those were the obvious features. What took the closer second look were the little pouches on each side of the body, not part of the animal and apparently strapped in position. Held in four of the legs was a straight object with numbers marked along its length.
 
“That’s a scale bar,” said Bill, when I touched a finger to it. “If it’s accurate, and I’ve no reason to think Luke Derwent would have drawn it wrong, his ‘Heteromorphs’ were about three feet tall.”
 
“And those side pouches are for tools.”
 
“Tools, food, communications equipment—they could be anything. See, now, why I told you I thought for the past couple of weeks I was going mad? To have this hanging in front of me, and have no idea how to handle it.”
 
“That place he mentioned. Macquarie Island?”
 
“Real enough. About seven hundred miles south and west of here. But I can promise you, there’s nothing there relating to this. It’s too small, and it’s been visited too often. Anything like the Heteromorphs would have been reported, over and over. And it’s not where Derwent said he was going. He was heading somewhere else, to their more permanent base. Wherever that was.” Bill’s eyes were gleaming, and his mouth was quivering. He had been living with this for too long, and now he was walking the edge. “What are we going to do?”
 
“We’re heading down to Big House, so Annie can feed us. And we’re going to talk this through.” I took his arm. “Come on.”
 
The cold morning air cut into us as soon as we stepped outside the door. As I had hoped, it braced Bill and brought him down.
 
“Maybe we’ve gone as far as we can go,” he said, in a quieter voice. “Maybe we ought to go public with everything, and just tell the world what we’ve found.”
 
“We could. But it wouldn’t work.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“Because when you get right down to it, we haven’t found anything. Bill, if it hadn’t been you who sent me that letter and package of stuff, do you know what I would have said?”
 
“Yeah. Here’s another damned kook.”
 
“Or a fraud. I realized something else when I was reading those letters. If Jim and Annie Trevelyan had found everything in the crawl space, and shipped it to Christchurch, it would have been plausible. You can tell in a minute they know nothing about Babbage, or computers, or programming. But if you wanted two people who could have engineered a big fat hoax, you’d have to go a long way to find someone better qualified than the two of us. People would say, ah, they’re computer nuts, and they’re science history nuts, and they planned a fake to fool everybody.”
 
“But we didn’t!”
 
“Who knows that, Bill, other than me and you? We have nothing to show. What do we do, stand up and say, oh, yes, there really was an Analytical Engine, but it was taken away to show to these aliens? And unfortunately we don’t know where they are, either.”
 
Bill sighed. “Right on. We’d be better off saying it was stolen by fairies.”
 
We had reached Big House. When we went inside, Annie Trevelyan took one look at our faces and said, “Ay, you’ve had bad news then.” And as we sat down at the table and she began to serve hotcakes and sausage, “Well, no matter what it is, remember this: you are both young, and you’ve got your health. Whatever it is, it’s not the end of the world.”
 
It only seemed like it. But I think we both realized that Annie Trevelyan was smarter than both of us.
 
“I’ll say it again,” said Bill, after a moment or two. “What do we do now?”
 
“We have breakfast, and then we go back to Little House, and we go over everything, together. Maybe we’re missing something.”
 
“Yeah. So far, it’s a month of my life.” But Bill was starting to dig in to a pile of beef sausage, and that was a good sign. He and I are both normally what Annie called “good eaters,” and others, less kind, would call gluttons.
 
She fed us until we refused another morsel of food, then ushered us out. “Go and get on with it,” she said cheerfully. “You’ll sort it out. I know you will.”
 
It was good to have the confidence of at least one person in the world. Stuffed with food, we trudged back up the hill. I felt good, and optimistic. But I think that was because the materials were so new to me. Bill must have stared at them already until his eyes popped out.
 
Up at Little House once more, the real work started. We went over the letters and diary again, page by page, date by date, phrase by phrase. Nothing new there, although now that we had seen it once, we could see the evidence again and again of the brother-sister/husband-wife ambivalence.
 
The drawings came next. The Heteromorphs were so alien in appearance that we were often guessing as to the function of organs or the small objects that on close inspection appeared to be slung around their bodies or held in one of the numerous claws, but at the end of our analysis we had seen nothing to change our opinions, or add to our knowledge.
 
We were left with one more item: the ledger of tables of numbers, written in the hand of Louisa Derwent. Bill opened it at random and we stared at the page in silence.
 
“It’s dated October 1855, like all the others,” I said at last. “That’s when they left.”
 
“Right. And Luke wrote ‘Louisa has completed the necessary calculations.’” Bill was scowling down at a list of numbers, accusing it of failing to reveal to us its secrets. “Necessary for what?”
 
I leaned over his shoulder. There were twenty-odd entries in the table, each a two or three digit number. “Nothing obvious. But it’s reasonable to assume that this has something to do with the journey, because of the date. What else would Louisa have been working on in the last few weeks?”
 
“It doesn’t look anything like a navigation guide. But it could be intermediate results. Worksheets.” Bill went back to the first page of the ledger, and the first table. “These could be distances to places they would reach on the way.”
 
“They could. Or they could be times, or weights, or angles, or a hundred other things. Even if they are distances, we have no idea what units they are in. They could be miles, or nautical miles, or kilometers, or anything.”
 
It sounds as though I was offering destructive criticism, but Bill knew better. Each of us had to play devil’s advocate, cross-checking the other every step of the way, if we were to avoid sloppy thinking and unwarranted assumptions.
 
“I’ll accept all that,” he said calmly. “We may have to try and abandon a dozen hypotheses before we’re done. But let’s start making them, and see where they lead. There’s one main assumption, though, that we’ll have to make: these tables were somehow used by Luke and Louisa Derwent to decide how to reach the Heteromorphs. Let’s take it from there, and let’s not lose sight of the only goal we have: we want to find the location of the Heteromorph base.”
 
He didn’t need to spell out to me the implications. If we could find the base, maybe the Analytical Engine would still be there. And I didn’t need to spell out to him the other, overwhelming probability: chances were, the Derwents had perished on the journey, and their long-dead bodies lay somewhere on the ocean floor.
 
We began to work on the tables, proposing and rejecting interpretations for each one. The work was tedious, time-consuming, and full of blind alleys, but we did not consider giving up. From our point of view, progress of sorts was being made as long as we could think of and test new working assumptions. Real failure came only if we ran out of ideas.
 
We stopped for just two things: sleep, and meals at Big House. I think it was the walk up and down the hill, and the hours spent with Jim and Annie Trevelyan, that kept us relatively sane and balanced.
 
Five days fled by. We did not have a solution; the information in the ledger was not enough for that. But we finally, about noon on the sixth day, had a problem.
 
A mathematical problem. We had managed, with a frighteningly long list of assumptions and a great deal of work, to reduce our thoughts and calculations to a very unpleasant-looking nonlinear optimization. If it possessed a global maximum, and could be solved for that maximum, it might yield, at least in principle, the location on Earth whose probability of being a destination for the Derwents was maximized.
 
Lots of “ifs.” But worse than that, having come this far neither Bill nor I could see a systematic approach to finding a solution. Trial-and-error, even with the fastest computer, would take the rest of our lives. We had been hoping that modern computing skills and vastly increased raw computational power could somehow compensate for all the extra information that Louisa Derwent had available to her and we were lacking. So far, the contest wasn’t even close.
 
We finally admitted that, and sat in the kitchen staring at each other.
 
“Where’s the nearest phone?” I asked.
 
“Dunedin, probably. Why?”
 
“We’ve gone as far as we can alone. Now we need expert help.”
 
“I hate to agree with you.” Bill stood up. “But I have to. We’re out of our depth. We need the best numerical analyst we can find.”
 
“That’s who I’m going to call.”
 
“But what will you tell him? What do we tell anyone?”
 
“Bits and pieces. As little as I can get away with.” I was pulling on my coat, and picking up the results of our labors. “For the moment, they’ll have to trust us.”
 
“They’ll have to be as crazy as we are,” he said.
 
The good news was that the people we needed tended to be just that. Bill followed me out.
 
 
 
We didn’t stop at Dunedin. We went all the way to Christchurch, where Bill could hitch a free ride on the university phone system.
 
We found a quiet room, and I called Stanford’s computer science department. I had an old extension, but I reached the man I wanted after a couple of hops—I was a little surprised at that, because as a peripatetic and sociable bachelor he was as often as not in some other continent.
 
“Where are you?” Gene said, as soon as he knew who was on the line.
 
That may sound like an odd opening for a conversation with someone you have not spoken to for a year, but usually when one of us called the other, it meant that we were within dinner-eating distance. Then we would have a meal together, discuss life, death, and mathematics, and go our separate ways oddly comforted.
 
“I’m in Christchurch. Christchurch, New Zealand.”
 
“Right.” There was a barely perceptible pause at the other end of the line, then he said, “Well, you’ve got my attention. Are you all right?”
 
“I’m fine. But I need an algorithm.”
 
I sketched out the nature of the problem, and after I was finished he said, “It sounds a bit like an underdetermined version of the Traveling Salesman problem, where you have incomplete information about the nodes.”
 
“That’s pretty much what we decided. We know a number of distances, and we know that some of the locations and the endpoint have to be on land. Also, the land boundaries place other constraints on the paths that can be taken. Trouble is, we’ve no idea how to solve the whole thing.”
 
“This is really great,” Gene said—and meant it. I could almost hear him rubbing his hands at the prospect of a neat new problem. “The way you describe it, it’s definitely non-polynomial unless you can provide more information. I don’t know how to solve it, either, but I do have ideas. You have to give me all the details.”
 
“I was planning to. This was just to get you started thinking. I’ll be on a midnight flight out of here, and I’ll land at San Francisco about eight in the morning, your time. I can be at your place by eleven-thirty. I’ll have the written details.”
 
“That urgent?”
 
“It feels that way. Maybe you can talk me out of it over dinner.”
 
After I rang off, Bill Rigley gave me a worried shake of his head. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing? You’ll have to tell him quite a bit.”
 
“Less than you think. Gene will help, I promise.” I had just realized what I was doing. I was cashing intellectual chips that I had been collecting for a quarter of a century.
 
“Come on,” I said. “Let’s go over everything one more time. Then I have to get out of here.”
 
 
 
The final division of labor had been an easy one to perform. Bill had to go back to Little House, and make absolutely sure that we had not missed one scrap of information that might help us. I must head for the United States, and try to crack our computational problem. Bill’s preliminary estimate, of 2,000 hours on a Cray Y-MP, was not encouraging. I arrived in San Francisco one hour behind schedule, jet-lagged to the gills. But I made up for lost time on the way to Palo Alto, and was sitting in the living room of Gene’s house on Constanza by midday.
 
True to form, he had not waited for my arrival. He had already been in touch with half a dozen people scattered around the United States and Canada to see if there was anything new and exciting in the problem area we were working. I gave him a restricted version of the story of Louisa Derwent and the vanished Analytical Engine, omitting all suggestion of aliens, and then showed him my copy of our analyses and the raw data from which we had drawn it. While he started work on that, I borrowed his telephone and wearily tackled the next phase.
 
Gene would give us an algorithm, I was sure of that, and it would be the best that today’s numerical analysis could provide. But even with that best, I was convinced that we would face a most formidable computational problem.
 
I did not wait to learn just how formidable. Assuming that Bill and I were right, there would be other certainties. We would need a digital database of the whole world, or at least the southern hemisphere, with the land/sea boundaries defined. This time my phone call gave a less satisfactory answer. The Defense Mapping Agency might have what I needed, but it was almost certainly not generally available. My friend (with a guarantee of anonymity) promised to do some digging, and either finagle me a loaner data set or point me to the best commercial sources.
 
I had one more call to make, to Marvin Minsky at the MIT Media Lab. I looked at the clock as I dialed. One forty-five. On the East Coast it was approaching quitting time for the day. Personally, I felt long past quitting time.
 
I was lucky again. He came to the phone sounding slightly surprised. We knew each other, but not all that well—not the way that I knew Bill or Gene.
 
“Do you still have a good working relationship with Thinking Machines Corporation?” I asked.
 
“Yes.” If a declarative word can also be a question, that was it.
 
“And Danny Hillis is still Chief Scientist, right?”
 
“He is.”
 
“Good. Do you remember in Pasadena a few years ago you introduced us?”
 
“At the Voyager Neptune flyby. I remember it very well.” Now his voice sounded more and more puzzled. No wonder. I was tired beyond belief, and struggling to stop my thoughts spinning off into non-sequiturs.
 
“I think I’m going to need a couple of hundred hours of time,” I said, “on the fastest Connection Machine there is.”
 
“You’re talking to the wrong person.”
 
“I may need some high priority access.” I continued as though I had not heard him. “Do you have a few minutes while I tell you why I need it?”
 
“It’s your nickel.” Now the voice sounded a little bit skeptical, but I could tell he was intrigued.
 
“This has to be done in person. Maybe tomorrow morning?”
 
“Friday? Hold on a moment.”
 
“Anywhere you like,” I said, while a muttered conversation took place at the other end of the line. “It won’t take long. Did you say tomorrow is Friday?”
 
I seemed to have lost a day somewhere. But that didn’t matter. By tomorrow afternoon I would be ready and able to sleep for the whole weekend.
 
 
 
Everything had been rushing along, faster and faster, toward an inevitable conclusion. And at that point, just where Bill and I wanted the speed to be at a maximum, events slowed to a crawl.
 
In retrospect, the change of pace was only in our minds. By any normal standards, progress was spectacularly fast.
 
For example, Gene produced an algorithm in less than a week. He still wanted to do final polishing, especially to make it optimal for parallel processing, but there was no point in waiting before programming began. Bill had by this time flown in from New Zealand, and we were both up in Massachusetts. In ten days we had a working program and the geographic database was on-line.
 
Our first Connection Machine run was performed that same evening. It was a success, if by “success” you mean by that it did not bomb. But it failed to produce a well-defined maximum of any kind.
 
So then the tedious time began. The input parameters that we judged to be uncertain had to be run over their full permitted ranges, in every possible variation. Naturally, we had set up the program to perform that parametric variation automatically, and to proceed to the next case whenever the form of solution was not satisfactory. And just as naturally, we could hardly bear to leave the computer. We wanted to see the results of each run, to be there when—or if—the result we wanted finally popped out.
 
For four whole days, nothing emerged that was even encouraging. Any computed maxima were hopelessly broad and unacceptably poorly defined. We went on haunting the machine room, disappearing only for naps and hurried meals. It resembled the time of our youth, when hands-on program debugging was the only sort known. In the late night hours I felt a strange confluence of computer generations. Here we were, working as we had worked many years ago, but now we were employing today’s most advanced machine in a strange quest for its own earliest ancestor.
 
We must have been a terrible nuisance to the operators, as we brooded over input and fretted over output, but no one said an unkind word. They must have sensed, from vague rumors, or from the more direct evidence of our behavior, that something very important to us was involved in these computations. They encouraged us to eat and rest; and it seemed almost inevitable that when at last the result that Bill and I had been waiting for so long emerged from the electronic blizzard of activity within the Connection Machine, neither of us would be there to see it.
 
The call came at eight-thirty in the morning. We had left an hour earlier, and were eating a weary breakfast in the Royal Sonesta Motel, not far from the installation.
 
“I have something I think you should see,” said the hesitant voice of the shift operator. He had watched us sit dejected over a thousand outputs, and he was reluctant now to raise our hopes. “One of the runs shows a sharp peak. Really narrow and tight.”
 
They had deduced what we were looking for. “We’re on our way,” said Bill. Breakfast was left half-eaten—a rare event for either of us—and in the car neither of us could think of anything to say.
 
The run results were everything that the operator had suggested. The two-dimensional probability density function was a set of beautiful concentric ellipses, surrounding a single land location. We could have checked coordinates with the geographic database, but we were in too much of a hurry. Bill had lugged a Times Atlas with him all the way from Auckland, and parked it in the computer room. Now he riffled through it, seeking the latitude and longitude defined by the run output.
 
“My God!” he said after a few seconds. “It’s South Georgia.”
 
After my first bizarre reaction—South Georgia! How could the Derwents have undertaken a journey to so preposterous a destination, in the southeastern United States?—I saw where Bill’s finger lay.
 
South Georgia Island. I had hardly heard of it, but it was a lonely smear of land in the far south of the Atlantic Ocean.
 
Bill, of course, knew a good deal about the place. I have noticed this odd fact before, people who live south of the equator seem to know far more about the geography of their hemisphere than we do about ours. Bill’s explanation, that there is a lot less southern land to know about, is true but not completely convincing.
 
It did not matter, however, because within forty-eight hours I too knew almost all there was to know about South Georgia. It was not very much. The Holy Grail that Bill and I had been seeking so hard was a desolate island, about a hundred miles long and twenty miles wide. The highest mountains were substantial, rising almost to ten thousand feet, and their fall to the sea was a dreadful chaos of rocks and glaciers. It would not be fair to say that the interior held nothing of interest, because no one had ever bothered to explore it.
 
South Georgia had enjoyed its brief moment of glory at the end of the last century, when it had been a base for Antarctic whalers, and even then only the coastal area had been inhabited. In 1916, Shackleton and a handful of his men made a desperate and successful crossing of the island’s mountains, to obtain help for the rest of his stranded trans-Antarctic expedition. The next interior crossing was not until 1955, by a British survey team.
 
That is the end of South Georgia history. Whaling was the only industry. With its decline, the towns of Husvik and Grytviken dwindled and died. The island returned to its former role, as an outpost beyond civilization.
 
None of these facts was the reason, though, for Bill Rigley’s shocked “My God!” when his finger came to rest on South Georgia. He was amazed by the location. The island lies in the Atlantic Ocean, at 54 degrees South. It is six thousand miles away from New Zealand, or from the Heteromorph winter outpost on Macquarie Island.
 
And those are no ordinary six thousand miles, of mild winds and easy trade routes.
 
“Look at the choice Derwent had to make,” said Bill. “Either he went west, south of Africa and the Cape of Good Hope. That’s the long way, nine or ten thousand miles, and all the way against the prevailing winds. Or he could sail east. That way would be shorter, maybe six thousand miles, and mostly with the winds. But he would have to go across the South Pacific, and then through the Drake Passage between Cape Horn and the Antarctic Peninsula.”
 
 
 
His words meant more to me after I had done some reading. The southern seas of the Roaring Forties cause no shivers today, but a hundred years ago they were a legend to all sailing men, a region of cruel storms, monstrous waves, and deadly winds. They were worst of all in the Drake Passage, but that wild easterly route had been Luke Derwent’s choice. It was quicker, and he was a man for whom time was running out.
 
While I did my reading, Bill was making travel plans.
 
Were we going to South Georgia? Of course we were, although any rational process in my brain told me, more strongly than ever, that we would find nothing there. Luke and Louisa Derwent never reached the island. They had died, as so many others had died, in attempting that terrible southern passage below Cape Horn.
 
There was surely nothing to be found. We knew that. But still we drained our savings, and Bill completed our travel plans. We would fly to Buenos Aires, then on to the Falkland Islands. After that came the final eight hundred miles to South Georgia, by boat, carrying the tiny two-person survey aircraft whose final assembly must be done on the island itself.
 
Already we knew the terrain of South Georgia as well as anyone had ever known it. I had ordered a couple of spot satellite images of the island, good cloud-free pictures with ten meter resolution. I went over them again and again, marking anomalies that we wanted to investigate.
 
Bill did the same. But at that point, oddly enough, our individual agendas diverged. His objective was the Analytical Engine, which had dominated his life for the past few months. He had written out, in full, the sequence of events that led to his discoveries in New Zealand, and to our activities afterward. He described the location and nature of all the materials at Little House. He sent copies of everything, dated, signed, and sealed, to the library of his own university, to the British Museum, to the Library of Congress, and to the Reed Collection of rare books and manuscripts in the Dunedin Public Library. The discovery of the Analytical Engine—or of any part of it—somewhere on South Georgia Island would validate and render undeniable everything in the written record.
 
And I? I wanted to find evidence of Louisa Derwent’s Analytical Engine, and even more so of the Heteromorphs. But beyond that, my thoughts turned again and again to Luke Derwent, in his search for the “great perhaps.”
 
He had told Louisa that their journey was undertaken to bring Christianity to the cold-loving people; but I knew better. Deep in his heart he had another, more selfish motive. He cared less about the conversion of the Heteromorphs than about access to their great medical powers. Why else would he carry with him, for trading purposes, Louisa’s wondrous construct, the “marvel for this and every age”—a clanking mechanical computer, to beings who possessed machines small and powerful enough to serve as portable language translators.
 
I understood Luke Derwent completely, in those final days before he sailed east. The love of his life was dying, and he was desperate. Would he, for a chance to save her, have risked death on the wild southern ocean? Would he have sacrificed himself, his whole crew, and his own immortal soul, for the one-in-a-thousand chance of restoring her to health? Would anyone take such a risk?
 
I can answer that. Anyone would take the risk, and count himself blessed by the gods to be given the opportunity.
 
I want to find the Analytical Engine on South Georgia, and I want to find the Heteromorphs. But more than either of those, I want to find evidence that Luke Derwent succeeded in his final, reckless gamble. I want him to have beaten the odds. I want to find Louisa Derwent, frozen but alive in the still glaciers of the island, awaiting her resurrection and restoration to health.
 
I have a chance to test the kindness of reality. For in just two days, Bill and I fly south and seek our evidence, our own “great perhaps.” Then I will know.
 
But now, at the last moment, when we are all prepared, events have taken a more complex turn. And I am not sure if what is happening will help us, or hinder us.
 
Back in Christchurch, Bill had worried about what I would tell people when we looked for help in the States. I told him that I would say as little as we could get away with, and I kept my word. No one was given more than a small part of the whole story, and the main groups involved were separated by the width of the continent.
 
But we were dealing with some of the world’s smartest people. And today, physical distance means nothing. People talk constantly across the computer nets. Somewhere, in the swirling depths of GEnie, or across the invisible web of an Ethernet, a critical connection was made. And then the inevitable cross-talk began.
 
Bill learned of this almost by accident, discussing with a travel agent the flights to Buenos Aires. Since then I have followed it systematically.
 
We are not the only people heading for South Georgia Island. I know of at least three other groups, and I will bet that there are more.
 
Half the MIT Artificial Intelligence Laboratory seems to be flying south. So is a substantial fraction of the Stanford Computer Science Department, with additions from Lawrence Berkeley and Lawrence Livermore. And from southern California, predictably, comes an active group centered on Los Angeles. Niven, Pournelle, Forward, Benford, and Brin cannot be reached. A number of JPL staff members are mysteriously missing. Certain other scientists and writers from all over the country do not return telephone calls.
 
What are they all doing? It is not difficult to guess. We are talking about individuals with endless curiosity, and lots of disposable income. Knowing their style, I would not be surprised if the Queen Mary were refurbished in her home at Long Beach, and headed south.
 
Except that they, like everyone else, will be in a hurry, and go by air. No one wants to miss the party. These are the people, remember, who did not hesitate to fly to Pasadena for the Voyager close flybys of the outer planets, or to Hawaii and Mexico to see a total solar eclipse. Can you imagine them missing a chance to be in on the discovery of the century, of any century? Not only to observe it, but maybe to become part of the discovery process itself. They will converge on South Georgia in their dozens—their scores—their hundreds, with their powerful laptop computers and GPS terminals and their private planes and advanced sensing equipment.
 
Logic must tell them, as it tells me, that they will find absolutely nothing. Luke and Louisa Derwent are a century dead, deep beneath the icy waters of the Drake Passage. With them, if the machine ever existed, lie the rusting remnants of Louisa’s Analytical Engine. The Heteromorphs, if they were ever on South Georgia Island, are long gone.
 
I know all that. So does Bill. But win or lose, Bill and I are going. So are all the others.
 
And win or lose, I know one other thing. After we, and our converging, energetic, curious, ingenious, sympathetic horde, are finished, South Georgia will never be the same.
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