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JIGSAW

by Douglas Smith

Aurora Award Finalist

Humans are just beginning to explore the outer reaches of our solar system when the wormships are discovered outside the orbit of Pluto. Abandoned? Lost? Or left to be found? Found with charted wormholes in Sol System. Found with incredibly ancient yet perfectly functioning Wormer technology. Five years later, humanity is exploring the stars.

But right now, Cassie Morant, ship geologist on the Johannes Kepler wormship, wishes that she was back on Earth in her tiny apartment, lost in one of her beloved jigsaw puzzles. Because that perfect Wormer technology is perfect no more. Something has gone wrong. The Kepler’s orbit is decaying, and Cassie has less than twenty-four hours to solve a planet-sized, eons-old puzzle—or the entire crew will die. Cassie’s good at puzzles, but this one has a piece missing. A big piece.

Now Cassie has one last chance to save the ship and the man she loves. But time’s running out…

~~

“...a fun romp.”

—Publishers Weekly

“...reawakened the child in me who loved to watch Star Trek characters solve the problems of mysterious races on faraway worlds. It’s a nicely done puzzle-story, with a clever solution...”

—Nancy Fulda

“A clever story whose protagonist is as reliant on her innate curiosity and fondness for puzzles as her intelligence. It provides added depth that one can miss in short fiction.”

—Tangent Online

“…reads very, very well in the traditional derring-do of sf adventures … shows the scope of the author’s range and another favorite of mine in Chimerascope (A+)”

—Fantasy Book Critic

“A darkly amusing look at what can go wrong when humans use alien technology they don’t fully understand.”

—infinityplus

“Fast-paced...with a clever puzzle.”

—Tangent Online
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JIGSAW

STILL IN SHOCK, Cassie Morant slumped in the cockpit of the empty hopper, staring at the two viewplates before her.

In one, the planet Griphus, a blue, green, and brown marble wrapped in belts of cloud, grew smaller. Except for the shape of its land masses, it could have been Earth.

But it wasn’t. Griphus was an alien world, light-years from Sol System.

A world where nineteen of her shipmates were going to die.

And one of them was Davey.

On the other viewplate, the segmented, tubular hull of the orbiting Earth wormship, the Johannes Kepler, grew larger. Cassie tapped a command, and the ship’s vector appeared, confirming her fears.

The ship’s orbit was still decaying. She opened a comm-link.

“Hopper Two to the Kepler,” she said. “Requesting docking clearance.”

Silence. Then a male voice crackled over the speaker, echoing cold and metallic in the empty shuttle. “Acknowledged, Hopper Two. You are clear to dock, segment beta four, port nine.”

Cassie didn’t recognize the voice, but that wasn’t surprising. The Kepler held the population of a small city, and Cassie was something of a loner. But she had no trouble identifying the gruff rumble she heard next.

“Pilot of hopper, identify yourself. This is Captain Theodor.”

Cassie took a breath. “Sir, this is Dr. Cassandra Morant, team geologist.”

Pause. “Where’s Team Leader Stockard?” Theodor asked.

Davey. “Sir, the rest of the surface team was captured by the indigenous tribe inhabiting the extraction site. The team is...” Cassie stopped, her throat constricting.

“Morant?”

She swallowed. “They’re to be executed at sunrise.”

Another pause.

“Did you get the berkelium?” Theodor finally asked.

Cassie fought her anger. Theodor wasn’t being heartless. The team below was secondary to the thousands on the ship.

“Just a core sample, sir,” she said. “But it confirms that the deposit’s there.”

Theodor swore. “Dr. Morant, our orbit decays in under twenty hours. Report immediately after docking to brief the command team.” Theodor cut the link.

Cassie stared at the huge wormship, suddenly hating it, hating its strangeness. Humans would never build something like that, she thought.

Consisting of hundreds of torus rings strung along a central axis like donuts on a stick, the ship resembled a giant metallic worm. A dozen rings near the middle were slowly rotating, providing the few inhabited sections with an artificial gravity.

The thousands of humans on the ship barely filled a fraction of it. This wasn’t meant for us, she thought. We shouldn’t be here.

Humans had just begun to explore their solar system, when Max Bremer and his crew had found the wormships, three of them, outside the orbit of Pluto.

Abandoned? Lost? Or left to be found?

Found by the ever curious, barely-out-of-the-trees man-apes of Earth. Found with charted wormholes in Sol System. Found with still-only-partly-translated, we-think-this-button-does-this libraries and databases, and we-can’t-fix-it-so-it-better-never-break technology. Incredibly ancient yet perfectly functioning Wormer technology.

Wormers. The inevitable name given to Earth’s unknown alien benefactors.

Five years later, humanity was here, exploring the stars, riding like toddlers on the shoulders of the Wormers.

But Cassie no longer wanted to be here. She wished she was back on Earth, safely cocooned in her apartment, with Vivaldi playing, lost in one of her jigsaw puzzles.

She shifted uncomfortably in the hopper seat. Like every Wormer chair, like the ship itself, it almost fit a human. But not quite.

It was like forcing a piece to fit in a jigsaw—it was always a cheat, and in the end, the picture was wrong. Humans didn’t belong here. They had forced themselves into a place in the universe where they didn’t fit. We cheated, she thought, and we’ve been caught. And now we’re being punished.

They faced a puzzle that threatened the entire ship. She’d had a chance to solve it on the planet.

And she’d failed.

Cassie hugged herself, trying to think. She was good at puzzles, but this one had a piece missing. She thought back over events since they’d arrived through the wormhole four days ago. The answer had to be there...

~~

FOUR DAYS AGO, Cassie had sat in her quarters on the Kepler, hunched over a jigsaw puzzle covering her desk. The desk, like anything Wormer, favoured unbroken flowing contours, seat sweeping up to chair back, wrapping around to desk surface. Viewplates on the curved walls showed telescopic shots of Griphus. The walls and ceiling glowed softly.

Lieutenant David Stockard, Davey to Cassie, lay on her bunk watching her.

“Don’t you get tired of jigsaws?” he asked.

She shrugged. “They relax me. It’s my form of meditation. Besides, I’m doing my homework.”

Davey rolled off the bunk. She watched him walk over, wondering again what had brought them together. If she could call what they had being “together”—sometimes friendship, sometimes romance, sometimes not-talking-to-each-other.

They seemed a case study in “opposites attract.” She was a scientist, and Davey was military. She was dark, short and slim, while he was fair, tall and broad. She preferred spending her time quietly, reading, listening to classical music—and doing jigsaw puzzles. Davey always had to be active.

But the biggest difference lay in their attitudes to the Wormers. Davey fervently believed that the alien ships were meant to be found by humans, that the Universe wanted them to explore the stars.

To Cassie, the Universe wasn’t telling them everything it knew. She felt that they didn’t understand Wormer technology enough to be risking thousands of lives.

He looked at the puzzle. “Homework?”

“I printed a Mercator projection of topographic scans of Griphus onto plas-per, and the computer cut it into a jigsaw.”

The puzzle showed the planet’s two major continents, which Dr. Xu, head geologist and Cassie’s supervisor, had dubbed Manus and Pugnus. Hand and fist. The western continent, Pugnus, resembled a clenched fist and forearm, punching across an ocean at Manus, which resembled an open hand, fingers and thumb curled ready to catch the fist. Coloured dots, each numbered, speckled the map.

“What are the dots?” Davey asked.

“Our shopping list. Deposits of rare minerals. That is, if you believe Wormer archives and Wormer scanners—”

“Cassie, let’s not start—” Davey said.

“Davey, these ships are at least ten thousand years old—”

“With self-healing nanotech—” Davey replied.

“That we don’t understand—”

“Cassie...” Davey sighed.

She glared, then folded her arms. “Fine.”

Davey checked the time on his per-comm unit. “Speaking of homework, Trask wants surface team rescue procedures by oh-eight-hundred. Gotta go.” He kissed Cassie and left.

Cassie bit back a comment that this was a scientific, not a military, expedition. The likely need for Trask’s “procedures” was low in her opinion.

She would soon change her mind.

An hour later, Cassie was walking along the busy outer corridor of the ring segment assigned to the science team. Suddenly, the ship shuddered, throwing Cassie and others against one curving wall.

The ship lurched again, and the light from the glowing walls blinked out. People screamed. Cassie stumbled and fell. And kept falling, waiting for the impact against the floor that never came, until she realized what had happened.

The ring’s stopped rotating, she thought. We’ve lost artificial gravity.

She floated in darkness for maybe thirty minutes, bumping into others, surrounded by whispers, shouts, and sobbing. Suddenly, the lights flicked back on. Cassie felt gravity returning like an invisible hand tugging at her guts, followed by a sudden heaviness in her limbs. Hitting the floor, she rolled, then rose on shaky legs. People stood dazed, looking like scattered pieces in a jigsaw that before had been a coherent picture of normality.

What had happened?

The intercom broke through the rising babble of conversations. “The following personnel report immediately to port six, segment beta four for surface team detail.” Twenty names followed. One was Davey’s.

One was hers. What was going on?

An hour later, her questions still unanswered, she and nineteen others sat in a hopper as it left the Kepler. Hoppers were smaller Wormer craft used for ship-to-surface trips and exploration. With a tubular hull, a spherical cockpit at the head, and six jointed legs allowing them to rest level on any terrain, they resembled grasshoppers.

The team faced each other in two rows of seats in the main cabin. Cassie only knew two others besides Davey. Manfred Mubuto, balding, dark and round, was their xeno-anthropologist. Liz Branson, with features as sharp as her sarcasm, was their linguist. Four were marines. But the rest, over half the team, were mining techs. Why?

Davey addressed them. She’d never seen him so serious.

“The Kepler’s power loss resulted from the primary fuel cell being purged. Engineering is working to swap cells, but that requires translating untested Wormer procedures. We may need to replenish the cell, which means extracting berkelium from Griphus for processing.”

That’s why I’m here, Cassie thought. Berkelium, a rare trans-uranium element, was the favoured Wormer energy source. It had never been found on Earth, only manufactured. Her analysis of Griphus had shown possible deposits.

“Like every planet found via the wormholes,” Davey said, “Griphus is incredibly Earth-like: atmosphere, gravity, humanoid populations—”

Liz interrupted. “We purged a fuel cell? Who screwed up?”

Davey reddened. “That’s not relevant—”

“Operator error, I hear,” Manfred said. “A tech misread Wormer symbols on a panel, punched an incorrect sequence—”

Liz swore. “I knew it! We’re like kids trying to fly Daddy’s flitter—”

Cassie started to agree, but Davey cut them off.

“We’ve no time for rumours,” he snapped, looking at Cassie, Liz, and Manfred. “Our orbit decays in three days. I remind you that this team’s under my command—including science personnel.”

Manfred nodded. Liz glared, but said nothing.

Davey tapped the computer pad on his seat. A holo of Griphus appeared. “Dr. Morant, please locate the berkelium.”

Cassie almost laughed at being called “Dr. Morant” by Davey, but then she caught his look. She tapped some keys, and two red dots blinked onto the holo, one in the ocean mid-way between Pugnus and Manus, and another offshore of Manus. The second site was circled.

“Wormer sensors show two sites. I’ve circled my recommendation,” Cassie said.

“Why not the other site?” a mining tech asked.

A network of lines appeared, making the planet’s surface look like a huge
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