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        Fiercely plies the shaft of this my paddle,

        Named Kautu ki te rangi.

        To the heavens raise it, to the skies uplift it.

        It guides to the distant horizon,

        To the horizon that seems to draw near,

        To the horizon that instils fear,

        To the horizon that causes dread,

        The horizon of unknown power,

        Bounded by sacred restrictions.

        Along this unknown course,

        Our ship must brave the waves below,

        Our ship must fight the storms above.

        This course must be followed,

        By chief and priest and crew,

        But place our trust in Rehua

        And through him we’ll reach the land of Light.

      
        O Rongo-and-Tane, we raise our offerings.

        SIR PETER BUCK TE RANGI HĪROA, THE COMING OF THE MĀORI
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            REVERSE THRUST

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            HERE WE ARE

          

        

      

    

    
      These are the end times.

      All of us who make this journey—our revered ancestors, our cherished decedents—we are all blessed to be a part of this, the most exciting time for our people since our evolutionary beginnings. It is the nature of humanity to explore. It is the nature of humanity to expand. We are born in tentative steps on two feet. We are born among the stars.
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        * * *

      

      Susanne sat three rows back from Reverend Hue and let his words wash over her. She often didn’t exactly pay attention in the service, but she never felt like she was missing anything. She always left those services just as refreshed, just as enlightened as she did those times when she hung on every phrase. Maybe it was the stillness, the ability to just sit and not feel like she had to do anything that was what drew her to the services. Whatever it was, she always felt imbued by the spirit of joy when she stepped out of the small meeting room, regardless of the sermon.

      She’d explained it to Lila, her teaching partner at the school, that it was simply being present, with the other followers and the Reverend, that was the act of worship for her. Lila had looked skeptical, but she was skeptical of everything to do with Susanne’s faith. That was fine. Susanne wasn’t out to convert anyone. The object of her adoration required no believers.
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        * * *

      

      Here we are, taking our first steps as a new species. We see a fallen branch, perceive a use for it, make new connections in our brains. We take a step toward our destiny.

      Millions of years away, here we are, taking our first steps on a new world, a new home for our species. We take another step toward our destiny. What transpires in between? Nothing more nor less than the wonders and horrors of all that humanity can be.

      Here we are, caring for the weakest of us all. Here we are, murdering our neighbours. Here we are, building the first rocket to the moon. Here we are, burning villages of children. As it has happened, so it happens now and will happen always. We can never be free from history. We can choose only the manner in which we shall play our parts.
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        * * *

      

      Susanne floated weightless in the spherical padded room in the centre of the ship. She hugged her knees to her chest, as compact a ball as she could be. She didn’t cry, but she felt like she might. She was seventeen and had just received the notice from the Academy that she’d been accepted into academic training. It was everything she’d hoped for.

      But when she saw the notice, her mother hugging her, saying, “I’m so proud of you, honey,” Susanne had felt her heart drop. How had she ever thought she could do this? Teaching other people? When she couldn’t even understand a simple poem?

      It had been years since she’d failed that literature class, so long that the Academy hadn’t even considered it in their assessment. But Susanne remembered: she had failed. Images of the exam questions burned the inside of her eyelids as she floated, the word Failure ringing in her ears. Even if no one else knew, she always would remember.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t you feel a bit—” Lila asked one lunch break, “naïve?”

      “What do you mean?” Susanne asked.

      “You know,” Lila said, looking sheepish but determined, “gods. Religion. It’s all a bit—backward, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t worship gods,” Susanne said, a smile growing on her face. “And as for religion, I don’t know. I guess you could call it that. From what I’ve read about them, I thought religions were about controlling people, making them conform to some code. There’s nothing like that at our services. It’s about how we relate to reality, not what we do in it.”

      Lila frowned. “If it doesn’t tell you how to behave, then what’s it for?”

      “I guess it’s like some of the more esoteric branches of philosophy. Epistemology, maybe, or theoretical physics. We’re thinking about the fundamental nature of reality and our place in it.” She picked up her sandwich. “None of those things dictate whether I eat this now or save it for later, but they still inform my understanding of the universe.”

      Lila narrowed her eyes. She and Susanne had taught together for nearly a decade and Susanne appreciated her colleague’s attempt to reconcile her faith with her analytical mind. “Okay,” Lila said. “I’ll concede that it’s not certain that you’ve been brainwashed. For now.”

      “Phew,” Susanne drew her hand across her forehead exaggeratedly. “Now, can we talk about what we’re going to do about helping Min to understand linear algebra?”
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        * * *

      

      It is the dawn of a new age. It is always the dawn of a new age. Every second redraws the past into a new shape. It is always armageddon for history. These are the end times. This is the new age. Every moment, every breath, is the first and is the last. There is no beginning and no ending. Only that which we perceive. But our senses are limited and distorted. Our eyes capture the view we see upside down and our brains have to correct the image. We adjust to make prefect sense of our imperfect senses.

      We remember something, we call it past. We imagine something to come, we call it future. But what is now? Now can never be described, can never be held, because there is no now. There is no past, no future, no time. No time but all time.
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        * * *

      

      She was certain he was staring at her. Not just him, but the entire class. She could feel their eyes on her skin, their mockery palpable in the small room. When Susanne found the courage to look up from her tablet, she saw only a classroom full of her fellow students looking forward at their lecturer, but she was sure that moments earlier they’d all been looking at her.

      She was such a fool. Of course, Malik Ahmed was attractive; anyone with eyes could see that. And that voice—it was like it reached deep inside her every time he spoke. That she ever thought she’d have a chance with him was patently ridiculous. She could feel the sweat pooling in her armpits, just as it had all those months previously when she’d asked him to go with her to the revival of Rich Ibarra’s final play, Sunspots. And when he’d agreed, she must have looked so absurd with her stupid grin. How could she not have known?

      But he’d met her at the play and they’d both enjoyed it; she blathered on about how much she loved Sunspots, that Ibarra was the only contemporary playwright whose work she felt she understood. Even as she talked she knew she was making a fool of herself, but Malik suggested a drink afterwards and Susanne felt her stomach flip. She’d felt like the hero of a love story, as if something portentous and magical were happening as they found a small table in a dark corner of the pub. And then he’d been funny and charming as they talked about the play and she was laughing and barely hearing him talk as she concocted a scheme to get rid of her roommate for an evening then— It was as if the ship stopped spinning for a moment, when her distracted ear picked up the words. My boyfriend.

      “He hates theatre. I was so glad you asked me. Who wants to go alone; the best part is talking about it afterward, don’t you think?” Something inside Susanne broke when he put his hand on hers, saying, “When you’re in a relationship, it’s easy to forget how important it is to have other friends.”

      She knew it must have shown on her face—the disappointment, her breaking heart. She forced a smile and agreed, then went back to talking about the play. But he had to have known. Had to have later told everyone he knew, laughing at her desire, her blindness. She wanted to crawl out an airlock.

      She’d managed to stop thinking about it. Not forget, of course, but not dwell on it either. Until she’d walked into the new class and there he was. Smiling at her as if nothing ever happened, but her shame and embarrassment covered her like a smothering blanket.
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        * * *

      

      “I know you’re tired of talking about it,” Lila said, “but I can’t help it. I’m curious. If you hadn’t mentioned it, I’d never have guessed that you were an adherent.”

      “It’s okay,” Susanne said. “I’m not ashamed or anything.”

      “I know.” Lila managed to look embarrassed. “So, did you grow up with these ideas. Your mother, was she a believer?”

      Susanne laughed. “Not at all. She still thinks I’m just a little bit crazy. Really, there’s nothing you can say about this that she hasn’t already said, and then some. No, I came across these ideas when I was studying. I was working on ship’s history, some of the less pleasant parts. The bad decisions, the unfair practices. I read a few references to this belief system and I was intrigued. I couldn’t stop thinking about it and everything I read made me want to know more. I discovered that the ideas never died out, that there were some small pockets of adherents still. So I went to a service.”

      “You knew you believed just by reading about it?”

      “Of course not,” Susanne said. “I was just curious. Kind of like you, I guess.” She smiled at her friend, whose face reddened slightly. “At first it was just research, but I met some of the people, made some friends. So I kept going. Then I found that I liked the feeling of having a half-hour where you could be still, where you could be quiet and just think about things. I liked spending time with other people who were interested in these ideas. And it doesn’t hurt that the reverend has a spectacular speaking voice.”

      Lila grinned. “You are a sucker for nice voices.”

      Susanne nodded. “I can’t deny that the delivery is enjoyable. But in the end it’s the message that keeps me coming back. After all, Reverend Hue is part of the Portside Theatre troupe. If I just wanted to listen to him talk, I could go to a play.”
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        * * *

      

      This is the beginning of a journey. We are almost at our destination. It is a never-ending journey. Many of us feel, in our everyday moments, like there is among us some great sense of completeness, a conclusion, an accomplishment. That we are in the midst of finishing a grand endeavour, and that while we will not see the fruits of our struggles, our grandchildren will be as the heroes of history are to us—the pioneers of a new world, a new future for humanity.

      For some of us, this gives us a feeling of pride in our accomplishments, a sense of closure to a mission undertaken generations ago. But for some, it is a difficult thing to know that a goal we and our forebears worked and sacrificed for is so close yet unattainable for us personally. For others, the very real future of change is frightening. We imagine failure-state scenarios, we worry that our lives and those of so many others may have been spent in service of a futile mission. After all, the hard part of flying is landing.

      To all of us who cannot help but dream of the end of this journey, whether that dream is a joy or a nightmare, I invite you to join with me in quiet contemplation. I invite you to imagine physical reality as words in a sentence. Each word is complete, the letters are all there. When we read, we provide the sequence, we feel that one. word. comes. before. the. next. But all those words, all those letters, are in there in the sentence. They exist always. It is only us, our act of reading, which makes them become ordered, which makes them sequential.

      In this story, our reading is like time. Time which moves though our reality, imposing order. Here we are, in this service, in year eight hundred and forty-three of the White Cloud. And here we are, building our first raft to journey across an ocean into a new unknown future. And here we are, expanding across the planet of new Earth, making it into a home for us and our descendants. Here we are - in the past. Here we are - in the future. Here we are. Always. We are here.
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        * * *

      

      Susanne’s attention came back to Reverend Hue’s words. It had been a few weeks since Lila had last asked her about her beliefs. For a while Susanne had thought that she might come to a service, maybe even join the community. But Lila had stopped asking and Susanne guessed the moment passed, and that something else caught Lila’s seemingly insatiable curiosity. It didn’t matter.

      Her mind caught on the words she’d thought—the moment passed. That was the point of it all, wasn’t it? The moment never passes, not really. For so much of her life Susanne always felt trapped by history—not just the academic history of humanity, but also the personal history of her own life—as if past events were brambles which could attach themselves to your leg and never let go. Her memories, her hopes, they always seemed to walk beside her, their influence often stronger than anything tangible.

      It was her great weakness, the aspect of her personality which pained her and nearly made her give up on herself. Her obsession with things gone by, with an imagined future. So, as soon as she read about the idea that everything exists outside of time, it profoundly resonated with her. Time as we see it is an illusion—our senses are flawed.

      The last time they’d talked about it, Lila had asked her if it was like believing that everything was pre-destined. That if everything already exists, then there is no free will.

      “It’s actually the opposite of fate,” she’d answered. “We like to think that our past made us what we are, that who I am today is the sum of my experiences up to now. But if we believe that our past exists simultaneously with our present and our future, then in every moment we are creating ourselves originally. If we are a point, then we are free.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            A MESSAGE IN THE STARS

          

        

      

    

    
      “There really are aliens out there.”

      She was drunk, of course; they both were. It was the usual workweek-ending routine of several rounds at the bar before weaving back to their respective quarters and sleeping it off. People had been blowing off steam like this for thousands of years. It was a tradition, Janey thought. Maybe even a ritual. She looked at Tamar over the rim of her glass and grinned.

      “Little green men in flying saucers,” she said. “Are they going to board us and perform horrific experiments on us?”

      Tamar rolled her eyes. “No, they don’t fly around in saucers abducting people. I mean, there’s no evidence that that’s what they do, so there’s no reason to think they do. I mean, we don’t do that, why would they?”

      “Coz they’re aliens,” Janey said. “That’s what aliens do in all the popular stories.”

      “Since when do literature teachers watch popular stories?” Janey snorted and signalled the bartender for a refill. She looked over at her friend, but Tamar ignored her unspoken question. “You think I’m shitting you.”

      Janey laughed. “I think you’re shitfaced.” She ordered them both another round anyway.

      “Well, yeah,” Tamar said, “but this is real.” She stopped talking when the bartender arrived with two more cocktails. She took a sip, then shifted her chair closer to Janey’s. “I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true,” she said, her voice low. “As far as we can tell, there have never been visitors from other worlds to Earth, and we certainly haven’t run into them on our voyage. But they talk to us, after a fashion. They write their messages in the stars.”

      Janey recognized a look in her friend’s eyes, the desperately serious look of the utterly convinced. The drank in silence for a moment, and Janey wondered what this was all about. Tamar did work in the astrophysics lab. If anyone was going to find alien communications out there, it might as well be her. Still, this seemed so… improbable. She wished Lila were there. The newest member of the faculty was a mathematician, just out of the Academy. She could have calculated the odds. Janey eyed her half-empty drink. Or was it half-full?

      “I dunno,” she said, more to herself, but Tamar grabbed her arm making her jump.

      “Come on,” the other woman said, carefully standing up from their table at the bar. “Let’s go to the lab. I’ll show you.”
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t think this is such a good idea.”

      “Sure it is,” Tamar said, “we can’t hurt anything. And I have to show someone, it’s driving me crazy not talking about it.”

      “Wait a minute.” Janey stopped walking down the quiet corridor and grabbed Tamar’s hand. “Is this supposed to be a secret? Are you going to get in trouble for this?”

      Tamar shrugged. “Secret is going too far. But they don’t want to tell everyone about it for… well, you’ll see.” She turned to walk toward the lift but Janey stopped her.

      “Are you going to get in trouble for showing me this?” Janey asked again, forcing Tamar to look at her. She expected her friend to brush her off, but Tamar paused as if thinking her answer through.

      “It’s not impossible,” she conceded. “But it’s worth it. Come on.” She turned and, this time, Janey followed.
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        * * *

      

      “I don’t understand what I’m looking at.” It was pretty enough, the brightly coloured squiggles on the dark background of the screen, but she couldn’t find any meaning in the patterns.

      “Neither did we, at first,” Tamar said, sliding a control pad out of a slot in the console. “But look at this.” Her fingers flew across the keys and the waveforms resolved into words on the screen.

      Along the reef beyond our shores lies the first way station to the stars. The passage is dangerous but the reward is great.

      Janey gasped. “What is this?”

      Tamar grinned, the reflected light from the screen illuminating her face. “It’s a story,” she said, “hidden among the stars, from long ago and far away.”
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        * * *

      

      “And you’re sure this isn’t just from Earth?” Janey asked, her eyes wide as they tracked across the screen.

      “Definitely. It’s old, like way before humanity old. Plus it’s from the wrong direction.” Tamar leaned back, her smug grin illuminated by the patterns on the screen.

      “Okay, smartass,” Janey said, “so, how old is this?”

      Tamar’s smile melted. “These stories are hundreds of millions of years old. The people who’ve sent them are gone; their entire civilization is long dead.”

      “But didn’t you say they only appeared a few generations ago?”

      “Sure,” Tamar said, “but that’s the sad reality of the nature of spacetime. These signals are coming from a long way off. A really long way off. They maybe took an eon to reach us, that’s just the way of the universe. These are voices from history, but not our history. For us, the stories they tell are like visions of the future.”

      “So, what’s going to happen now?”

      Tamar shrugged. “The rest of the team will fight for a while. Some of them are afraid that making this public will cause a panic—things didn’t really work out for our friends beyond the stars, and you know how some people are convinced that anything that reminds us of our mortality will make people riot.”

      Janey nodded. “As if they are the only people competent to understand reality.” She sighed. “It will get out anyway, no matter what they decide.”

      Tamar nodded. “And the folks who want to hide it are in the minority anyway. I’m guessing that by the next generation these stories will be taught in your literature classes. Not to mention what we can do with the technology for decoding them. It was so clever, so elegant: hiding their messages among the stars, in the radiation of starlight. Of course, we assume it wasn’t meant to be a cypher, but the data just happens to be invisible to the human eye. To them, we guess, it would have been like watching theatre in the night sky.”

      “That must have been incredible.”

      “And it could be again,” Tamar said. “That’s why I wanted to show you this.”
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        * * *

      

      Janey took a deep breath. “It’s a big responsibility, Tamar. I don’t know if I’m up for it. I’m just a teacher, not even the best literature teacher. Who am I to judge⁠—“

      Tamar laughed. “You’re getting sober,” she said and gestured at the screen. “If not you, who else? You know stories, hell, you love stories. And that’s what this is all about—sharing our stories with the universe.”

      “But it’s so…” Janey shook her head, trying to visualize creatures—no, people on some far away planet some hundred of thousands of years in the future, watching the tales of humanity play out before them. “It’s so big.”

      Tamar shrugged and gestured at the screen. “You’re right—this is the single most important discovery humanity has made since we’ve been on this voyage, maybe even in the thousand years before that. And what is it? A glorified pilot chart. Even I can tell that as a narrative it’s nothing special. But it was important to them. Important enough that they felt compelled to share it. And now we get a glimpse into another world, another life, if only one part of it. Never forget that what’s mundane to one person is exotic to another. Come on, we’ve got work to do. You’ve got to pick your favourite stories and I have to figure out this encoding scheme. It’s time to put our own messages in the stars.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            THE DAY AFTER MY BIRTHDAY

          

        

      

    

    
      She stared into the darkness. She could see the light of distant stars, their winking glow a glimpse into millennia past. Thermonuclear reactions long dead, the light reaching across the gulf of space and time to reach her eyes now. No wonder no one ever comes here, she thought. Who wants to look at death?

      Lauren Ibarra stood at the porthole in the observation room, the palms of her hands pressed to the clear glass. It wasn’t really glass, she knew that, glass could never withstand the crushing vacuum outside, or the stress of the initial thrust all those centuries ago. She didn’t know what it was made of, some engineered construct deemed sufficiently space age once upon a time. Doubtlessly, there was a better material available now. Something that didn’t warp the view so much, something that didn’t hold her fingerprints so well, something not so cold.

      It didn’t matter, though. It wasn’t as if this was the kind of thing which would be replaced. If this window developed a problem, it would simply be welded over, she was sure. In all the years she had been coming to the observation room, she had never seen another person in the place. The glass held years worth of her fingerprints alone.

      Lauren had turned sixty-seven the previous day. Not yet an old woman, but no longer young either. In between. Neither here nor there. Just like everyone on this godforsaken ship.
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        * * *

      

      She walked out of the observation room, down the corridor back toward her quarters. She dreaded returning—her son Rich and his partner Dianne would be there, along with Katie. Oh, Katie. Lauren had loved her once, she was sure she really had. But now…

      She reached the door of their quarters and could hear the sound of voices from inside. She took a breath, stalling. She knew she would be fine once she got in there, but the gulf between solitude and the company of others was so great. Zero to one is the hardest step, she reminded herself. She moved to stand in the beam of the scanner and felt a moment of panic well up in her as she heard the click of the door beginning to open. Every molecule in her body wanted to turn and walk away. Every muscle tensed, ready to flee.

      “Look who’s here,” a jovial voice called as the door opened and Lauren’s fear reached its crescendo. Then, as it always did, the wave receded and she felt a smile—almost genuine—spread across her face.

      “Ritchie,” she said, stepping into the room and walking into his embrace. “It’s good to see you.” They hugged briefly and Lauren saw Dianne over her son’s shoulder. “And you, how have you been, Di?”

      “Really great, Lauren,” she said, waiting as mother and son disentangled, then stepping forward for a one-armed hug. “Happy birthday.”

      “Well, thank you,” Lauren said. “Having you both here is the best gift I could ask for. Come on, now, tell me all about the excitement over in Orange Sector. What’s the weather like over there?”

      The younger couple laughed dutifully at Lauren’s poor joke, then began to talk about their lives. “My mentor at the school, Harald Watanabe, just retired,” Dianne said, shaking her head. “He’s such a force of nature, so dedicated, it’s hard to imagine the place without him.”

      “Hmm,” Lauren nodded, wondering what that would be like—retirement. No longer even pretending that you were useful. She kept the thought to herself, letting the kids get on with their news. Work, plans, children. The same things Lauren herself talked about her whole life, the same things everyone she’d ever met talked about. She smiled and nodded and asked the appropriate questions, waiting patiently for the visit to end.
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        * * *

      

      Lauren knew that she wasn’t fooling Katie. Her partner knew she was just putting on a show for the kids. She’d confronted her once, back when they cared enough to fight. “You’re lucky that Rich loves you so much,” she’d said after one of the annual visits, “that he’s blind to your act. But it’s disgraceful, Lo, how little of a damn you give about those two.”

      “I do love them,” she’d said, defending herself.

      “I know,” Katie had said, “but you don’t care about them.” She’d walked off then, Lauren never knew where. Another thing she didn’t care about, she guessed. She knew that Katie’s accusation should hurt, that her son’s goals and his partner’s career should mean something to her. But knowing how things ought to be and making them be that way were two separate things. She’d let Katie go, found a mindless story to watch, and killed another evening on nothing.

      By now, Katie didn’t bother to reprimand Lauren any more. Lauren sometimes found it funny that Katie had been afflicted by the same apathy that she’d so despised in Lauren. Not the kind of funny that made her laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Lauren knew that she hadn’t always been this way. She had been a regular person, just like Rich, once. She’d had hopes and dreams and loves and plans, like anyone else. And she knew that the saddest thing of all was that her dreams hadn’t died because they remained unfulfilled. This feeling of emptiness wasn’t because of everything she hadn’t done. It was because there was nothing left to do.
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        * * *

      

      The next day she sat at her desk, computing soil densities. It was important work and she was very good at it. She’d even enjoyed it once. I feed the ship, she used to say. Not bad for someone who can’t even boil water. She’d laughed at her own jokes then, full of a sense that it all mattered, even if she could never have articulated that. Now, it was just activity to pass the time. She knew intellectually that it was still vital work. It just didn’t mean anything to her. She could have been doing anything. Digging ditches and then filling them in again. Painting the hull. It was just something to do.

      Had she lived generations ago, some well-meaning soul might have tried to convince her to allow her personality and memories to be recorded. She would have refused, of course, but had it happened anyway, someone accessing the construct might imagine that there was some terrible secret which ate at Lauren. Some item of personal history which after lengthy conversation, some building of rapport, would be finally revealed.

      But the truth was that there was no one moment, no great tragedy or torment which caused Lauren to lose connection. It just happened. She pictured her emotional life as some kind of gas in a container, a container with a pinhole leak. As the years passed, the pressure difference sucked infinitesimal amounts from the container, so little at a time that it wasn’t even noticeable. But the reduction was constant and one day the container that once held her love and admiration, her goals and aspirations, was nothing more that an empty flask with a hole in it.

      Does this happen to everyone, she wondered. She looked around the task room at the other senior technicians. There were a half dozen people around her age, the silver badge of authority and experience on their collars. It was a tableau right out of an Academy recruiting holo, people working hard to ensure the successful delivery of a future generation of humanity to a future planetary home. Serious work.

      Were they all faking it, too? Had their containers run out of gas, just as hers had? Was it an inevitable result of having outlived one’s dreams?
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        * * *

      

      “That’s such wonderful news, Pete.” Lauren heard Maureen’s voice from the break room and the strident tones brought her out of her thoughts. Maureen had always been loud, Lauren thought, but she’d not found her colleague’s voice so distracting until recently. Lauren shook her head. Everything annoyed her lately, if she noticed it at all. Still, Maureen’s voice had now caused her to notice the time and her own rumbling stomach.

      She pushed away from her desk and stood. Something twinged in her right hip and her left knee was stiff. She sighed. She worked the kinks out then walked into the break room. “Lauren,” Peter said as she entered, his smile reaching all the way up his face. “Have you heard?”

      Lauren shook her head but didn’t pause on her way to the cooler. “Danica is pregnant,” he said to her turned back.

      Danica, Lauren thought. Who is that again? “That’s great, Pete,” she said, still not placing the name. “You must be thrilled.”

      “Absolutely,” he said, “from what I can tell, the only thing better than being a dad is being a granddad.” That’s right, she was his daughter. Lauren pulled a salad from the cooler, checking that her name was on the container’s lid. She plastered a smile on her face and turned.

      “You’re going to make a great doting grandfather, I’m sure,” she said and patted him on his shoulder. He smiled and touched her hand briefly. Lauren felt something like shame creep up from her stomach, but it dissipated.

      “You must be getting anxious yourself,” Maureen said. “It’s about time for Richard and—what’s his partner’s name again?”

      “Dianne.”

      “That’s right,” Maureen said, her voice making Lauren’s ears hurt, “Dianne. She must be preparing for pregnancy about now.”

      Lauren shrugged. “I try not to meddle,” she said, raising an eyebrow slightly.

      “You’re such a good mother,” Maureen said, with no trace of irony. “Me, I can’t stop sticking my nose in every few days. Of course, I had a boy, so it’s no guarantee for me.” She sighed. “Still, I can’t help but hope he’ll end up like Pete, here.”

      Peter shrugged. “Everyone makes their own choices,” he said, “but I couldn’t imagine my life without Dan and Beryl. I like my work, don’t get me wrong, but when the kids were small I’d have never left home if I could have gotten away with it. You know what I’m talking about, right Lauren?”

      He smiled and Lauren felt ice in her stomach. She managed a return smile then stepped to the door of the break room. “I’d better get back,” she said and fled to her desk.
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        * * *

      

      She ate her lunch sitting at her desk, the picture of the dedicated scientist. However, she merely preferred the solitude of mathematics and reports to the calculated lies she told whenever she had to interact with other people. How did it get this bad? She knew she had once been capable of relating to others honestly. She was sure.

      She remembered the dream she’d had the previous night. She was in the quarters she’d shared with her mother as a child, the room seeming spacious as it had when she was small. In her dream, she sat on the bed in her corner of the room, a tablet on her lap. Its screen was covered with an image of space, not the scene she had viewed from the observation room, but something out of a picture story or art magazine—stars twinkling in clusters, nebulae bursting with colour, comets with icy hot tails. She reached out with a child’s hand to touch the screen, but it was not solid as she expected. Her fingers disappeared into the void left by the ersatz screen’s portal, but she was not afraid. Her fingertips tingled and her dream mind knew that it was the touch of the future, the feeling of destiny being revealed.

      She
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