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  Down Home

Looking down at Earth I can't help but know one thing is true, our new journey down home started with a murder – and now we are on our way to more killing. Whether of a planet full of monsters or ourselves remains to be seen. As does the survival of humanity. 
************

************

Haven Space Station

A knock on the door woke me from my contemplation of nothing. How long I had been doing that I didn't know, but as I uncurled from my burrow of a bed and padded three half-awake steps to the door, I wanted nothing but to return to it.
There hadn't been time or extra materiel to install doorbells. We were lucky to have doors in our improvised cubicles. I did insist on a peephole. After all this time there were still people who might want to kill me, so to speak – just because.
Through the peephole I saw a woman, around thirty, with auburn hair down to generous shoulders, green eyes, button nose and even freckles. A first-rate job.
I slid the door open. She stood about an inch taller than my 170 cm. Nice figure: not too much, not too little. She seemed nervous. Definitely a good job.
“Simone Gireaux.” Polite. She already knew about me. “I'm Ginger McKay.”
Ginger McKay. We'd met before, though not for some time. Not surprising, as I hadn't been very social for quite awhile. Those first chaotic years that had added up so fast... the people needed us as much as we needed them. But as the station became self-sufficient and the four of us settled into our roles, mine somewhat nebulous, I welcomed some alone time. Deep depression brought on by hopelessness had nothing to do with it, I'm sure. I didn't think the population of Haven needed me anymore, and I only needed them for one thing, blood.
As if settling in for a bit of friendly girl talk, we sat across from each other at the little table, covered by a blue scrap of tarp, welded on under the window, with a grand view of one of many circular hydroponic gardens hanging from the central core, dripping with the vegetation that helped keep the population breathing and fed.
I didn't offer her anything. Only I needed to drink, and Ginger had nothing to offer but hydraulic fluid. Silence filled the small cubicle I called my temporary home, though I more and more feared it would become permanent. I had a good idea why she was there and immediately primed myself to say no. I'd just as soon hide in my quarters, hopeless, depressed, and useless, waiting for… something.
Well, a visit by Ginger was something.
“My husband was Henry McKay,” she said, eyes on the table. “He...
died... three days ago.”
“Suicide, they say.”
“But they can’t say why.”
“No note?”
“No.”
“If you can't say why...?” I stared at my bare feet and shook my head at the situation I didn't want to get involved in. “Why are you telling me this? Why are you here?”
“I want you to find who killed him.”
That's not what I wanted to do. I wasn't ready to go out among the mortals. They'd had enough of me and I of them. I'd helped them all I could and then laid down in my coffin and pulled the top over me. McKay was a good guy, but... “That's Diva's job. Let him do it.”
Her full lips formed a tight smile. “Are you a Spacer or a Down-Homer?”
Spacer or Down-Homer? The station was equally divided between the two, forty-five percent each and ten percent who didn't care. Spacers wanted to forget Earth and stay in orbit or head off into space toward one of the earth-like planets, even though the four vampires left onboard would be the only ones with any hope of surviving the voyage. Down-Homers wanted to go back down to Earth and kick Sunwalker ass. Though how two hundred and twenty-two men, women and children ages four weeks to eighty-eight years with no weapons expected to take a planet back from thousands, maybe millions by now, of vampire Sunwalkers I hadn't a clue.
“Why does that matter?”
Ginger shrugged, pursed her lips and shook her head, tiny motions, the faintest whirring no mortal could hear. Perfect. “My husband... Henry discovered a way to defeat the Sunwalkers. To kill them all.”
I kept my sarcastic skepticism in check. Ideas on how to take back Earth from the sun-walking vampire sons-of-bitches floated about the long, cylindrical station like dust motes. I'd heard them all before. But this was Dr. Henry McKay, genius, savior, physician, researcher, hero, and nice guy.
He was seventeen years old when he arrived here, one of a hundred and six refugees. By twenty he'd learned all he could from the three medical doctors we had, and performed minor surgeries and major research. two years later a virus of unknown origin swept through the station. All humans were infected, twenty-six died, including one doctor, before McKay produced a vaccine. Since then, even with our limited resources, his genius knew no boundary: medicine, engineering, computers, and of course robotics. He kept us going. His death was a loss for the station and his friends.
But a way to kill the Sunwalkers?
“Eliminating those bastards is a bold claim. Even for him.”
“He's been working on it for years,” his widow said. “He never told anyone. He didn't want to get their hopes up.”
“This... weapon was not mentioned in any official reports.”
Ginger managed a cynical smile. “Most of Security are spacers. Henry was a leading down-homer. Security is not shedding any tears that he's gone. Plus, a notebook is missing. It's the only written record of the manufacturing process.”
“A real paper notebook?”
“Yes. A woman makes them in Far End from bio waste. Henry didn't trust electronic storage. Too easy to hack, he said.”
Great. A murdered man, a missing notebook, the fate of the world at stake. Any hope of being able to return down home, gone before we even had it. Teresa, our partner and Harry Justine’s partner; any chance of finding out if they were still alive, gone. Justine would tear this station up to find that secret. I hoped it wouldn't come to that. She missed her mortal, magic friend more than I did, but not by much. Justine still missed Harry. The four of us had been together a long time. Usually the only ones we could trust. And the only shoulders we had to lean on.
“So nobody else knows how to make this...?”
“A genetic virus that only attacks the particular genes that make a Sunwalker a Sunwalker.”
“He worked on it by himself?”
As Ginger's kind had a tendency to do when considering a new query, her face blanked for a couple seconds. “He had the samples from the research done on Earth, and a lab assistant, Tam Stern.”
Tam Stern, more brainy than pretty, but there weren’t many available twenty-something women on Haven.
I leaned forward. “Could she know how to make this virus?”
“Henry said he worked on it alone, but that could include her.” Her lips tightened, wondering the same as me: Did alone mean alone, or alone together? No matter she wasn't human, Ginger was the grieving widow of a very popular man.
I rested elbows on knees and massaged my temples. “Okay, I get why not Deva. He's a big fish in a little pond and wants to stay that way. But why me?”
“We talked once. You and Justine wanted to go back to find your friends. I thought you would be motivated. And none here can stand against you.”
Teresa. I didn't want to talk about her, I wanted to do something. Justine and I had gone over what might have happened to her and Harry and the girl, Petra, thousand times. Motivated? Damn right.
“It has been a while since I... mingled with the people.”
“They know who you are. They'll help.”
“Unless they're a spacer.”
Ginger lifted one shoulder and cocked her head sideways. “Nobody knows about the virus or the notebook.”
I stood and paced the limits of my quarters, three paces there, three back, while hope returned, bringing me back from the dead, so to speak. “Deva won't like it.”
Ginger shrugged and raised a red eyebrow. A genius, that Henry.
“Yeah, fuck'im.” Wait until Justine hears about this, I thought. I did my best imitation of a mortal sigh. “Where is Tam now?”
“Henry’s lab?”
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************


I heard her rise – the click of a circuit, the faint whoosh of hydraulics pushing and pulling her to her feet. A human couldn't hear it. If one didn't know what she was, they wouldn't suspect. They likely would dismiss the slight hesitation before moving, as if she waited for her husband to help her stand, like old-fashioned men in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries used to do before manners went all to shit. For all his modern-forward thinking, Henry McKay was an old-fashioned craftsman and gentleman. 
His father was one of the first scientists we kidnapped from forced research on how to turn regular vamps into sunwalkers. He was wounded at Vandenberg Space Base. Henry’s mother, a take no shit woman and a good shot tried to help him, but the walkers took them both.
McKay was a good kid, quiet, polite, but too smart for most of the other kids. Henry's own thoughts were his best company. I didn't agree with what he did to Ginger – then. But he did some of his best work after they were together.
Not everybody liked what Ginger was. Ignorance and prejudice and blind faith were not left behind on Earth. No matter where people are, nothing about human nature changes. But they loved each other – he would never have left her alone – never.
************

I followed Ginger to Core Lab 1, at Near End, the oldest end of the fifty meter diameter, and now almost three hundred meter long space station orbiting in obscurity five hundred miles above Earth. Initially, it was destined to be the center core of a classic wheel-shaped station used as a jumping off point to the outer solar system. Since construction, and civilization, ended, it had become a last resort refugee camp for some smart people, like Henry McKay.
Like most places on Haven – not a very original name, but appropriate at the time – the lab had an unfinished look: bare metal, rough welds, old plastic storage bins strapped to bulkheads.
Ginger led me through the lab to an unassuming door with a keypad beside it. “His private lab.” She punched a few keys, 203012, the year and month when 106 refugees had arrived at Haven. Six months later, ninety-one more joined the ninety-eight survivors. Returning from the first search for space debris to scavenge or an asteroid to plunder, Justine found them drifting in a Japanese space liner that had managed to escape and reach high orbit. Terminally low on water and air, out of fuel and food, twenty-five of their number had died. Their fate was never discussed. But they'd been out of food for a long time.
The original inhabitants of Haven, 106 refugees and a construction crew of thirty-three, had suffered similar privations. Most were not happy to have another ninety-one stomachs to fill and many wanted to send them away to die. Justine and I, as well as the other vampires, Jurgan, Dar, and Mary forced the originals to take them aboard. We had suffered and lost much to save humanity. We were not inclined to condemn those survivors because a group of mortals who would be either food or breeders for the Sunwalkers if not for us were scared. All of us were scared.
Tam wasn't in the lab, but somebody had been. Drawers and storage totes hung open. Instruments, books, and broken glassware had migrated to the outer walls of the station's center core, our floor.
The lab wasn't zero gravity. Maybe .1G at the inside surface of the ten meter diameter cylinder running the length of the station. The four meter diameter axis tube running through the center had the only 0G. This cylinder carried wires and pipes, and in its original conception would have held an elevator. Handrails had been added for easy movement through the length of the station, which rotated once every fourteen seconds to provide 1 Gravity at the outer skin.
“Merde.” I half expected to find Tam's body. A quick search found no body, no blood, just a thoroughly trashed laboratory.
“I suppose they were searching for the notebook,” Ginger said.
I didn't need to answer that. “Have you actually seen this notebook?”
“Yes.”
“I assume you did not read it.”
“No.” She nudged broken glass with her foot. “The contents are not hidden in my brain.”
Lucky for her. Somebody might crack her head open to get it.
“Do you know where Tam's quarters are?”
“Yes. I can call her.”
“No. I'd rather drop by.”
She
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