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  Worry and Bliss


   


  Isaiah


  Isaiah snuck carefully through the empty halls of New Jezreel, avoiding the main thoroughfare even though the planetside colony was mostly asleep at this hour. The atrium was still mostly dark, though dawn was starting to lighten the perpetually overcast sky outside. In less than an hour, the daylights would come on, illuminating the darkened hallways.


  He slowed as he reached the turnoff to the colony’s main hangar, then stopped to check the terminal beside the door, glancing nervously over his shoulder. The screen glowed in the darkness, and his fingers moved with urgency as he used his pilot’s clearance to unlock one of the landspeeders. If anyone had been in the colony’s flight control tower, they surely would have canceled his request almost immediately. But the terminal took his ID at face value and cleared him without question.


  The sound of footsteps in the hallway turned his blood to ice. Even though they were still distant, he hurriedly exited the menu and slipped into the shadows. The screen continued to glow, however, illuminating the hall so brightly it made him cringe. It was glaringly obvious that someone had been using it, and if security happened to pass by—


  “Boo!” came a young woman’s voice, making him jump.


  “Salome!” he whispered fiercely. “Is that you?”


  “Of course it’s me, silly! Who did you think it was?”


  He peered down the darkened hallway, but it was empty. No one was there but them. He sighed in relief.


  “I thought you were security for a second.”


  She giggled. “That’s hilarious. Did you think I was going to detain you?”


  “No, but I’m sure they won’t be happy when they find out what we’ve done.”


  “You worry too much. Did you get the landspeeder?”


  “Yeah,” he said, palming the door open. As soon as they were on the other side, he palmed it shut, not taking chances. Thankfully, the terminal screen went dim again just before the doors closed.


  Salome was already halfway to the landspeeders, and he had to run to catch up to her. The colony’s main hangar was wide and cavernous, with a domed ceiling almost twenty meters high at the center. The lights were dim and reddish, but he and Salome were certainly showing up on the surveillance cameras. If anyone from security was watching—


  “Which one?” Salome asked, stopping at the row of landspeeders parked along the back wall. These ones were small, barely large enough to fit two people, but the engines were at least as long as Isaiah was tall, and much larger. At one time, their hulls had been bright and sleek, but long years of use had dulled them and given them dozens of dents and dings.


  “Uh, just a sec,” said Isaiah, double-checking his wrist console. “There—that one.”


  Salome’s eyes lit up as she ran to the one Isaiah had pointed out. Even in the dim lights, she was positively gorgeous. Her short black hair bobbed loosely around her shoulders, and her curvy, athletic figure stole Isaiah’s breath just like the landspeeder had stolen hers. But it was her eager enthusiasm for life that captured his heart more than anything else. Whenever he was around her, he felt that he could die happy if she only gave him a smile. And whenever he wasn’t around her, it felt like there was an emptiness in his life that she fit perfectly.


  “Nice!” said Salome, brushing her fingertips admiringly against the hull. “Both engines are in really good shape. You chose a good one.”


  Her praise all but melted Isaiah into a puddle. She slipped into the pilot’s seat and gave him a funny look.


  “Well, don’t just stand there, silly! Don’t you want to take this bunny for a ride?”


  You, or the speeder? his adolescent mind wondered. Blood rushed to his cheeks at the thought, but she didn’t seem to notice as he scrambled to the seat behind her. The glass dome slid into place overhead, and the engines began to rumble as Salome cycled them up.


  “Do we have breathing masks?” he asked as he rummaged through the tiny cockpit compartment that held their supplies.


  “Sure,” Salome said absently. Her hands flew deftly across the controls, bringing them to life.


  “Here we go,” said Isaiah, finding two masks. “Filters are good; backup oxygen tanks are both full. We’ve only got two emergency flares, though. I don’t know why the last crew didn’t replenish them.”


  “It’s all right,” said Salome. “We’re only going out for a joyride, not traversing half the planet.”


  “But what about the pirate colony? If they catch us—”


  “They’re not going to catch us,” she said, laughing dismissively. “They’re on the other side of the world, and besides, your dad has got eyes on them from orbit. Stop worrying!”


  Isaiah took a deep breath. She was probably right—no, she was almost certainly right—but still, that “almost” held the potential for a whole world of hurt. The pirate colony had cut off communications nearly eighteen months ago, and no one knew exactly what they were up to. Thankfully, though, they didn’t have ground-to-orbit capabilities. Yet.


  The first settlers had defeated and exiled the pirates to the wilderness just before Isaiah had been born, but his father, the station master of the colony’s main orbital, had always believed that they could come back at any moment. He watched them vigilantly from Zarmina Station, using the satellites they’d been given by the Outworld Joint Defense Fleet.


  But Salome clearly wasn’t worried—and besides, it was all out of their hands anyway. Let the administrators worry about the pirates. Right now, he was sharing a cozy cockpit with the most beautiful girl in a dozen parsecs, perhaps even the whole galaxy, and she was happy to have him there. How could life possibly get any better than that?


  The engines rumbled, and the hoverjets lifted the speeder off the floor. Isaiah hastily scrolled through menus until he found the command to open the hangar airlock. He authorized it with his pilot’s ID, and the giant doors slid slowly open, like the vertical maw of an enormous beast. Salome gently brought them into the airlock, stopping where a large painted square marked the temporary parking area for incoming and outgoing craft. The massive doors closed slowly behind them.


  “Here goes nothing!” Salome said excitedly as the outside doors cracked open. The overcast sky was just starting to turn blue-gray with the morning light, and the jungle trees stood out starkly in silhouette. She revved the engine impatiently, and Isaiah fought back the urge to tell her to wait until the doors were fully open.


  As soon as there was enough clearance, she whooped and gunned the engines, and the speeder leaped forward like a wild animal escaping its cage. Isaiah’s butt clenched as they cleared the partially opened doors with barely a meter to spare on either side. Then they nosed up over the treetops, and New Jezreel was suddenly behind them, with nothing but scattered settlements and wilderness up ahead.


  “Yes!” said Salome, laughing as their wake sent ripples over the leafy jungle canopy. They were a little too low for Isaiah’s comfort, but he put that out of his mind.


  “What’s the plan?” he asked. “Where are we going?”


  “Where do you want to go?” she asked back.


  He took a deep breath. Somewhere we can talk, he thought but did not say. Joyriding was fun and all, but he didn’t want to spend all of his short time with her doing that.


  “Up the canyon,” he said, pointing to the cliffs that rose sharply from the jungle about a dozen kilometers away.


  “You got it!” she said, then whooped again as she accelerated hard enough to throw him against his seat. He took a deep breath before forcing himself to let go of his apprehensions—and not just the ones about the ride.


   


  Salome


  There was nothing Salome loved so much as the roar of a powerful engine behind her and a wide-open world beckoning ahead. Isaiah had opted for the canyon, and it was a good choice. She’d only been up there twice, and one of those times had been in a zeppelin, so that didn’t really count.


  “Hold on tight!” she said as the jungle gave way to the cliffs. She flew beside the rock face until they reached the river. Using one hand to flare the speeder’s air brakes, she rolled hard to the right and used the sudden wind resistance to pitch the nose into a hard turn. Her vision darkened as she nearly blacked out.


  “Look out!” Isaiah screamed. She’d underestimated the rate of their sudden altitude drop, and the broad surface of the river was rushing up at them like a shimmering blacktop. She leveled off just as they struck the surface, and the force of the impact on the landspeeder’s  underbelly knocked the wind out of her lungs.


  The hoverjets squealed in protest as a spray of water splashed across the cockpit window, and for a brief, heart-stopping moment, she feared that she’d flooded them. Thankfully, though, the speeder leapt back into the air, water streaming in rivulets across the glass as they flew up the river.


  Salome laughed. These were the moments she lived for—the liberating thrills that were impossible to find beneath the man-made ceilings of New Jezreel.


  “Holy crap, Salome!” Isaiah yelled. “Did you just wreck the speeder?”


  “She’s still flying, isn’t she?”


  “Yeah, but if the jets got flooded, we could have a—”


  “They’re fine,” Salome insisted, though she checked her screen just to make sure. The front right hoverjet had a minor warning indicator, but it didn’t look too bad. She was a skilled enough mechanic to tell that an engine was having problems long before the diagnostics told her. She hadn’t flown these speeders much outside of the holovid simulations, but she knew them inside and out and could build one from scratch if she had to.


  When Isaiah had asked her if she wanted to take one out for a spin, it had been all she could do not to throw her arms around him. Not that she had any particular feelings for him. They’d been friends since childhood, mostly because of their parents, and while things had changed after his family had moved up to Zarmina Station, they hadn’t changed like that. No, Isaiah was just a very good friend—especially with how he’d helped her take this landspeeder out for a ride. That was really awesome of him.


  The speeder kicked up a massive spray of water as they skimmed over the mostly still surface. As they turned around a bend, Salome saw whitecaps, so she raised their altitude a couple of meters and gripped the controls with both hands.


  “Waterfall up ahead!” said Isaiah, pointing over her shoulder.


  “I see it,” said Salome. “Hang on!”


  She skirted some large boulders and drove straight toward the churning wall of water. At the last moment, she nosed up hard and gripped the throttle. As soon as they were vertical, she momentarily killed it. The speeder didn’t have any wings, so it turned into a wonderfully thrilling back flip, its forward momentum carrying them up over the edge of the falls. This time, Salome timed the maneuver perfectly—all those hundreds of hours on the holovid simulators had really paid off. After the speeder righted itself, they blasted over the water without touching the surface. She throttled up the engines and whooped.


  “I think I’m going to be sick,” Isaiah moaned.


  “You’ll be fine,” Salome told him, though she upped the altitude to make their ride a little smoother. As much fun as she was having, she didn’t want to make Isaiah miserable.


  Up ahead, the river narrowed into a sharp bend. The slope on either side of the canyon grew higher and steeper. It was darker in the narrow defile, but the cloudy sky cast enough diffuse light to fly by—barely. On the edge of her vision, a couple of floating algae pads drifted lazily above the jungle like miniature zeppelins. She’d have to keep an eye out for those.


  The jungle by the river was still thick and verdant, but as the river narrowed, the number of large rocks and boulders began to increase. Out of the corner of her eye, she even saw places where rockfalls from the mountains had ripped out the old growth not too long ago. The slopes soon rose to jagged, towering cliffs on either side. Salome considered leaving the river to see how well the hoverjets could find purchase on those slopes, but for Isaiah’s sake she decided against it.


  Then they hit the rapids. The river narrowed dramatically, the water churning over the countless boulders and smashed tree trunks as it had at the base of the waterfall. It took all of Salome’s concentration to stay off the walls of both cliff and jungle as they closed in on either side. The shadows were deeper than she’d expected, there was no space to turn around.


  The next few minutes passed in moments as every particle of her attention was focused on getting them through alive. There was a rhythm to it that caught her in a trance—one that she hoped would never end.


  Intuitively, she sensed that they were coming to another wall. She nosed up sharply before the waterfall came into view, and without thinking, went into a barrel roll. Just before they stalled, almost a hundred meters above the canyon floor, she glimpsed a floating algae pad out the corner of her eye. She pushed off it with her hoverjets, giving her just enough forward momentum to clear the edge of the waterfall. The speeder kicked up a frightening amount of spray, but the hoverjets held and they blasted out from the waterfall’s edge over a mountain lake.


  Salome became aware of someone screaming and realized that it was her. She throttled down and flared the air brakes, bringing the speeder to a gentle crawl.


  “That was incredible!” she said, grinning from ear to ear as she turned around to see how Isaiah was doing.


  “Yeah,” he said, his face pale and his arms shaking.


  The sight all around them was incredible. This far up into the mountains, the cliffs weren’t quite so high, and the lake was wide and flat enough that it reflected the cloudy sky like a mirror. A few lone trees were scattered here and there, but the beach was mostly gravel and scree, rising sharply to the jagged ridge where a large cloud was spilling down onto the water. Or perhaps rising off of it—it was difficult to tell. Then, through a sudden break in the clouds, the early morning sun shone in all its brilliant glory.


  “Whoa,” said Salome, captivated by the natural beauty. A gaggle of enormous raptor-beasts chose that moment to take off from the farther shore, briefly eclipsing the sun before disappearing into another cloud bank.


  “We’re—we’re alive,” said Isaiah, as if realizing it for the first time in his life. Salome, too, felt a strange new awareness sweep over her.


  “You only live once,” she told him, laughing. “Come on. Where do you want to go next?”


  He paused for a moment. Then, in a voice that was almost shy, he asked: “Can we just stop and talk for a while?”


  “Sure,” she said with a shrug.


  She nosed the speeder over to where an algae pad had deflated, over by the water’s edge. It provided a nice platform to park the speeder, as well as a soft place to climb out and stretch their legs.


  “Got your mask?” she asked as the speeder powered down.


  “Uh, yeah, but—”


  She cracked open the cockpit seal with one hand while holding her mask to her mouth with the other. Isaiah yelped in surprise as he scrambled to put his mask on. The air that flooded in was thick, humid, and surprisingly warm, though not quite as heavy as down in the valley. As the glass slid open, Salome finished strapping on her mask and climbed out.


  The atmosphere was thick with oxygen—almost too much, really—but the carbon dioxide was even more concentrated, and needed to be scrubbed. There were other poisonous gases too, though this was more of a problem in the valleys than it was in the mountains. Thankfully, a halfway-decent filtration system was all they needed to breathe the native air.


  Salome jumped down to the soft algae below and stretched, arching her back. Isaiah soon jumped down next to her.


  “It sure is beautiful up here, isn’t it?”


  “Yeah,” she said, walking over to the edge of the water. She found a nice place and sat down. Isaiah hesitated, so she motioned for him to join her.


   


  Isaiah


  Isaiah’s knees still shook from the ride. He was grateful that they were sitting on the soft, deflated algae, though the masks were an annoyance. He wanted to see all of Salome’s face, not just her gorgeous eyes. More than that, though, he wanted her to see him—to really and truly be able to listen to him. He sighed.


  “My dad’s been bringing up the star wandering thing,” he began. “Keeps telling me that I’m almost as old as he was when he left for the stars.”


  “Ah,” Salome said knowingly. “So that’s what’s been on your mind.”


  Not quite, he wanted to say. But what if she rejected him? His father already expected him to leave on the Ariadne, never to return. That was the time-honored tradition of the Outworlds. But even if he and Salome did become a couple, would his father accept that?


  “It’s not that I’m scared of leaving,” he lied—or rather, stretched the truth. “Just… leaving forever? Never coming back? Doesn’t that seem a bit… extreme?”


  “Yeah,” said Salome, leaning back on her hands. “It’s a stupid tradition. Times are changing—in another fifty standard years, there won’t even be any star wanderers.”


  “I can understand why my father holds on so tightly to the old ways. If he hadn’t left home, he would have never met my mother. That’s probably why he wants me to become a star wanderer.”


  “But is that really what you want?” Salome asked.


  Their eyes met, and Isaiah’s heart all but stopped. Was she asking him to stay for her? Perhaps, underneath that mask, she was eagerly waiting for him to confess—


  But then, she shrugged and looked out over the lake again. His shoulders slumped.


  “Not really, no,” he told her honestly. “There’s just—there’s so much here to stay for.” Like you, he added inwardly. “And it’s not like inbreeding is a problem here. Right?”


  “Of course not,” Salome said absently. The way she sat, with her back arched and her shoulders pulled back, really brought out her feminine curves. He always felt a little embarrassed when his thoughts started sliding in that direction, but at the same time, he couldn’t help but feel drawn to her.


  It was amazing how much she’d changed since his family had moved to Zarmina Station. Before, she was just a childhood playmate that he saw whenever their mothers got together, which was almost every day. Now, he only got to see her when a piloting shift brought him planetside. Those frequent absences had made her transformation all the more incredible. She was no longer the precocious little girl who used to chase him around the underground parks and gardens. She’d become a stunning young woman on the cusp of her prime.


  “Have you ever thought about leaving for the stars?” he asked, surprising them both.


  She gave him a funny look. “You mean, become a female star wanderer?”


  “Or some other kind of starfarer,” he added quickly. “There are lots of people who travel the stars who aren’t just following the old ways.”


  “Not in the Far Outworlds—at least, not yet. Out here, you’re either a star wanderer or a member of the Outworld Joint Defense Fleet.”


  “So, what about being a female star wanderer, then?”


  She thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know. It sounds like it would get kind of lonely.”


  Not if we left together, Isaiah thought, his heart pounding eagerly.


  “Still,” she added, “it would be an adventure. Perhaps even the adventure of a lifetime. My dad doesn’t talk about his star wandering days much, but I can tell that he misses it.”


  “Yeah,” said Isaiah. “My dad, too.”


  “Do you ever wonder if you’ve got a brother or sister out there?”


  He frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “Like, if your dad had a starchild or two before he settled down with your mom. Star wanderers do that sometimes, you know.”


  “Not my dad.”


  “Are you sure?”


  Hot blood rushed to Isaiah’s cheeks. Why were they even talking about this? In just a few hours, he’d be back up in orbit, facing his father, with Salome down on New Jezreel where he wouldn’t be able to talk with her—not like this, anyway.


  “I can’t imagine him doing something like that. It’s certainly not something I would do.”


  “Why not?”


  “Are you kidding? You think I’d really, uh, get a girl knocked up and, um…”


  “Stars, Isaiah—are you blushing?” 


  She laughed, making him blush even deeper. Even so, her laugh wasn’t hurtful or unkind.


  “Sorry,” she said, blushing a little herself. “I guess I never thought we’d be talking about this kind of thing.”


  “Do you think your dad ever had a starchild?” he asked her.


  “Honestly, it wouldn’t surprise me,” she said absently. “I wonder if I’ll ever meet them.”


  They sat in silence for several moments. A thick cloud rolled over the lake, obscuring the highest peaks. Isaiah had the sensation that their algae pad was floating high up in the sky, drifting away with them to wherever the wind would carry it.


  “At least it’s not like you have to leave tomorrow,” Salome told him. “Some star wanderers don’t leave until they’re well into their twenties.”


  “Try telling my father that,” he muttered.


  She gave him a funny look again. “Well, why don’t you?”


  “Are you kidding?”


  “No, I’m not.”


  Isaiah shook his head. “You don’t understand. All my life, this has been hanging over my head. When I was born, it was already decided that I would leave home for the stars, just like my father.”


  “That’s stupid. In another generation, those traditions are going to be dead, anyway. Why should you be forced to keep them?”


  “So you want me to stay?” he asked, his breath catching in his throat.


  “If that’s what you want,” she said, looking out over the water. “It’s your life, after all. You’re the one who has to decide what’s right for you.”


  And what about us? he thought but did not say. He wasn’t sure he was ready to hear the answer.


  “I don’t know,” he said uncertainly. “My father would be so disappointed.”


  “So what?”


  He frowned. “Don’t you care what your parents think of you?”


  “Well, yes, but—oh, I don’t know! Why do these traditions have to be so hard? It’s always the firstborn son—why not take volunteers instead? Or only send out people who actually want to go?”


  “Would you go in my place if you could?”


  “Yes!” she answered immediately. “I mean, probably. Sure. Why not?”


  Does that mean you would you go with me, too? 


  Of course, he didn’t actually ask her, since the very thought was absurd. The Ariadne was built for a crew of exactly one, and besides, Salome didn’t have the neural implants necessary to plug into the dream simulators. In the cramped quarters of a ship like the Ariadne, the simulations were absolutely necessary to maintain your mental health. But on a habitable world like Zarmina, the dream worlds were a luxury, not a necessity.


  Still, Isaiah’s parents had made some very long voyages together on the Ariadne, so it wasn’t impossible to take another person along. And so long as they had each other, how much did it really matter that Salome didn’t have the implants and couldn’t plug into the simulations? Even with the implants, his father had struggled with loneliness until he’d met his mother. If wandering the stars together had worked for them, then perhaps…


  No, he told himself, snapping back to the present. The last thing he needed was to lose himself in a daydream about his crush when she was right here.


  “All right,” he said aloud. “I’ll talk with my father.”


  “Good!” said Salome, smiling at him—though unfortunately, her mask mostly covered it.


  Should I ask her? he wondered. It almost sounds like she wants me to stay. And if that’s true… 


  “Isaiah? Is something wrong?”


  He took a deep breath. “Salome—if I did stay, would you…”


  “Would I what?” she asked curiously as his voice trailed off.


  “Never mind,” he said quickly, deciding not to press the issue. “Let’s get back to New Jezreel before they think we’ve stolen this thing.”


  She laughed as she climbed up the ladder back into the cockpit. “You worry too much, Isaiah!”


  Perhaps I do, he thought cheerfully.


   


  Salome


  As the speeder lifted off, sending ripples across the lake, Salome couldn’t help but feel that her friendship with Isaiah had changed in some way. That bothered her more than she cared to admit. She’d been looking forward to the ride back down the canyon, but now there was too much on her mind to fully enjoy it.


  Still, at least Isaiah trusted her. He really was a great friend—not at all like some of the other boys, who only seemed to want one thing from her. As if she would put out so easily. No, she was much choosier than that, which probably meant that she was going to end up with a star wanderer, since none of the boys in the colony were all that impressive.


  But right now, she was too young to think about settling down and starting a family of her own. Besides, there were so many other things she wanted to do, like fly across the planet on a landspeeder, or parachute jump from space, or build her own balloon house and circumnavigate the globe. To some, her dreams might sound crazy, but so had her father’s. And if he’d never followed them, he never would have come to Zarmina. Besides, what did she care what other people thought?


  She brought the speeder out over the water, tracing a wide arc back toward the waterfall. Instead of following the river, however, she climbed over the rocks to the ridge line that circled the lake. The clouds had briefly dissipated, at least on this part of the ridge, giving them a spectacular view of the mountains. The sky was still overcast, but the air itself was clear enough that they could see all the way out to the vast, world-encircling ocean more than fifty kilometers away.


  “Wow,” said Isaiah. “You can see everything from here!”


  That’s not even close to true, Salome thought silently. As incredible as the view might be, it was only a tiny fraction of Zarmina’s grandeur—and an even smaller fraction of the Outworlds. Even if she lived a hundred lifetimes, she would never be able to see it all.


  Could she really become a star wanderer? The idea was so crazy that it made even her craziest dreams seem small by comparison. And yet, when she’d told Isaiah that she would go in his place, she hadn’t been lying.


  She nudged the flight stick forward, following the gentle slope. The jungle canopy was thick enough for the hoverjets to find purchase as long as they kept to the thickly forested parts. For Isaiah’s sake, she took them down at a much more relaxing pace, enjoying the thrill of the view rather than the thrill of the ride.


  “Hey,” said Isaiah. “What was that?”


  “What was what?”


  “That small break in the trees we just passed. It looked like there was smoke coming up through it—like from a gas-powered generator or something.”


  “A generator?”


  “Yeah. You think someone might be camping up here? We’re about a dozen klicks out from the outlying settlements, but exploration teams still come out this way, right?”


  Salome laughed and shook her head. “Don’t be silly, Isaiah. Those teams don’t use gas-powered generators.”


  “But the pirates… Do you think—”


  “No,” she said firmly. “What you saw was probably just a cloud wisp. The pirates aren’t even on this continent, let alone in this jungle. Let it go.”


  “But—”


  “I said, let it go,” she told him, then sighed. Whatever else was true, Isaiah always worried too much.




  Father, Son, Mother, Daughter


   


  Jeremiah


  The pearly-white clouds covered nearly the whole planetscape, but where there were breaks, the land shone through like an emerald, the oceans like sapphire. Zarmina was a lush, abundant world. Jeremiah and the other first settlers had decided to adapt their own systems to the natural biosphere, rather than terraforming the planet. Surprisingly, it had not been difficult.


  The rotating planetscape held Jeremiah’s gaze. From his office—one of the few rooms on Zarmina Station with a wall window—he had a near constant view of the cloudy world below.


  “Quite a view, isn’t it sir?” his intern asked via the computer terminal.


  “Hmm,” said Jeremiah, nodding as he returned to his desk. Resources at Zarmina were too tight for an AI, but there was no shortage of eager young faces willing to put in the work for room and board. This particular intern was Ludmilla Tajjashvili, Lucca’s oldest daughter by his second wife. Ludmilla (or “Lilly,” as most everyone knew her) was a tall blonde girl, with quick eyes and a smile that reminded Jeremiah of his oldest daughter, Marta. Lilly was only fifteen standard years old, but people grew up fast in the Outworlds. Jeremiah hadn’t been much older than her when he’d left home on the Ariadne.


  “The planetside shuttle should be docking soon,” she told him, glancing at something off screen. “Do you want to review the manifest, sir?”


  “No, Lilly. That won’t be necessary.”


  “I noticed that Isaiah is piloting this shuttle. Do you want to see him when he arrives?”


  Jeremiah took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair, both hands on the native-wood desktop. “Go ahead and send him up, Lilly. I’m sure he’ll want to talk with me.”


  “Of course, sir. Did you get Mayor Jameson’s message?”


  She was referring, of course, to the scathing letter that Eva Jameson had written him about his son and Mariya’s oldest girl absconding with one of the colony’s landspeeders for a joyride. Jeremiah’s lips curled up with amusement in spite of himself. Inappropriate use of colony resources aside, it gladdened him to hear that his son had gotten out of his shell, though he suspected that Salome had more to do with that than Isaiah had. But if some sort of romance was budding between them, that genuinely was a problem.


  “I did, Lilly. Please make sure that we aren’t interrupted.”


  “Is he in trouble?” Lilly blurted. “Sorry, sir. I’ll make sure you aren’t disturbed.”


  “One more thing,” said Jeremiah, bringing up the latest satellite imagery on the pirate colony. “Have our automated systems reported any unusual activity near Helena’s Landing in the last twenty-four hours?”


  Lilly laughed. “You asked me that just last downshift. There hasn’t been anything new.”


  “Are you absolutely sure of that?”


  “Yes, sir. I double-checked it first thing when I signed in. Would you like me to send you the raw images?”


  Jeremiah drew a long breath. “Yes, thank you. Please do.”


  “All right, sir. I’ll send them to you. But…”


  “Yes, Lilly?”


  She paused. “I know you’re worried about the pirates, but it’s been almost eighteen months since Helena’s Landing went dark. Surely, if they were going to attack us, they would have done it by now.”


  “Yes, but it’s only been three months since the Outworld Joint Defense Fleet left the system,” he reminded her.


  “I promise you, sir, as soon as anything happens, you’ll be the first to know.”


  Unless they launch a surprise attack, Jeremiah thought grimly. Then it’ll be my job to clean up the mess. He’d long since come to regret their decision to exile the pirates on the far side of the planet. Not that there had been many other humane options for dealing with them. Of course, the colonists’ first mistake had been in assuming that Zarmina was a virgin, unpopulated star system to begin with. It was only thanks to Lucca, Mariya, and his own wife, Noemi, that the pirates had been subdued.


  “Is there anything else I can do for you, sir?” Lilly asked.


  Jeremiah shook his head. “Just let me know when Isaiah is on his way.”


  “Of course, sir. I’ll let you know.”


  “Thanks.”


  Her image blinked out of the main screen, and Jeremiah began to pore over the satellite images she’d sent him, the ongoing troubles with the pirates still weighing heavily on his mind.


  It’s all right, he told himself as he rubbed his tired eyes. The orbital imagery had been taken with the military-grade satellites the OJDF had left them, which were much better at piercing Zarmina’s thick cloud cover than their original equipment. Jeremiah just wished that they’d had those satellites before Helena’s Landing had gone dark. For more than a decade, the doves on the council had argued that trade and open relations were the best way to convince the pirates to peacefully integrate with the colony. And for a while, it had even seemed to be working—right up to the moment Helena’s Landing had cut off all contact. It was clear that the pirates were up to something, but no one knew what.


  After poring over the satellite imagery for some time, Jeremiah gave up. No new suspicious activity. Nothing that he could use to justify calling the OJDF fleet back. Not that the colony was in imminent danger, since they still had a monopoly on ground-to-orbit capabilities, satellite imagery, and orbital defenses. Still, he would have felt a lot better with a couple platoons of marines on hand, just in case.


  The little screen on his desk lit up again, and Lilly’s bright young face returned. “The shuttle has docked, sir. Isaiah is on his way up.”


  “Thank you, Lilly.”


  As the screen switched off again, Jeremiah stretched and cracked his knuckles. His eyes strayed to a small memento on his desk that had sat there from the day he had accepted the job as station master. It was a small, kiln-fired clay model of his starship—the Ariadne—made by his then six-year-old son. On a whim, he picked it up.


  The door chimed. “Come in,” he said idly.


  Isaiah stepped inside, the door sliding shut behind him. “Hi, Dad. What’s that?”


  “This?” he said, holding it up. “Just that model of the Ariadne you made as a boy.”


  “Oh, yeah,” said Isaiah, a little halfheartedly. “You still keep that thing around?”


  “Of course.” Jeremiah set it back on the corner of his desk and rose, greeting his son with a hug. “It’s good to see you, son.”


  “Good to see you, too, Dad.”


  “Please,” said Jeremiah, gesturing to the chairs next to the window. “Have a seat.”


  In furnishing his office, Jeremiah had deliberately chosen pieces that gave the space a more natural, organic feel. Both chairs were hand-crafted from native wood, and their design was simple, elegant, and surprisingly comfortable. Not only did they remind him of his New Earth roots in the Edenia system, but together with the rest of the natural decor, they kept him focused on what all of his work was really about: the success of the colony.


  But as his son took the seat across from him, Jeremiah couldn’t help but feel that all of it was of secondary importance. The more important work was his family. And from the way that his son glanced nervously at the window, refusing to meet his eyes, he sensed that something was troubling him.


  He can tell that it’s nearly time for him to leave home and become a star wanderer, Jeremiah realized. He could see the same anxieties he had struggled with himself in the year before he’d set out on the Ariadne. It gave him a bittersweet pang in his heart—the same as he’d felt on the dayshift Isaiah had been born.


  “How was your flight?” he asked, smiling warmly.


  “Good,” Isaiah answered. He seemed more resolute than nervous, as if some experience from his last planetside excursion had fortified his will. Jeremiah took a deep breath.


  “I heard from Mayor Jameson that you had a little adventure.”


  “Dad, I—”


  “Don’t worry,” he said, raising his hand. “I didn’t call you up here to punish you. Though, as station master, I am required to censure you for abusing your piloting permissions.”


  “It wasn’t that big of a deal,” Isaiah protested. “We just took a speeder out for a little spin. It’s not like we crashed it or anything.”


  “We?” Jeremiah asked, raising an eyebrow.


  Isaiah’s cheeks turned bright red. “Salome and I,” he admitted sheepishly.


  Jeremiah sighed and rose to pace the floor. His son was getting far too close with Mariya’s girl, especially when he should be preparing to leave for the stars.


  “Is there something going on between you two that I should know about?”


  “No,” Isaiah said a little too quickly. Jeremiah narrowed his eyes at him, and he looked away. “She’s just a friend, Dad,” he added in a petulant tone.


  “Is she?”


  “Yes,” said Isaiah, leaning forward to rub his face. “We just had a friendly talk. Nothing else.”


  There was just enough yearning in his voice to convince Jeremiah that he was telling the truth. Still, it would almost be better if a girl was keeping him from leaving, since fears and anxieties were much harder problems to solve, as Jeremiah knew all too well.


  How can I send my son out to do something that was so hard for me? 


   


  Isaiah


  Isaiah risked a glance at his father, who continued to pace the floor. He swallowed nervously—if his father already knew about him and Salome, it did not bode well for his chances of keeping his piloting privileges. 


  “Mayor Jameson wants me to suspend your pilot’s license,” his father said at length, confirming Isaiah’s fears. “Do you have any better suggestions?”


  “You could let the mayor assign me some community service down on New Jezreel,” Isaiah answered carefully. It was the answer he’d prepared on the ride up. Community service wouldn’t be fun, but it would give him the chance to see Salome again.


  His father frowned. “Community service?”


  “Yes. You know—picking up trash, cleaning the bathroom facilities, working the sanitation and recycling vats—all of the dirty jobs they use to punish the kids in New Jezreel.”


  “But we aren’t in New Jezreel. We’re on Zarmina Station.”


  “Yeah, but the landspeeder we took for a joyride was down there,” Isaiah said, becoming a little exasperated. “Why? Do you think the mayor is right?”


  “No,” Jeremiah said carefully, “but I’m not sure I want to send you down there again anytime soon.”


  “Dad, I told you: there’s nothing going on between me and Salome!”


  “And I believe you,” his father said quickly. “But that’s not what I’m concerned about.”


  “What?” Isaiah asked, a little surprised.


  “I’m concerned because you should be spending more time preparing to leave on the Ariadne.”


  Isaiah’s gut clenched. He remembered how Salome had encouraged him to put his foot down. If he was ever going to do that, now was the time.


  “I don’t want to become a star wanderer, Dad. I want to stay here.”


  His father’s face betrayed no surprise as he walked over to the window, peering down at the cloud-covered planet with his hands clasped tightly behind his back. When he answered, his voice was surprisingly gentle.


  “I felt the same way when I was your age. But if I’d stayed behind on Edenia, I never would have met your mother, and you never would have been born. In fact, I probably would have died in the fighting when Edenia was slagged.”


  Isaiah rolled his eyes. None of this was new, of course—his father always brought up some variation of this argument whenever the subject of star wandering came up. Next, he would talk about how it was Isaiah’s duty as an Outworlder to uphold the traditions that kept the genetic pool from stagnating. Blah blah blah.


  “No,” said Isaiah, clenching his fists. “What if leaving home would be the biggest mistake of my life? What if everything that’s best for me is right here?”


  “I know that it seems that way now, son. But you haven’t—”


  “Haven’t what? Been to all the other settlements scattered across the Outworlds, most of which aren’t doing as well as this one? Been to the more established systems like Alpha Oriana, which half of us fled from?”


  “Isaiah—”


  “No,” said Isaiah, words spilling out of him like a river overflowing its shores. “This is my decision, Dad. It’s my life—not yours.”


  For several tense moments, his father just looked at him without saying anything. Isaiah forced himself to meet his gaze, but to his surprise, his father didn’t look angry at him at all. Instead, he looked… pained?


  “You’re right, son. It is your decision.”


  “Yeah,” said Isaiah, though his voice lacked conviction. Why did his father seem so hurt by his words? Disappointment he could understand, and anger he could deal with, but pain—it made him wonder if he was making the right choice after all.


  No, he told himself, clenching his fists a little tighter. But even that gesture felt hollow.


  His father turned away from the window and sat back down in the chair. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His eyes looked older and more tired than Isaiah could ever remember.


  “Did you know that I almost married Salome’s mother?”


  “What?” said Isaiah, blinking in surprise. This was something new.


  “It’s true. Mariya was an indispensable friend for your mother and me. On the voyage to Zarmina, the three of us grew very close. But Mariya began to panic, because she feared that she wouldn’t find anyone to marry in a colony as small as ours. So she tried to get me to marry her.”


  “Even though you were already married to Mom?”


  “Yes—and Mom was already pregnant with you. But she didn’t think she had any other options, so she did everything she could to push us into it.”


  Salome could have been my sister? Isaiah thought, still shocked by his father’s revelation. The thought made him recoil in horror.


  “At that time,” his father continued, “I felt much the same way about marrying Mariya as you do now about leaving on the Ariadne. This was not my choice, it was all being pushed on me against my will, and I didn’t want for that to happen.”


  “So you pushed back?” Isaiah asked.


  His father took a deep breath. “Yes—and I almost lost everything because of it. Noemi had already made her peace with it, so when I put down my foot and refused to take a second wife, I hurt her, too.”


  “Are you saying that you should have said yes?”


  “Not exactly. Things worked out in the end, thank God. But I had to leave everyone behind for a time, including your mother—and right at the time when she needed me the most.”


  “I don’t understand,” said Isaiah. “Why wouldn’t she respect your decision when you said no?”


  “It wasn’t that simple. We needed Mariya, just like she needed us. In a colony as small as ours, everyone has to depend on everyone else, and we all have a duty to each other.”


  “But how could that mean you needed to marry her?”


  “It was complicated, son. That’s why your mother and I haven’t told you all this before now.”


  “No,” Isaiah protested. “I’m not convinced it was. And why are you telling me all of this now? Is the thing I’m supposed to take from this that it’s not my choice, after all?”


  His father looked him in the eye. “No, Isaiah. It is your choice. But you also have a duty.”


  “To leave home as a star wanderer?”


  “Yes. Just like we all depend on each other, so too do all the Outworlds. Without the star wandering tradition, we all would have perished or been forced to return to the Coreward Stars.”


  Isaiah groaned heavily. Now they were back to the same old arguments.


  “I just want to be free to make my own decision, Dad.”


  “Freedom isn’t the ability to choose whatever you want, Isaiah. It’s the freedom to choose what is right.”


  “And I think it’s right for me to stay,” he said, rising to his feet.


  “Please, son—think on it. Think very hard about what is right, not just for you, but for everyone who depends on you.”


  Isaiah turned to leave, not bothering to grace his father’s words with a response.


  His father sighed heavily. “I didn’t want to do this,” he said as Isaiah reached the door, “but if this is how you’re going to behave, I have to temporarily remove your name from the shuttle schedule.”


  Isaiah’s eyes widened. “What?” he said, spinning around quickly.


  “You heard me. No more flying until you’ve demonstrated an ability to think more about others than about yourself.”


  “But Dad! The shuttle schedule has nothing to do with—”


  “The council is on my case to do something about your little escapade, and while I don’t want to outright revoke your privileges, I agree that you need a time-out. I’ll let you know when things change.”


  Isaiah clenched his fist and bit his lip, but from his father’s stony expression, he knew there was no arguing with him. He palmed open the door and stormed out without another word.


   


  Salome


  “You need to explain yourself, young lady!”


  Salome rolled her eyes and tried to walk away, but her mother blocked the doorway, her thick arms folded over her flabby stomach.


  “Let me go, Mom! I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “You’ll leave when I say you can leave! Now sit down, and start talking.”


  Salome’s cheeks burned hot. She folded her arms tightly as she sat down, making it clear that she was only doing this under duress. Her baby half-brother started to cry, which made her toddler half-sister cry as well. Meanwhile, her two younger sisters peeked around the corner from the bedroom they all shared and grinned maliciously at her.


  “Isaiah was the one who took the landspeeder.”


  “And you were the one who flew it.”


  “We had permission!”


  “Not to fly it like that!” her mother said angrily. “Mayor Jameson said you nearly wrecked it. The whole underside is banged up so badly that she says it needs extensive repairs.”


  “Then I’ll fix it!” Salome yelled. “Honestly, Mom. This isn’t any of your concern.”


  Her mother’s face turned bright red. “So long as you live under this dome, it is my concern. You think I don’t know what’s going on between you and Isaiah? I wasn’t born yesterday, Salome.”


  You have no idea what’s going on between us, she thought, clenching her fists as she stared in fury at the wall.


  “Well?” said her mother, flustered at her lack of a response. “What do you have to say for yourself?”


  “There’s nothing ‘going on’ between us,” Salome protested. “We just went on a joyride for a couple of hours.”


  “And ran off somewhere where no one could find you? Honestly, Salome, if you get pregnant from all this, I—”


  Salome leapt angrily to her feet.


  “We’re just friends, Mom! It’s not like that at all!”


  “Then how do you explain—”


  “You know nothing! Nothing!”


  Her mother drew herself up and pointed down the hallway. “Go to your room and don’t come out until I say so.”


  Salome’s face fell. “But Mom, my shift in the mechanic’s shop starts in just—”


  “You’re just going to have to miss it. I’m your mother, and I say when you can leave. You can make up the lost time later.”


  With a loud and angry groan, Salome stormed off down the hallway. Her sisters quickly scampered back through the open door. The bedroom she shared with them was on the edge of the family hab dome, with a single skylight over Salome’s bed. The bunks were on the opposite side of the room, which curved around like a segment of a wheel. The ceiling sloped down into the longer wall and was covered with pictures and technical diagrams of various flying craft— landspeeders, hoverplanes, dirigibles, and orbital shuttles like the ones Isaiah flew. There were also a couple of posters of shirtless boys, stills from the holovids in New Jezreel’s media library. On her sisters’ side of the room, the decorations were pinker and more flowery, with a saccharine-sweet poster of rainbows and unicorn dragons directly over the top bunk, where Judith slept. Esther, the youngest, was consigned to the bottom.


  “Are you pregnant?” Judith asked, dangling her feet innocently. She suppressed a snicker, which was surprising, given that she was too young to really start thinking about boys.


  “Of course not,” Salome answered as she flung herself face-up on her bed. Esther lay on the bottom bunk with her face glued to her tablet, probably reading a children’s adventure story. Since she shared a room with her two older sisters, there was no way to get away from them except inside a book.


  “You’re in tro-o-ouble,” Judith taunted. Salome stoically refused to give her the satisfaction of a response. If she were alone, she would have gone through the stretches and martial arts kata that her father had taught her. Exercise always had a calming effect on her. Instead, she lay back on her bunk and stared up at the curved ceiling.


  The pitter-patter of a heavy rainstorm sounded distantly on the skylight overhead. The day was even more overcast than normal, and the room was darker than Salome usually liked it. On the rare nights where the clouds parted, she would stare for hours at the stars until she fell asleep. The glass of the skylight was thick, but on a good night she could make out dust bands cutting swaths through the white, starry expanse of the galaxy, and even a few dim but visible nebulae.


  Her mind wandered to the conversation she’d had earlier with Isaiah. Why was it so strange for a woman to become a star wanderer? Hadn’t Gulchina, the famous pirate queen, brought both the Gaian Empire and the Outworld Confederacy to their knees? Not that she was someone to look up to, of course—but she had forever shattered the notion that women starfarers couldn’t be as powerful or as dangerous as men.


  And then there was their own local pirate queen, Captain Helena—though of course, she wasn’t nearly as well known outside of Zarmina. But locally, she was just as feared as Gulchina, perhaps even more. And with good reason. If not for the brave efforts of Salome’s mother and father against Helena, all of the colonists would be slaves right now, exiled to the surface without any access to space. Instead, the tables had been turned, and the pirates were the ones who had been exiled.


  At least, that was the story. But the more Salome thought about it, the more skeptical she became. After all, she had a hard time believing that her flabby old mother could stand toe-to-toe with the likes of Helena and win. Her dad was a different story; he had always been able to handle his own in a fight, and he had taught her to do the same. But Mom just wasn’t cut out for that kind of thing—or if she had ever been, she’d really let herself go, which in some ways was even worse.


   After a while, Judith gave up taunting her and put on headphones. Salome turned to face the wall, where a schematic of the very same landspeeder she’d flown with Isaiah was posted. She sighed and closed her eyes. Had it been worth it?


  Hell, yes, she told herself. If Mom doesn’t approve, that’s her problem, not mine. 


   


  Mariya


  Mariya sighed heavily as she flopped onto the couch with a cup of yogurt. It was that glorious time of day when both of the little ones were down for their naps. In just another half-hour, one of them would probably wake up, but for now Mariya had some time to herself, to think, to relax, and to prepare herself for the chaos that would inevitably follow.


  Phoebe should be here to look after her own damned kids, the spiteful thought rose up in her mind as she plunged a heaping spoonful into her mouth. She immediately dismissed it, ashamed that such a thought would even occur to her. Her sister-wife was doing important work in the colony’s medical facilities; it was only fair that Mariya stay behind to watch the children. Besides, wasn’t this what she wanted? Even if the kids weren’t technically hers, they were all a part of the same family—and besides, it wasn’t little Valentina’s or Alexei’s fault that their mother wasn’t able to spend all day with them.


  Shouldn’t you be looking after your own children? the next thought came. While you’re busy raising Phoebe’s children, your own are going to make every mistake that you made, and then some. 


  She took a deep breath and stuffed herself with another mouthful of yogurt. No, she mentally argued back. I need those kids—those precious, little kids. She needed them almost more than they needed her. After all, taking care of them was the only thing that kept her darker thoughts at bay. Most of the time. Whenever she had time to herself, they always came back to the forefront—and the more Salome misbehaved, the stronger those voices became. If she yielded to them, she would become just like her own mother: a bitter, vindictive woman who was no longer able to nurture or comfort others without demanding something in return. If Mariya became that woman, she would never be able to look into a mirror without hating herself. Not that she didn’t right now, but there were other reasons for that, like the weight she’d put on. But she could theoretically work off those extra pounds someday. If she turned into a copy of her mother, though, how could she ever change back?


  The food helped, at least enough to give her some precious time to relax. She scraped up the last of the yogurt in the bowl and set it on the cushion next to her, then leaned back and closed her eyes.


  Where had everything gone wrong? Her life was so complicated, it was difficult to say. In her weaker moments, she couldn’t help but wonder how things would have been different if she’d married Jeremiah and become sister-wives with Noemi. True, she wouldn’t have been a first wife, but Noemi wasn’t the cold or vindictive type. Not that Phoebe was bad—in fact, they usually got along quite well—but…


  No, she told herself, shaking her head. Don’t waste any time thinking about what could have been. Instead, focus on the future, and what’s right in front of you now. 


  The future. Her daughter, Salome. Her teenage daughter, who had just run off with Jeremiah’s oldest son. She’d claimed they were just having some harmless fun together—and maybe that was the honest truth—but Mariya knew how these things always turned out. Boys didn’t take girls on joyrides without wanting something in return. And at their age, Isaiah and Salome had too many hormones to think clearly or intelligently about anything.


  Of course, she would talk with her husband Lucca about it. But Lucca had always been something of a playboy before he’d settled down, so trying to voice her concerns to him was bound to be as much of a struggle as trying to discipline Salome. Besides, since Lucca was the colony’s chief mechanic, he probably knew more about Salome’s extracurricular activities than Mariya did—which wasn’t very comforting.


  Her only consolation was that Isaiah would be leaving soon to become a star wanderer. When that happened, the problem would solve itself. Right? She wasn’t blind to the contemptuous way that Salome had rolled her eyes at her, or the disdainful way she’d said that it wasn’t “any of your concern” what she and Isaiah did together.


  Mariya wasn’t blind. She’d been young herself, long ago, and she knew that her daughter had very little respect for her anymore. If Salome still had any at all. That was a much bigger problem than any boy, and it was bound to come up and cause problems again, no matter what the trigger was. And at the moment, it didn’t seem like there was anything Mariya could do to change that.


  The sound of a baby crying in the other room snapped her out of her dismal thoughts. Little Alexei was up again, after only a twenty-minute nap. Time to change his diaper and give him a bottle, and by the time she was done with that, Valentina would be up as well.


  They aren’t your children, the malicious voice said in the back of her head. She did her best to put it out of her mind, but it was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore.


   


  Jeremiah


  “I wish you would have a talk with him,” Jeremiah told his wife as she rubbed his shoulders. It had been a long and tiring dayshift in the office, and not just because of work.


  “He does not want to take the Ariadne?” Noemi asked.


  Jeremiah sighed. Under his wife’s experienced hands, his tense and knotted muscles melted like butter. He rolled his shoulders, then relaxed as she moved up to rub his neck, then down to his lower back.


  “We had an argument today. He’s always been reluctant about leaving, but this time he came out directly and told me that he doesn’t want to go. I suspect that he’s become infatuated with Mariya’s girl.”


  “Not that he is simply afraid of leaving?”


  “That too,” Jeremiah admitted. Their son had always struggled with self-confidence and seemed to have an uncanny ability to see the danger in everything. It wasn’t exactly that he was a coward, since he did face his fears if he thought they were worth facing. Jeremiah was confident that Isaiah would make an excellent star wanderer, so long as he made that decision himself.


  Noemi finished rubbing his back and laid down next to him. He turned on his side to face her. They’d both aged a lot in the last eighteen years. Though she wasn’t yet forty standard years, Noemi’s light brown hair was starting to turn white, and her body had grown old from the six children she’d borne him. And yet, for all of that, she had aged quite gracefully, possessed of the quiet assurance that had gotten them through so many hard times before.


  “What do you want me to say to him?” Noemi asked.


  “I don’t know. But he listens to you a lot more than he listens to me. If I brought it up, it would just turn into another argument. But if you were to tell him…” Jeremiah sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.


  “Are we sure this is the right choice for him?”


  “What do you think?” Jeremiah asked. Noemi would never openly defy him, but he sensed that she had her own concerns about sending their son off as a star wanderer.


  For a long time, Noemi said nothing. “I want him to follow God’s will,” she said at length. “If it is Heavenly Father’s will for him to stay, he should stay. If it is Heavenly Father’s will for him to go, he should go.”


  What about his mortal father? Jeremiah thought, tensing a little. Sensing his anxiety, Noemi put a hand on his arm.


  “You are right to prepare him to become a star wanderer. And for myself, I hope that he goes. But only Isaiah can know if God has a different plan for him.”


  “That’s just the thing,” said Jeremiah. “I don’t think it’s God that he’s listening to—I think it’s his fear and his hormones.”


  “Hor-mones?” Noemi asked, giving him a puzzled look. Though her Gaian was mostly fluent now, she still stumbled over the occasional word. Language learning had never been a strength of hers.


  “His infatuation with Salome,” Jeremiah explained.


  “Ah. Yes, I worry about that, too.”


  “What should we do about it?”


  She paused again to think. It was late, and they were both beginning to feel very sleepy. Raising six children did a lot to increase one’s capacity for going without sleep, but there was something about laying your head on a pillow that could break even the hardiest resolve. Jeremiah’s eyelids suddenly felt very heavy.


  “I will talk to him,” she said softly, her voice drifting off. “I cannot promise he will listen, but I will do my best… to help him see…”


  God’s will, Jeremiah mentally finished as her arm fell sleepily against the pillow. He took her hand and gently kissed it.


  “I love you,” he whispered.


  “Love you, too,” Noemi muttered. Her eyes were already closed.


   


  Isaiah


  Isaiah stared out the narrow porthole window at the starship outside. There were two docking arms at Zarmina Station: the primary arm for general use and the long-term docking arm where the colonists parked their own starships. This particular ship hadn’t left the station since before he’d been born.


  The letters A R I A D N E appeared in faded block script on the upper side of the ship’s hull. From the outside, she wasn’t much to look at. Her hull was patched and pock-marked from countless micro-meteorites; her design was blocky rather than sleek; she had no windows aside from the cockpit at the very front of the ship; and her last paint job, which had already mostly worn off in the harsh environment of space, left much to be desired. Even compared to one of the orbital shuttles, she looked too old and outdated to be respectable—a throwback to a bygone era, more suitable as a museum piece than a functioning starship.


  Hard to believe, then, that this was the ship that had carried his father—and mother, at least part of the way—to Zarmina. Even harder to believe that his father expected him to leave on it, never to return.


  Isaiah took a deep breath and put his hand on the window, staring for several moments. Then he went to the docking node and stepped into the airlock.


  Even with all his misgivings, there was something about the Ariadne that inspired reverence. This was, after all, the only home his father had known between leaving Edenia and settling down at Zarmina. It was also the place where his parents had fallen in love. The air itself seemed scented with old ancestral memories. Salome had scoffed at the idea of genetic memory, passed down from father to son, but every time Isaiah set foot on his father’s starship, he felt somehow that he was returning to a place he’d always known.


  The inner airlock door opened onto a short, narrow corridor, which led to a cabin that was only slightly less narrow than the corridor itself. Wall compartments took up the space where windows would have been on a more modern ship, and handholds were evenly spaced in case of an artificial gravity malfunction, which was practically unheard of now. Everything about the Ariadne’s living quarters spoke to the strict limitations and economical use of space, with all of the appliances designed to be retractable, including the universal washing unit and the pair of overhead dream monitors. Where a small one-man bunk would usually be, there were instead two retractable chairs and hooks for a hammock, which was either stowed away or long gone.


  It had been nearly two decades since the Ariadne had last flown, and it showed. The air in the cabin was cool and stale, and a thin layer of dust covered everything. When the ship had been mothballed, the life support systems and artificial gravity had been shut down, but they didn’t take long to start up again, and Isaiah had activated them remotely about an hour ago. But still, even in zero gravity, dust had a way of accumulating, and there was still a very faint set of footprints from the last time his father had brought him onto the ship, more than a year ago. The Ariadne had simply been too lived-in to ever have the shiny, spotless, and utterly sterile feel of a newer ship.


  Isaiah ducked through the doorway that separated the cabin from the cockpit—one of the lights there was flickering, he noticed, and needed to be replaced—and stood behind the pilot’s chair, gazing at the instrument panels and display screens. A narrow forward window ringed the small room, even narrower than the windows in the orbital shuttles. He still found it hard to believe that the ship his father had piloted across the stars was not much bigger than the shuttles he flew between New Jezreel and Zarmina Station. And if Jeremiah had his way, Isaiah would soon be flying this ship instead.


  No, he thought, recoiling. I could never do that. 


  The universe was such a vast and frightening place, littered with the derelict starships and corpses of starfarers who had perished in the perilous journey between stars. When Isaiah thought of all the stories he’d heard of things going wrong—even whole colonies falling into collapse, with no survivors—he honestly didn’t know if he had what it took to make it out there. His father had tried to reassure him that it was normal to feel this way—that he himself had doubted his own abilities, when he’d first started out—but Isaiah had a hard time believing that his father had ever lacked the skills and capabilities to make it on his own.


  Besides, didn’t the colony here at Zarmina need him? He thought of his mother’s home, Megiddo Station, and how it had been wiped out by famine. In the Far Outworlds, life was never truly free from danger, and they all had to work together to survive. Would it really serve the people he loved to leave them?


  If his father were here, he would probably argue that yes, the traditions made everyone in the Outworlds better off. Besides, what about the people that he would never meet if he spent the rest of his life at Zarmina? After all, if his father had never left Edenia, he never would have met his mother, and none of their children would never have been born.


  But that argument fell flat when Isaiah thought of Salome. True, she wasn’t much more than a friend at this point and there was no guarantee she’d ever be anything more, but if he left on the Ariadne, then she certainly never would be. How could he live with himself if he left her now? His father had warned him about the loneliness that star wanderers often suffered in the long and solitary voyages between stars. How much harder would those voyages be for him if he left Salome behind?


  He glanced over his shoulder at the cabin of the Ariadne, then back to the cockpit again. The place suddenly felt heavy and oppressive, to the point where he wondered if that wasn’t the source of his melancholy thoughts. Once again, it was as if the ship was infused with ancestral memories—some of them so dark that he hoped he would never have to confront them.


  He quickly returned the way he had come, only pausing in the airlock for the computer to confirm that it was safe to leave the ship. The familiar station air on the other side filled him with relief as he took a deep breath of it.


  This was where he belonged, not on the Ariadne. It was his life to live, not his father’s, and the Ariadne was not—and never would be—his home.
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