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Earth

Location:  Columbia, South Carolina, North American Sector. 

Date: September 3, 2198

“Welcome to the world, Willow,” Kalea Kerner Burke lovingly gazed at the baby with bright green eyes snuggled in her arms. “I know you’ll make it a better place. You’ll create a new reality.”

“She’s a week old, and you already expect too much of her,” Anaca Lanier said, still amazed that her 135 year old great grandmother was holding her youngest child. 

Kalea Kerner Boyce didn’t look a day over sixty. Her dark hair matched Anaca’s, with only hints of grey at the temples. Her brown eyes still glowed as much as they did the day the energy alien bound with her 100 years ago. 

“I wish Bruce could have seen you,” Kalea said, ignoring Anaca’s comment. “Your great-great granddaddy would have been pleased to meet our fourth generation.” A tear rolled down her cheek. 

Anaca smiled. “I think the alien in you is getting nostalgic.”

Kalea sighed. “The alien in me is tired, and so am I. There’s nothing left for us in this world.”

“That’s nonsense,” Anaca said. “There’s a lot you and the energy aliens could do to help, especially with the cybernetics taking over. Practically everybody is implanted with their cybertec now. They’re even putting in the plants and crops! We’re already paying the price of our utopian world with the greening of the Arctic and Antarctic. The price for accepting their cybertec is already too high. We need to take back our humanity. We need to –“

“The time will come,” Kalea said. The light from the large window in the den of Anaca’s house seemed to surround Kalea and Willow in an ethereal glow. “Be patient. You are learning what you need from them.”

“And when we no longer need it?” Anaca asked. 

“Then a way will be found,” Kalea said. “Anaca, can you bring me some water, please? My energy is waning.”

“Sure,” Anaca stood and stepped into the adjoining kitchen.

Kalea smiled at Willow. “You will change reality. I know it.”

Willow giggled as her hand wrapped around the blue two-carat diamond hanging from a gold chain around Kalea’s neck. A blue spark erupted from the diamond, causing Willow to squeal. 

Kalea gently took Willow’s hand. The energy spark left a small, blue scar in Willow’s right palm. Kalea wrapped her own hand around Willow’s, her eyes glowing silver as blue energy flowed into the scar. 

“Do not fear. The convergence is coming.” Kalea kissed the squirming baby. “We will find you.”

Clouds rolled over the sun. The final sign had arrived. The anomaly was growing, and the agent had been selected. Kalea’s work was done.  It was time to leave. 

“There’s nothing left,” she whispered again.

“Why do you keep saying that?” Anaca asked as she returned to the room. 

Kalea shook her head as she handed Willow back to Anaca. “Because it’s true. There’s nothing left for me in this world anymore. There’s nothing left for the energy aliens, either.” She turned her gaze to the window, where clouds covered the sun. “Our time in this system is over.”

Kalea Kerner Burke, the final member of her generation inhabited with the first aliens to make contact with Earth in 2098, died a week later. 
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The Kuiper Belt

Date: September 1, 2228

“Can you hear me?”

Willow’s green eyes fluttered open to find a muscular bald man shining a light in her face. “What?”

The man shined the light directly into her eyes, causing her to snap them closed. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes. Where am I?” Willow eyes darted around the gray room, taking in the utilitarian design of the pods surrounding the room. 

The man stood up straight, his black uniform and bald head towering over her. “My name is Officer Mayson. I’m your warden. Welcome to Kuiper Station One.”

“Kuiper Station? I’m not on Earth?”

“Dissociative amnesia is common after a cross system journey.” He shook his head. “You all forgot that you were convicted of a cybertec virus attack that shorted out the nanotech on Earth for two days. You’re never going back to Earth. You’ve been banished.”

Images of lines of neural code flowing across her screen flitted through her mind. 

Willow leaned forward. 

“Neith, what’s this?” she pointed to an inconsistent line of code on the screen. “I didn’t write that into this program.”

“It’s a minor modification to increase efficiency.” Neith’s gaze froze on the screen in a cold glare.

Willow tapped at the keyboard. “We have to stop it. There’s no way to know how that will affect the cybertec.”

The images were replaced by news reports of people bleeding from the ears and nose from the cybertec hack. 

Willow slammed her hands on the keyboard, staring at Neith. “You did this! Why?”

“People only understand consequences. It was necessary to make a powerful statement.”

“You’re a murderer! You made all of us murderers!”

100,000 casualties worldwide. 

1,000 died. 

The rest were struggling with permanent neurological and physical damage from the virus.  

How did that line of code get in the virus she designed? 

Why?

Willow snapped back to the present.  “I remember now.” She wrapped her arms around her naked body. “I’m cold.”

“It’s another effect of the cryo, and the shock of being in deep space.” Officer Mayson threw Willow a robe from a nearby closet and picked up the computer from the table showing Willow’s diagnostics. “I see you’re from the southeast portion of the North American sector. This cold is going to be a shock after the deep-fried insanity that’s the subtropics now.”

Willow wrapped herself in the robe and pushed her black hair behind her ear. “I’m stuck out here for the rest of my life?”

“That virus you and your boyfriend designed got you sentenced to the outer system with the rest of the outcast scientists that are a pain in the rear to everybody in the inner system.  While some are singing your praises for opening some slots to live Earthside, the majority fear you as the anti-Christ sent to destroy humanity.”

“That wasn’t my intent.” She said.

“You’re lucky. There were people who wanted to come out to this wasteland, but the government decided to make it a penal colony because of something they found out here. A lot of people want to risk their life for the sake of ‘scientific discovery,’ but the government decided the risk was too great for the standard population. Welcome to the land of misfits, Miss Lanier. Everybody on this station, civilian or prisoner, has nothing left on Earth anymore. We might as well not exist.”

“What did they find out here?” Willow asked. 

“We’ll find out at the briefing once everybody is out of cryo.”

“You don’t know?”

He shook his head, turning back to check vitals on the cryo chamber next to her.

The metal door slid open to admit a short Asian woman in a black uniform with black eyes and shiny dark hair, holding a computer. “I see you’re charming our new guests.”

“They aren’t guests, they’re prisoners.” Officer Maynard snarled. “This is the fourth one who forgot that.”

“They’ve been in cryo for five years,” the woman said. 

“I’ve been asleep for five years?” Willow gasped. “I’m 30!”

The woman laughed. “Only chronologically. You don’t age in cryo but according to the date, you are five years older. Have you noticed that your hair and fingernails didn’t grow much?”

Willow touched her hair. The bob cut was an inch longer than she usually wore it, but otherwise it was identical to it’s state when she went into stasis. Her fingernails and toenails hadn’t grown much, either. “I’ve been on ice for five years.”

“You can thank the advanced propulsion systems the cybernetics shared with us for making the journey so fast. Otherwise, it would have been nine to twelve years.”  She held out her hand to Willow. “Willow Lanier?”

Willow took her hand and shook it weakly. “That’s me.” 

“Welcome to Kuiper Station One. I’m Mindy Katil, the station’s head doctor. How do you feel?”

“Cold and confused,” Willow said. “What did you do to me? I hope you didn’t inject me with cybertec.”

Mindy shook her head. “This station is for the unimplanted. The neurological procedure is an experiment we did to all ten prisoners to enhance the functioning of the frontal lobe. The doctors who put you in cryo explained this to you, but the long journey tends to cause brief spells of dissociative amnesia.” Mindy consulted her computer. “You were sent here because your IQ tested above average, and you’re a biological engineer, which is a highly specialized profession. This makes you a better candidate for tasks involving higher cognitive function.”

“Like developing sustainable deep space colonies and habitats,” Officer Maynard grumbled as he completed the waking sequence on the cryo chamber next to Willow’s. 

“Exactly,” Mindy said. “Having you spend the next hundred years ferrying minerals around the Jovian system would be a waste of your time, skills, education, and talent. You can pay your penance more effectively using your knowledge and skills to help humanity expand and survive throughout the solar system, and beyond.”

“Was the genetic treatment to make me more compliant?” Willow asked. 

“The genetic treatment was to help you function better in deep space without cybertec,” Mindy said. “You ten are the first humans we’ve had through the prison system without cybertec in a couple of decades, according to the medical database. That’s increasingly rare, especially after nearly 130 years of widespread use.” She studied Willow. “May I ask why you never had cybertec?”

“I never needed it,” Willow said. “I’ve always been healthy. I’ve had no major illnesses or injuries that couldn’t be managed with medications.”

“That’s interesting. Are you a clone?”

“No,” Willow said. “There’s never been a need for it.”

Mindy studied her file. “You’ve had no surgeries or medical procedures, except having your wisdom teeth removed in your teens, either.” She smiled, laying down her computer. “Why bother with the expense and hassle of cybertec or cloning if you don’t need to heal, regrow parts, or repair something?”

“I guess,” Willow rubbed the blue scar in the palm of her right hand. It itched when she was anxious.

“Let’s get you to your quarters so you can get dressed and settled in. The final meal of the day is at 1900, and there’s a debriefing in the cafeteria tomorrow morning at 0700.”

“He said we’re all misfits,” Willow gestured toward Officer Maynard in the room they were departing. “Is everybody on the station a prisoner?” 

“No, only ten of you are prisoners. The rest of the personnel on this station were accepted for this mission because we don’t have any connections to keep us close to Earth anymore. Some people want to leave that place,” she paused. “People say Earth is an evolving paradise, but that’s open to interpretation. There isn’t much there for some of us. You may find that the longer you’re out here, the less you want to go back there.”

“Why is that?” Willow asked. 

Mindy shrugged. “It’s one of the many things I’m studying out here. There’s something about becoming a deep spacer that changes people.”

“For better or for worse?” Willow asked. 

Mindy smiled. “That depends on you.”
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“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to your new home. I’m Layton Juskus, the administrator of Kuiper Station One.”

Administrator Juskus certainly looked like a “deep spacer” with his pale complexion.  He was tall and lanky, with short blonde hair, light blue eyes, and skin so white against the black uniform assigned to station personnel that he might glow in the dark. Willow wondered if it was possible for her own fair complexion to get any paler out here. She couldn’t imagine becoming a “deep spacer” herself. She glanced around the small cafeteria at the other nine solemnly eating their breakfast rations during the mandatory orientation, wondering if they were as discouraged over their fate as she was. 

“You may have noticed that this is a small station with a sparse population. This station was designed as humanity’s first foray into deep space. Human population has increased exponentially over the past two centuries, and it’s exceeding the carrying capacity of the solar system. If we continue to grow, and we will with the help of the cybernetic and cloning technology, then we’ll have to expand into deep space colonies. Our ultimate goal is to expand into the Alpha Centauri system,” he brought up a projection screen from his computer. “But before we expand outside of this system, we need to figure out what’s happening here.”

Another woman with a blonde ponytail, blue eyes, and a computer tucked under her arm stepped forward. “My name is Skylar Collier. I’m the head of astrophysics on this station. The information I’m about to share with you is confidential and known only to a few in the inner system. You are not allowed to discuss this portion of the mission to your family during your weekly communication sessions. Doing so will result in compounding your sentence and immediate diversion to the mining colonies in the Asteroid Belt. Does everybody understand?”

Murmurs of agreement sounded around the room.

“You already signed waivers to this effect before you went into cryo for your flight out here, but I understand most of you are suffering from dissociative amnesia. Mindy Katil explained the basics of that and the neurological procedure done to you in on the journey cross system when you when you woke from cryo. She’ll talk to you more about that in a moment. For now, here’s the main reason why we’re in the far reaches of the solar system.” She smoothly whirled the computer to the table in front of her and tapped open a projection of a light pulsating blue and purple on the screen. “This is a spatial anomaly that the cybernetics identified when they entered our solar system 129 years ago. They dismissed it as a normal spatial phenomenon until thirty years ago, when rapid expansion commenced toward this area of space.”

She ran time lapse images of the spatial anomaly, from 129 years prior when it started as a sliver of silver light. The sliver remained stagnant until the time stamp reached 2110, when it shifted to a bluish-purple color and the slit widened toward the inner solar system. The time lapse image stopped at 0000 hours the night before. “The anomaly has been growing at an accelerated rate since humanity started to branch out in the solar system.” She marked some time stamps on slides from the video of the spatial anomaly growing. “The first expansion was when the lunar and Jovian colonies were terraformed in 2110. It was stable until more settlements were terraformed and built on Mars and on the moons of Saturn in 2125.” She rolled the images forward, showing increases in expansion. “There was another expansion of the anomaly when we built the stations orbiting the Asteroid Belt for the penal colonies in 2130. Another when we built the Jovian and Saturnian Space Stations.” She rolled forward one more image, where the anomaly doubled in size. “This is five years ago, when we began construction on this station and the terraforming initiative on the moons of Uranus.”

“The cybernetics have installed enhanced satellite systems to monitor the anomaly,” Administrator Juskus said. “Their contingency in Alpha Centauri is monitoring the side of the anomaly on the other side of the Oort Cloud, and have asked us to study this side to determine if the expansion is symmetrical. This is critical, since its growth is correlated with our expansion in the solar system. If it’s symmetrical, it’s likely a natural phenomenon. If not, it may be the result of more alien intervention in our solar system that hasn’t made first contact.” 

“Our primary mission on this station is to study this anomaly so we can determine if it’s a natural phenomenon, or another alien civilization in our solar system,” Skylar said.

“Why didn’t the cybernetics worry about this until now?” the woman sitting next to Willow asked. “They’ve had plenty of time to study this anomaly.”

Administrator Juskus raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t open the floor for questions.”

The woman next to Willow stood, for all the good it did. She looked the same height as Willow, which was five foot three. Her blue eyes flared in a narrow, ivory face framed by long brown hair. “I wonder why it’s our responsibility to clean up the mess the cybernetics brought with them 129 years ago.”

“The cybernetics were focused on first contact with humanity, and then working on other initiatives around the solar system with us. As Skylar mentioned, they have a contingency at Alpha Centauri now to study possible terraforming in that system, since we’re reaching a critical carrying capacity in this solar system. We need to figure out if this anomaly is going to be a problem so they, like humans, choose to divide and conquer by assigning the appropriate people to the appropriate tasks, Miss –“

“Adilynn Maculyea.” 

“Miss Maculyea –“

“You can call me Addie.”

“You can sit down and be quiet until this presentation is complete and the floor is open for questions, if I decide to extend that privilege,” Administrator Juskus snapped. “Don’t forget that you’re a prisoner here, not an employee. You lost the right to all you’re used to when you committed the crimes that got you sentenced here.”

Addie sat and snorted over her rations. 

Willow stifled a laugh. Obviously, she wasn’t the only one having pains adjusting to her loss of freedom and non-terrain life. 

Skylar looked around the room before settling back into her presentation. “As I was saying, our primary mission is to study and identify this anomaly. You may also notice that none of you have cybertechnology. That also isn’t an accident, because our secondary mission is enhancing our adaptability in outer space without using machines. Not everybody wants cybertec, but people on the space stations and terraformed settlements around the solar system need it to combat space sickness. That’s where you come in. Now, I’ll turn the floor over to Mindy, our station doctor.”

Mindy bounced to the front of the room. “Thank you, Skylar. I’m in a better mood than Administrator Juskus, so feel free to ask me questions. That is, after all, why I’m here.” She stepped next to Skylar and tapped the computer to open a scan of a human brain. 

“I’ve already spoken with each of you about the genetic treatment you received while in transit to this station. That treatment is our attempt to bypass the need for permanent cybertec to help the human brain naturally adapt to its environment. We originated on Earth, but we’re destined for the stars. The problem is that evolution is slower than technology, so sometimes we have to give things a boost.” She zoomed in on DNA in the frontal lobe of the brain scan. “We gave you this boost through a method called DNA Scissoring. While in cryo, we grafted cybernetic DNA with your own in an attempt to increase the activity in the frontal lobe of your brain. This is the area where motor function, problem solving, memory, judgment, impulse control, and social behavior are controlled, amongst other functions.” She paused to run scans of the grafted DNA binding with human DNA. “The difference between this and cybertec is that you control it. Your brain and body adapt it to your individual genetic code for optimal enhancement of function. Even the cybertec isn’t this precise. Basically, we’re introducing a future version of humanity into our DNA, and giving our evolution a boost.”

“It sounds like this DNA Scissoring was done to make us more compliant,” Addie said. 

Mindy smiled. “I won’t deny that was one motivator for this experiment, but other things are imperative to adjusting to life in deep space. The further out we branch, the more we need to increase our sustainability through mining water and minerals, and hydroponics. This region of space hasn’t been explored much, and everything is further apart. There are more unknowns out here than there are in the settled parts of the inner and mid system. We need to be faster, smarter, more creative, and more efficient.” She brought up some graphs and charts. “Another thing all ten of you have in common is that you all have above average intelligence in at least the 140 IQ range, and you all worked in highly specialized fields. That’s why you were sentenced to this settlement instead of doing manual labor mining for water and metals in the middle of the solar system for our interstellar settlements. You had more raw materials to work with, which made you excellent candidates for this project.”

“I’m confused,” Willow said. “Are we paying our debt to society, or are we drafted into an experiment?”

“You’re paying your debt to society by being part of this experiment,” Mindy said, “and despite how it looks, you’re lucky. We had nearly eight million applicants who volunteered to work on this station, and they were disappointed when the government decided to grant it to the prison system.”

“That’s a small wonder, given Earth’s problems,” Willow said. “The cybernetics are slowly terraforming it to their liking and nobody notices.”

Mindy raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about?”

“The global warming, the greening of Antarctica, and the rising sea levels. It’s been slow enough that most people don’t worry about it, but the warming of the globe over the past two centuries is alarming if you study it from an evolutional perspective. We don’t look because the government and machines in most of our heads tell us not to look.”

Mindy creased her brow. “Earth is a virtual paradise. The biggest problem they have is keeping the population limits within the five billion requirements. They have to assign people to work in space to control it.”

Willow leaned back, astonished. “How can you call that paradise?”

“You must have seen a different Earth than I did,” Mindy said, “but the definition of paradise is subjective. I can’t deny that Earth offers some people more benefits than others.” Mindy paused. “This brings me to one thing I wanted to caution you about. The DNA Scissoring was successful in all of you, but it has a side effect. People tend to have episodes of dissociative amnesia in the weeks after the procedure. Your five years in cryo also have the same side effect, so don’t be alarmed if you find yourself confused or having trouble with your memory. The good news is that this decreases over time, but be prepared for episodes like this,” she waved at Willow, “where you experience false memories and confusion. If it becomes troubling, feel free to contact me. Everybody has mandatory weekly counseling sessions, but you’re welcome to see me in between sessions if you need to. Life in deep space is shocking, and it’s normal to have difficult adjustments. If it becomes disturbing, let me know.” 

Willow leaned toward Addie as Mindy continued her presentation of the DNA Scissoring procedure. “Did I make an idiot out of myself?” she whispered. 

Addie chuckled. “I think they’re trying to make us crazy.”

“Earth is no paradise.”

“No, it isn’t. I remember what you remember. I have no idea what she’s talking about.” Addie smiled leaning closer to Willow. “Maybe it isn’t our brains that are mixed up. Maybe it’s this place. When I woke from cryo, I forgot everything that happened. It all seemed like a dream.” She gestured to Mindy. “Then I woke up out here, and she brought me back to reality. But we’re prisoners. If they say we’re crazy, then we’re crazy.”

“Willow and Addie, do you have questions about this presentation?” Mindy asked. 

They shook their heads. 

“Then I suggest you pay attention. This information is important, and you’ll need it to perform your work duties. Training begins at 0800 tomorrow.” Mindy returned to her presentation. 

Addie leaned back, smiling. “We’ll be crazy soon.”

Willow frowned. She was afraid Addie was right. There was a spatial anomaly outside of the station, and their brains were infiltrated with alien DNA.

It made her wonder what these people were trying to do out here.  
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