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      “Incoming!” Slava Koroskeya’s voice sounded across the small yet somehow echoing space of the EFS Atlantis’ bridge, a hint of an Eastern European accent in the way she clipped the vowels.

      Half of the screens were down. She saw the fire on the remainder, and the planet “below” them: An ice world, far colder than Earth, under a harsh sun that gave little warmth.

      She looked at the pilot. No. They could not jump. Not accurately, not this close to a gravity well.

      How had that ship got ahead of them?

      The pilot screeched. There was no other word for the sound that burst from him, his hands hovering above the jump switch, about ready to try something which might save all of their lives or put them in the ragged heart of a star.

      One of their lookouts had already fallen silent, the Atlantis taking a pummeling from the aliens. Never meant to be a warship. Never meant to deal with this.

      Pummeled, yeah, that was the word. Slava hated them with a passion with which she had not thought she could hate anything.

      “We’re never going to get away from them.” A weak, thin voice, the pilot’s voice, giving up on his desperate plan. The glint of the web on the back of his hands became more visible for a moment as his fists clenched.

      The planet below them was, technically, survivable. If you didn’t mind it being in the full throws of a near snowball Ice Age. It was cold, it was colder than cold, colder than any place on Earth had been since the warming.

      Earth was cooling back down, but it would take time.

      Slava knew the decision the captain was going to make before he made it. “Take us onto the planet.”

      “Sir, we’ll…never take off again.” Again, the pilot’s voice, sounding far younger than he was, sounding like a fresh Ensign. But then, they all were.

      “If we continue to fight, we’re dead. Take us down, Lieutenant.” He didn’t add the clichéd ‘that’s an order,’ for which Slava was grateful. It was an order. It was the one that might lead to their deaths.

      The pilot did, the web seeming to glow on the back of his hands as he angled the ship towards the planet.

      The Atlantis was not designed to land. She was designed to survive a crash. Those were two different things.

      Slava flipped a couple of switches, triggering a litany she had hoped never to use. The recorded voice sounded through the ship. “Take hold. Brace for atmospheric entry. Take hold.”

      The Atlantis hit the atmosphere, Bounced a little, then angled more firmly downwards. Slava could almost see, almost feel, the flames that would be coming off of her hull, only making the damage worse. They screamed into the atmosphere.

      There was no sound in space. There was sound now, the sound of a dying ship as she fell like a shot bird, fell into the ice and snow.

      “Brace for impact!” She took her own advice, curling her body inward so she would not break a limb. She would get to live.

      But for how long?

      The Atlantis hit the snow and ice, burrowed into it, pieces of the ship flying off. Antennae broken, cracks forming in the hull. The cold air of the world rushing in, steam-like effects curling as it met the ship’s warm interior.

      It came to rest and snow fell on top of it, burying it. The ship would never move again.

      On the bridge, the captain let his head sink into his hands. This was the worst failure he could imagine.

      No, the worst failure he could imagine surviving.

      In orbit above, the two alien ships scanned the planet’s surface. Seeing no sign of the now-buried ship, they eventually left, leaving the system empty except for the surviving crew on the planet.

      A distress call had been sent.

      Rescue was not impossible.

      Rescue was their only hope.
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      “Filthy Araña!” The words, Spanish and English alike, echoed across the Caribbean street. Ugly words, darkening the entire scene. Rendering the slightly crooked balconies on some of the houses uncertain, dulling the whitewashing further. No jewel-like tones here, those were reserved for the cruise port and the space port, for the places where tourists came.

      José Ricardo Marin Lopez studiously ignored the insult, wishing he had worn a shirt with longer sleeves, sleeves that would cover the tell-tale glint. The reflection of the sun against the induction points. He would be hot, but that wouldn’t matter.

      Spider.

      From hero to spider. The war was over, years over, and Earth had lost, and they had broken their promise. Their promise to remove it, to leave him just as he was when he was a starry-eyed volunteer.

      They couldn’t.

      They couldn’t remove it without killing him. He had to believe them, because the alternative was cruelty he could not imagine.

      “I’m talking to you, war criminal.”

      He kept walking, feeling his heart rate rise, feeling the tingle of the web through his system. It wanted to fight that man. It wanted to kill that man.

      He was a fool to provoke a webbed veteran, wired and conditioned to kill.

      Conditioned to kill anyone not in Earthforce uniform because that was what Mars had done to them, had done for them. When even the kids might have guns. Red dust crossed his vision.

      The man released a string of Spanglish invectives after him. They bored through José’s self-restraint. He gave the verbal assailant the finger as he hurried on. He broke into a jog as he moved along the boardwalk.

      The man was alone. He would not continue to go after José.

      But the words still hurt.

      Araña.

      Spider.

      Webhead.

      And, of course, war criminal. He couldn’t swear to not being one, the thought of what had happened, of things he had done, was as much what quickened his pace as…

      He was not afraid of the man. He was afraid of what he, himself, might do to the man. Afraid he would hurt him.

      He could already feel the web preparing, the shot of adrenalin. Imagined or remembered was the feeling of human flesh under his knuckles.

      The desert training, the sparring under the Chilean sun, the thin air of altitude, all of that welled up within him.

      He had to get away before he punched the guy, possibly killed him. No civilian could take on webbed reflexes, and his conditioning was telling him this man was a threat. Making his fingers itch for a gun.

      It was a mistake to come back here.

      It was a mistake to come home, to the land where he had been born. The island sun beat down on him, not as thin, not as cold. The sky arced overhead, deep blue, human space after the confinement of ships and domes.

      José closed his eyes for a moment. He almost tripped over something, some irregularity in a sidewalk that had been washed over by hurricane after hurricane.

      He was in the eye of the hurricane of his life.

      Turn right. Keep moving. The cries of “Araña” were left in his wake. Left where he couldn’t hear them, and his heart rate began to return to normal.

      The web began to settle into quiescence, but it was still what it was. A serpent wrapped around his spinal cord. Venomous to him, and even more so to others.

      A mistake to come back. Three houses down, inside. Into his father’s house, into what had once been his safe space.

      Breathing hard, feeling the adrenalin flow finally fade away.

      Only once he was inside did he pull out his phone. No email. Only one message, from his father, saying he’d be late home.

      Good. He didn’t want his old man to see him like this, he didn’t want anyone to see him like this, including himself.

      He navigated to email. He sent a message.

      “I’m interested,” was all it said.

      Araña.

      Spider.

      Could he ever be anything else?

      

      Diego Luis Marin Centeno stepped into the room to find his son sitting at the computer.

      José turned, looking towards his father. Heavier than him, a little darker-skinned, but otherwise the two men looked much alike. The same short-cropped black hair, albeit streaked with gray in the case of the older. The same very dark eyes, shining like the copper pennies his abuela used to hoard  in big cracker tins.

      “Your mom sends her love.” Those were Diego’s first words, spoken with a father’s affection.

      José managed a weak smile. “I can’t stay.”

      Diego sat down opposite him. “I suspected that. Are you sure?”

      “Araña,” José said, softly.

      “Not to me.” Diego reached over and put his hand over José’s, intentionally touching the silver mark, then released it.

      “To too many people. It’s not about me. It’s not about the web.” He glanced down at his hands, where the hint of silver was visible at his wrists. Necessary, that access point, but it marked him, made him always a spider. “It’s about losing the war.”

      “You suffered more from that than they did.” Diego paused. “It’s been years.”

      José closed his eyes. He regretted it, a memory swimming to the surface. A woman pushing her child behind her.

      He’d let them live, but it had taken everything that was in him. They were all combatants. All except the babies.

      “Doesn’t matter, does it? We lost. We shouldn’t have ever fought.” José felt a shake develop, felt the web respond, knew it sounded in his voice. “We thought it was right to fight, didn’t we? But it wasn’t. We haven’t learnt a thing. We killed children on Mars, Papa.” Not that he needed to remind his father. Months had turned into years. An eye of a hurricane yes, a calm time. But not a restful calm, the fierceness of the wall always and eternity in view. Confining. Threatening.

      “José.” That one word, that one name, delivered far too calmly.

      “They call me Araña, but they should call me what I really am. Colonizador.” He took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, Papa.”

      Diego nodded. “I know you are. I know you aren’t angry with me. But the job isn’t working out?”

      “The job is fine. As long as I keep my hands covered, as long as nobody threatens me.” Which meant…most of the time it wasn’t fine. He bore the mark of Cain.

      “Still the flashbacks, then.”

      “It’s not flashbacks,” José insisted, perhaps a bit too quickly. “It’s the web. I can’t get rid of it and it whispers to me.” Maybe it was flashbacks, maybe part of it was. “I can’t go back, Papa.”

      Diego put his hand over his again. This time, he did not let go, the slight contrast between their skin visible. “Then you know what you have to do.”

      “Go forward.” An exchange, but the same exchange they had had when José had enlisted, bright-eyed and eighteen years old.

      Believing the army would fix things for him. Believing it would give him vital skills. Not understanding that there would be a war. There had been signs, but not for them, not for ordinary people on Puerto Rico.

      Not understanding what the war would do. What it would mean. What it would bring. Only that would be a war, and he would be part of it.

      “Go forward,” Diego echoed. “But for right now, I have arroz con pollo prepped. With habichuelas and tostones.”

      José laughed. “Clichéd. But you remembered the tostones.” He’d heard far too many lines about that being all they ate, and the fact that it was one of his favorite meals had just made the teasing worse.

      He missed the teasing. He did miss the camaraderie. If he’d been able to do his time, learn his skills, and get out. And not been so wide-eyed about it. So naive. Thinking that even after they did this to him, he could still learn his skills and get out.

      “But delicious.”

      He couldn’t argue with that. But he still had to leave.

      The insults echoed in his mind. Including the one he knew, in his heart of hearts, fit.

      

      “Welcome, Mr. Marin.” The woman speaking was very light skinned with slightly curly red hair and the overall “red” impression of certain redheads. She wore a simple skirt suit. A nod to Reclaiming, that skirt.

      José shouldered his old military duffle. It felt odd to be carrying it again, but it was the best piece of luggage for this. At least they used the right surname. Too many anglophones misunderstood and called him José Lopez.

      “Please, step this way.”

      He followed the woman and found himself in an interview room. He sat down. Set down the bag.

      “You’re confident.” There was a man on the other side of the desk, also white. His hair might have been gray, had he had any.

      “I passed the pre-tests and I have one of the skillsets you need.” English seemed a little rough on his voice after three months speaking almost entirely Spanish. But José hoped that his confidence did show through.

      The white man flipped through his file. “Ah yes. Robot and small vehicle repair. That we can use. Now, you do understand that if you are chosen this will be a long-term, off planet assignment.”

      “And a dangerous one,” José said, meeting the man’s gaze. “I’m a veteran. I know the score.”

      He’d almost called himself a spider right there. Had he internalized it so badly? His eyes flicked to the room’s small window. Outside was New Mexico. Spaceport America. More desert. A saguaro cactus was the only vegetation within easy view.

      All of his journeys started in deserts and one had almost ended there, more than once.

      “I have to say it.” The man flicked through José’s file again. “Impressive on the zero-G aptitude. And yes, they will have artgrav, but who knows….”

      “Artgrav fails,” José said, simply. “Usually at the worst moment.” There was a running joke in the navy that when, not if, the artificial gravity failed, somebody was always in the head.

      The man laughed. José finally had the presence of mind to read the name on the desk. Derek Pritchard. “That old joke.”

      José nodded. “So…what’s the next step?”

      “I like the confident ones.” Pritchard stood. “But the next step is training, and not everyone’s going to get a slot.”

      “And if I don’t? Are there any robot repair jobs around here?”

      Maybe here he wouldn’t be noticed as much, maybe he wouldn’t be just a spider.

      Pritchard laughed again. “We’ll have to see.”

      José nodded. He shook the man’s hand, carefully, and then left. Pritchard was ex military himself, he thought. That confidence and, above all, the brief glimpse he had got of the man’s shoes said it. Navy, most likely.

      Maybe that was why the web hadn’t so much as whispered. How much of it was the web and how much boot camp, how much the cold Chilean desert?

      How much the small child smiling and then raising a gun towards him? What else could he have done? Laser pistols don’t have recoil.

      They also don’t hole domes.

      They do hole small children. He had to leave. He was breathing hard, stepping outside. Part of him wanted to talk about it, but to whom? His therapist? There was a laugh. He’d had several. The first two had helped.

      The others, not so much.

      No, he had to talk to somebody who had been there. To somebody whose judgment wouldn’t show in their eyes. The judgment that was all the more painful for the way it echoed his own. It was not just that others wouldn’t forgive him.

      He wasn’t forgivable, how could he be? He stepped outside, looked up. Breathed the chill desert air. Spaceport America. But he wouldn’t be going into space yet.

      Perhaps not ever. Confidence had brought him this far, confidence would move him forward. The fact that it was no more real than the memories that echoed along the web didn’t make a difference.

      It would move him forward, but could it be enough?

      He shouldered the old military duffle again and walked towards the barracks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’s beautiful,” José breathed. He didn’t mean a woman, although there might be a few on the station. It was international, so there were fewer restrictions on the so-called fairer sex.

      He meant the ship. The EFS Endeavour. In her cradle, ready for launch. Launchpad had no artgrav. He floated in space, feeling the odd sensation of free fall. Thankfully, he had never been prone to spacesickness. Seasickness, now, that was another matter.

      The ship seemed huge, but much of it was the paired drive vanes. Faster than light. The old pipe dream, now achieved. They would send the energy of the artificial singularity outwards to punch a hole in space, translate the ship to another layer of reality where the speed limit was oh, so much higher.

      The first ship had already gone out there. This one…this one would take him out there. The military were putting stardrives on their own ships now, because of course they were. Because, perhaps, they had to to do what they needed to do.

      Or perhaps they didn’t need them anymore. José shook his head. There would be a turf war in the Belt, in the outer system, sooner or later. Sooner or later Earth and Mars would fight a war again.

      Hence the starships. Hence the finding of another system. Another place humanity could survive, just in case.

      Plus science, but José was no scientist and he was a soldier, a cynic. Still. She was beautiful.

      “She is, isn’t she.”

      That voice, cutting into his mind. Familiar. A voice he had once heard in another place, another time, another life. Deep, rich, on the edge between tenor and baritone. A voice that could have been a lover’s voice, if things had been different.

      For a second he was buried in a foxhole, Martian gravity barely seeming to weigh him down. “…Obadiah?”

      “In the flesh.”

      José turned to see the dark-skinned man right there, his short hair tightly curled.

      They hadn’t even been part of the same unit, Obadiah being a British man of African descent, but that thirty minutes in the foxhole had changed something. There are no atheists in foxholes. There are also very fast friends. A bond forms, in seconds, sometimes. They had strengthened it since. “You…”

      “Chief of Security, EFS Endeavour. You aren’t on my roster.” He was almost accusing.

      “That’s because they put me in technical. Robot and shuttle repair.”

      “Oh, there’s going to be plenty of need for that. Heck, if we go out for long enough, you’ll be building robots.”

      José didn’t tell Obadiah he was wrong, because he wasn’t. Instead he looked over the darker face. The man, a few years older and an officer. They weren’t close to being equals.

      But foxholes made for friends fast and lasting. “I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Assuming the drive test works.”

      “They seem to have it down.” José ran his eyes across the drive vanes and uncomfortably realized he was treating them much like a woman’s skirt or, for that matter, a man’s butt.

      He tried not to objectify.

      He did try.

      But the ship brought out oddly similar feelings in him. Which said unpleasant things about his tendency to do just that.

      “Oh, I don’t really think we’re going to end up inside Jupiter.”

      “You had to say that. Although I think this ship could take being inside Jupiter.”

      “To a point,” Obadiah mused. “To a certain depth, yeah.”

      They were building the ships tough because they had to be. “Slow, though. She’s not exactly built for atmosphere.”

      “Come on. Let’s get a drink before we’re both on duty.”

      José laughed. He wasn’t going to turn down that offer, shifting position so he could kick off. A drink in microgravity wasn’t as good as a drink on Earth, but it was better than no drink at all.

      He did notice a female face watching them, an East Asian face, but he paid her little attention as they sailed past.

      

      Obadiah “sat down.” On Launchpad that meant you clipped yourself to a point with the belt harness they all wore.

      There was a slight breeze through the bar to make sure nobody suffocated in their own exhalations. The space was decorated with a nautical theme that was at distinct odds with the lack of gravity, but which made use of it. José was pretty sure those cables would not hold that anchor if anything went wrong…but it would likely stay put anyway. José clipped on. “Have you met the Captain yet?”

      “No. Chang. Chinese. Chinese Captain, American XO.”

      Politics, José thought. “And a British security chief.”

      The dark brown man laughed. “And that. Politics. Trying to represent Earth as a whole.”

      At least, José thought, the politics were keeping Earth’s representatives from being just a bunch of gringos. “Maybe we’ve finally grown past the point of white men colonizing everything into humans colonizing everything.”

      Obadiah laughed. “Oh, no, I think we’ve achieved that.” He pointed in a direction that might indicate Mars.

      José flinched. “Were we really so wrong to fight?”

      “Well, yes. But we would have been court-martialed.”

      “It might have been worth it.” The child floated in his vision again for a moment. He blinked, forcing the memory away.

      “It might have been. Certainly…” Obadiah tapped at his left wrist, finger touching against the silver of the web, even more visible against his darker skin.

      “Certainly we’d both be better off without it, even if…” José shrugged. “We should spar sometime.”

      He still enjoyed a fist fight, a controlled one, and spiders could not exactly spar with the unenhanced.

      “We should. Besides, I want to make sure everyone on the ship can handle basic self-defense. Especially the scientists.”

      José laughed. “The eggheads? They probably don’t know which end of a gun you point at the enemy.”

      “Not that xenobiologist. She hunts.”

      “Hunters are conservationists?” José quipped. Not that he really saw the conflict, but some people certainly did.

      “Just because she enjoys venison, from what I hear.”

      Women who hunted were rarer in the U.S. than they had been, since Reclaiming. But then, so were women scientists. José’s respect for her went up a notch. Without even having met her he knew she was likely to be tough and resilient, just what was needed for this.

      “So, the Captain?” José asked, finally.

      “Chang Yi Hui.”

      “That’s…” José blinked. “That’s a female name.”

      “Sure is.”

      He laughed. “Well, that should set the Reclaiming types on their ear.” José had little patience with those who had tried their best to force women back into the kitchen and the bedroom.

      “The Chinese sent their best, most qualified candidate, and I’m sure they had no intention of doing so.” Obadiah’s British tones were so dry that José started to get a little thirsty.

      “Of course they did,” José agreed.

      A robot waiter hovered next to them. José tapped the table to make his order. Beer. So cheap it was probably orbital synthetic crap, but… He wondered who on the Endeavour would be the home brewer and who would run the still?

      The robot repair workshop was, thinking about it, quite a decent place for the latter. He wasn’t good at it himself, but maybe he could cut a deal. If the officers thought the ship was going to be dry, they’d never met veterans.

      Of course, he didn’t say any of this, given Obadiah was an officer.

      “Anyway. There’s going to be a crew-wide briefing tomorrow. We’ll all get to see her then. I hear she’s pretty,” Obadiah added wryly.

      “Ugh.” Not at the Captain being pretty, but at the fact that people cared. Obadiah was one of the few people José had confided in. In that foxhole. When he had thought he was going to die. It was a sin, of course, what he felt for Obadiah and other men, especially if you listened to the leaders of Reclaiming. But so were many other things. “If I can work with people without judging them like that, then what the heck is with straight people?”

      “Less practice working with people without judging them like that. You know those Reclaiming types. Never be alone with a woman not your wife, never work closely with a woman not your wife…”

      José thought Obadiah was probably right. But for now, he sipped his beer and glanced towards the windows. There was the frame of another ship being built. He didn’t know its name or purpose.

      He did know they were building rather a lot of ships…

      

      Chang Yi Hui was, indeed, a woman. A small, neat woman in Earthforce dress uniform. Short, but there was nothing fragile or delicate about her. She had far too much presence to ever be overlooked.

      A new dress uniform. They’d given the new Exploratory Division their own design. It was no more comfortable than any other dress uniform José had ever worn and worked no better in microgravity. He adjusted his jacket.

      It looked good on her trim form. She wore trousers, as did every single woman in microgravity. Experiments had been tried with weighted skirts.

      Those experiments were generally not considered a success. So, dress uniform for all was loose blue-grey trousers and a wrap-around jacket that, in a concession to the needs of space, fastened with hidden velcro rather than buttons. Otherwise, it looked like an old style naval blazer. There was no hat. A red stripe ran down pants and sleeves.

      “With the launch of the EFS Endeavour we prove that the first ship, now exploring Epsilon Eridani, is not a fluke. We set aside the traditions of our military past.” Her voice was light and clear, but carried so well José was almost hearing it twice.

      There was a slight delay on her mic, it seemed.

      “Instead, we take on the traditions of the Endeavour. The HMS Endeavour, after which this ship is named, journeyed to Australia and New Zealand at a time when we thought those vast seas empty of land and man. We were wrong.”

      So was she, José thought. Cook had already known Australia existed. But it sounded good.

      She took one step forward. “And the first lesson we have to learn, the one we have to remember, is the lesson of Possession Island.”

      Okay, maybe she did know her history.

      “Cook claimed Australia for England. But Australia already had owners. And that is the lesson we should carry with us. Any beautiful world we find may already have owners.”

      She looked around the crew. “We should learn the lessons of Possession Island, the lessons of Botany Bay, the lessons of Manifest Destiny. As we travel out among the stars, we should stay humble, and remember that man is not the master of the universe.”

      It was a good dedication speech, José decided finally, despite her factual error in thinking Cook had discovered Australia when it was actually some Dutch guy.

      It was a reminder they needed. They were to find beautiful worlds, but they had to find ones that had no sentient inhabitants.

      Or they had to negotiate, not colonize.

      Colonizador.

      José thought that the lesson that also had to be learned was that of Mars.

      If they found a world, out there among the stars, and if men walked on it, then those men would have to be free. Earth could not hold them.

      “Unfortunately, we won’t be getting to look for new worlds right away.”

      Laughter, perhaps triggered in part by the change in her tone from philosophical to practical.

      “Our first mission, gentlemen and ladies, is a shakedown cruise out to Ganymede. We’ll be testing the drive, checking the spaceframe and, most of all, making sure the computers are cooperating.”

      This time the laughter came primarily from a lean man of rather uncertain heritage. Probably the computers were his job. There was no true AI on the Endeavour, given they were both extremely rare and had enough legal rights to say no. And enough value not to be desperate.

      José would get everyone straight sooner or later., But not immediately. The thirty or so crew were all, except Obadiah, new to him.

      He did know the lean white guy behind the captain. That was C.T. Wilson, the XO. American, from some place on the west coast. The part of the west coast that tended to be only truly welcoming to, well, white men. José decided not to hold that against him. It wasn’t like he was openly waving a Pacific Republic flag, and he couldn’t help his stork drop.

      Obadiah was with the other officers. He glanced over at the scientists. They were easy to distinguish. Civilian clothing, but also a mix of genders and ethnicities. More women than he expected.

      Of course, any woman to be a scientist these days would be good, by the very definition of still being a scientist. Reclaiming had forced that.

      He did wonder how many papers had the names of a male friend or husband on just to get them published.

      A Launchpad worker pushed through the crowd. No, it was a young Ensign, an officer. A late addition to the crew.

      He pushed through the crowd and approached the captain and XO. José did not hear the words that were exchanged, but the three abruptly left the room.

      Some message from the admiralty no doubt. A message that mere peons like him were not privy to.

      Letting out a breath, he waited.

      After a moment, she came back out. The brightness in her eyes had dimmed. “It seems our milk run has been canceled. I need everyone on board by 0800 hours.”
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      Milk run canceled.

      They had to be confident in the drive. But there would be no easy cruise to Ganymede. No brief shore leave at the scientific outpost there, which had to disappoint the scientists.

      No chance to send a message back to his father while they were still in the solar system.

      And he did not know why.

      They were building an awful lot of ships.

      As he left the room, dismissed, to get his stuff from his quarters on Launchpad, he revised that. Likely they would still swing by Ganymede, if only to take the outpost its mail. Or something. Maybe pick up some data, collect information the scientists could use.

      But it would not be the out and back, the drive tests. They were needed.

      “We’re the nearest starship,” came an entirely-too-cheerful British voice from behind him. Obadiah.

      “We’re the only starship until Discovery is finished,” José pointed out. “I mean, Atlantis is already out there, but I’ll lay bets…”

      “Don’t bother laying bets. It’s already in the station scuttlebutt. Atlantis didn’t send their routine check in, only an automated distress call.”

      They had to go rescue them. José hoped it wasn’t anything serious. Some kind of technical failure. A drive failure and them not having the parts to fix it. Maybe the Endeavour was going to be a glorified tow truck.

      Worst case scenario, Atlantis had poked a hornets’ nest out there, had run into something that would and could be nothing but trouble. The very worst case scenario was that they’d bumped into advanced aliens and started a war.

      Because that, José thought, would be just humanity’s luck. “Of course they didn’t. Any bets it’s little green men?”

      “I’m not taking that.” Obadiah’s north-of-England accent, toned down by years of working with people who didn’t speak Mancunian, was still as broad as that city’s famous ship canal.

      “Good, because it’s not a real bet. I need to get my stuff…sir.” He should get into the habit of calling Obadiah sir again.

      Sirs and ma’ams were good. Ma’ams he was at least somewhat used to. The U.S.A. had not recruited women, but other countries had.

      Especially China.

      So, he could do ma’am. Or Captain. And he could sir Obadiah.

      “I’d say drop the sirs, but I guess we’re back on a war footing.”

      José glanced away. Obadiah, jumping straight to the worst case scenario. “I’ll…see you on the ship.”

      That was all he could do, to push off and float away. It would be so nice to have gravity again, even if it was the oddly disconcerting feel of artgrav.

      So nice not to be floating everywhere. He found his temporary quarters. His roommate was apparently ahead of him, his stuff already gone.

      José shoved everything into the duffle that wasn’t in it already in no particular order. Normally he would have bothered folding everything, but nobody was riding herd on him.

      This would be his last chance to be civilian sloppy for months, and he was taking it. Then he headed for the ship.

      The Atlantis had dropped out of communications.

      He didn’t know what that meant. He didn’t know what it meant for the ship. He did know it meant he had to call his dad.

      But on ship by 0800 hours to him meant on ship now, no waiting.

      No risking anything getting in the way.

      No, and he swallowed, waiting for somebody to tell him it was all a huge mistake and he wasn’t going after all.

      The ship was still in micro gravity. Yet, it smelled different from the station, a smell at once clean and oddly metallic. Clean corridors that would be kept as close to that as the crew could manage.

      He made it to the bunk that would be his.

      He called his dad.

      

      The Endeavour shuddered her way out of dock. Dropping out of the “dry dock,” as it was still called, and then sliding away from it.

      Under tow. She wasn’t under her own power yet. Like everyone else who was not directly involved in the launch, José stood in the observation bubble, watching Launchpad slide away from them. Earth was “below” the ship and not clearly visible. The moon was also behind them. Launchpad “led” the moon as it hung at L4. José shook his head. His field of vision contained only unblinking stars.

      He wanted a last view of Earth. He was about to go further than Mars, further than Ganymede and the other Jovian outposts.

      But not further than the Atlantis.

      Maybe it wasn’t better to be first, after all. Maybe it was better to be second and learn from the mistakes of those who went first.

      Gliding away. Another shudder as they switched to their own ion drive.

      José was uncomfortably reminded of what powered an FTL drive, but he set it to the side. At least for now.

      Maybe the Atlantis had imploded. No. If so, they would not have had time to send a distress call. Their ansible had stayed functioning long enough.

      But for now, just reaction. Just the same ion drive that had taken him to Mars. That would take them to Ganymede in a couple of months.

      Or, they could get there all but instantly.

      The solar system had suddenly got a lot, well, smaller.

      “Take hold,” came the PA. “Artgrav initiation in sixty seconds. Take hold.” It sounded like a recording.

      José made sure his feet were pointed at the floor and grabbed the railing at the side. One of the scientists was far too close to the ceiling and another was trying to pull him down.

      Oh dear. That was a disaster about to happen, and he measured the distance with his eyes. It was more space than a normal person could cover.

      It was not more space than he could. He counted the seconds in his mind. And at just the right moment, he launched, somersaulting through space to grab both individuals…and pull them gently to what was suddenly the floor.

      Both of them seemed shocked. One of them was a woman, of such mixed ancestry she could only truly be called human. She blinked.

      Maybe she’d never seen what a web…and training…could do.

      The other, “He’s a spider, Nevaeh.”

      From his tone, he almost meant it neutrally. Which was probably a sign of appreciation of the rescue. The sudden acquisition of gravity would have faceplanted him into the deck otherwise.

      The thus-named Nevaeh looked at his hands. Then quickly shifted her gaze to his eyes.

      She had, he thought, very nice eyes.

      “Spider,” she said, then glanced at her companion. “Isn’t that a slur, Luke?” she said so mildly that it was a stronger rebuke than if she had yelled it.

      “I’m sure he’s used to it. Excuse me.” Luke turned and walked away.

      “Next time let him hit the bulkhead,” Nevaeh suggested. “I sure will.”

      She’d probably been on the receiving end of a slur or two in her life. Curly black hair, medium-brown skin, vaguely Asian-looking eyes. That wasn’t an appearance that earned privilege.

      “Tempting, but I think we need him.” He offered his hand. “José Marin,” he introduced, using the shorter form of his name gringos preferred. “Robot repair.”

      “Dr Nevaeh Jordan,” she responded, taking his hand. “Xenobiology. I’ll be needing your services, I suspect.”

      José managed a smile. So, this was the one who hunted. He could tell from the specific callouses on her hand that she regularly handled a gun. “I suspect so.”

      “In fact, I will probably be swinging by your workshop. Shuttle bay level, right?”

      “Right.”

      He’d be working on the shuttles too. This wasn’t, Obadiah’s nearest starship joke aside, anything like the giant ships seen on TV.

      Maybe they’d build those. One day. Or maybe not.

      He watched Nevaeh go. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to be friends with her or something else, but there was definitely something about her that drew him in, at least a little.

      Friends, he decided. It would make things too complicated to let anything else happen. No doubt such things would on this ship, but he would not be part of them any more than he would try to kindle what had almost sparked with Obadiah.

      But friends were always better. Safer.

      

      “Take hold. Drive test in five minutes. Take hold.”

      Plenty of warning, because you apparently did not want to be moving when a ship bent space and jumped through hyperspace, when the singularity they were carrying along with them was twisted to expand.

      The drive worked by pulling on one’s own bootstraps, science José did not understand.

      But you really did not want to be moving during that brief transit. Most especially, he had been told, your stomach did not want to be moving.

      He stepped into his office. He checked everything was secured. The drawers latched. The tie-down mesh over the work desk. Tied down a robot, then sat down and strapped himself in. They’d done the static tests. One more static test.

      Then to Ganymede.

      Then to where Atlantis should have been. The stars within reach for the first time, of man’s joy and man’s hubris. José was not sure it was the best idea, not sure at all, but he knew one thing.

      He couldn’t go…

      …and energy flowed through the web, a tingle through him. Nothing he had ever felt before, but he was falling, falling and the stars were rising up to meet him.

      He gave a short, sharp yelp, and then everything was normal again. He swallowed. He could tell he had passed out, he was drooping in the harness.

      Web interaction with hyperspace? Nobody had warned him about anything like that. Nobody had said anything like that could or would happen. He should go to sickbay, he should tell them. But that sensation, that feeling of falling.

      For the first time in a long time he hadn’t been thinking about the war. He had only been in that moment, that bizarre sensation.

      He wanted it again.

      He should go to sickbay.

      “Drive test successful. We will jump to Ganymede in two hours.” A different voice. The XO’s. Not a recording, this time.

      Two hours.

      He should definitely go to sickbay. Or call Obadiah and ask if he had experienced anything like that.

      They weren’t the only spiders on board. Maybe all of the spiders needed to get together, to compare notes. To find out whether it was just him. If it was, then something was wrong.

      If it was not, then…maybe something was wrong with the drive.

      That horrible thought had him out of his chair and out of the door. But where did he go? Sickbay or engineering?

      Sickbay, he decided after a moment. It had to be sickbay. It was far more likely just him.

      Just him, and what if it was a problem that would get him taken off the ship. Put back on Earth, where no matter what he did he would be “spider.”

      Mars would not take him.

      The moon? Not likely.

      Was there a job for a robot mechanic in the belt, where the scruffy prospectors ignored everything that was going on? He thought about it. Ceres could maybe use him. Quickly, before the stardrive became more mundane.

      No.

      He had to stay the course, he had to stay on the ship. This was the only place he was a man, not an araña.

      That word had never bothered him as a child. He was not afraid of spiders.

      He was afraid of the people who used that word, who let it fall from their lips
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