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“Always listen to experts. They’ll tell you what can’t be done and why. Then do it.” – Robert Heinlein

Date: 01.27.2104
Calypso Colony Ship
Somehow, he had to save them. Daniel’s hair was matted on the left side of his forehead, still actively dripping blood from a gash near the top of his head. Each breath was a challenge. It felt as if he were underwater, sharp knives with each gasp in and thick bubbles on the way out. He tried to breathe in shallow; it hurt less when he did that. One of his ribs felt cracked, possibly broken and he tried to think clearly as dizziness and pain fought for his attention. Attention that was desperately needed elsewhere. 

“I never should have left them.” His fingers moved feverishly over the damaged keyboard and his vision blurred. The blood dripped into his eyes and a fresh wave of dizziness washed over him. 

Oxygen levels must be low. 

A dull red light flashed through the Cryo Deck, accompanied by the thick, oily smell of melted plastic from the handful of Cryo pods a few rows over. His mind, desperate to compartmentalize, to avoid the full panic he found rising inside, lingered on the memory of Janine’s skin beneath his.  The memory of Toby’s small hand on his cheek, his brother Luke and his easy smile hung there beside him, real enough to touch. The years had passed easier for him – not knowing, barely realizing the truth until it was years gone. Were they all ash and bone now? 

Each Cryo pod was equipped with a shrieking alarm. They were designed to emit a series of escalating warning sounds from a simple “Hey, something seems out of place” warning beep to a “The pod is failing and the subject will die,” shriek that energized each nerve in a Cryo Tech’s body to do something now.

But Daniel wasn’t a Cryo Tech, Deeks, Daniel’s poker buddy and best friend on Calypso was. And Deeks was dead, along with his assistant, Evers. Their lifeless bodies had been shoved into storage lockers at the far end of the Cryo Deck. And the doors leading to the rest of the ship, where there were others far more capable and knowledgeable than a Comm Tech could ever be were shut, the opening mechanism fried. Daniel was trapped and alone.

He could hear them, working at the doors, doing whatever they could to get through, the banging only adding to the cacophony provided by shrieking alarms.

All the doors on Calypso were thick, reinforced steel, with rods of titanium woven through for maximum security. Space travel was an uncertain thing, and all areas of the ship had double and triple protections to stop any hull breaches as well as prevent against the unlikely event of a ship-wide contagion. However, the blast doors were something new, yet another layer of protection that ensured that anyone remaining on the Cryo Deck had the best chance of survival.

It was ironic that this added security precaution might be their undoing. 

The people in these pods were integral to the mission. Without them, those currently not in Cryo would have a hell of a time and that was just the realistic side of his brain talking. God damn it, Sam was in one of these things.

The screen on the console in front of him scrolled the same message...

OVERRIDE PASSWORD FAILURE

PERSONNEL RECOGNITION FAILURE

SYSTEM FAILURE - CODE RED

SYSTEM RESET ON ALL CRYO PODS IN 14:39 MINUTES

Daniel pounded the keyboard in frustration. The man on the floor to the right of his foot moved slightly and moaned. Like Daniel, he was bleeding heavily from several wounds – one on his head, where Daniel had slammed it against a pillar during the fight. Daniel gave the man a hard kick. 

“You sonofabitch! What the hell were you thinking? Why would you do this? WHY?” 

Daniel’s left arm hung uselessly at his side. His left foot slipped sideways and he realized there was a sizable puddle of blood on the deck, accumulating over the long moment he had fought with the half-melted keyboard. The hole in his shoulder screamed red hot agony at him every time he moved, but the arm itself just hung there, whatever muscles it needed to move rendered useless by the knife still buried in it. It hurt, bad, and Daniel debated pulling it out. 

“Not low oxygen levels, no. It’s got to be from the blood loss, onset of shock.” 

He said it, mainly to himself, a part of him distanced from what was happening, the words sounding as if they were issuing from someone else. 

“Yeah, blood loss. It affects higher brain function and reasoning skills.” 

His voice was barely registering over the endless shrieking of the alarms. Had his lips moved? Had he actually spoken out loud? Another wave of dizziness washed over him. 

Behind him, the hammering at the doors had taken on a different tone. Sharper, higher grinding sounds, instead of the dull pounding. What was it? Some sort of saw? Daniel felt a flicker of hope. Perhaps they could break through in time, do something he couldn’t.

But did he really have time to wait for the others to break through? Should he wait for the captain and the others to get here, so he didn’t screw something up further? He wiped the fresh blood from his brow; droplets fell to the view screen below, almost obscuring the countdown. 

The message continued to scroll...

OVERRIDE PASSWORD FAILURE

PERSONNEL RECOGNITION FAILURE

SYSTEM FAILURE - CODE RED

SYSTEM RESET ON ALL CRYO PODS IN 14:18 MINUTES

The door behind him looked untouched, despite the application of the saw or whatever they were using on the other side. It could be hours and from the looks of it, none of the people in the Cryo Pods had hours. How the hell had this madman done it? And why?

Daniel struggled to clear his mind, muddled and confused from the fight, filled with memories of the past. He had to stop this countdown before it was too late.
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“Are we an exceptionally unlikely accident or is the universe brimming over with intelligence? (It’s) a vital question for understanding ourselves and our history.” - Carl Sagan

Date: 07.07.2092
Earth – Seattle, Washington
“For as long as man has understood the movements of the stars and planets –he has gazed at the meteors streaking across the sky and wondered what was out there, beyond in the great openness of space. Home of the gods and the unknown, our questions changed as we learned more about our world and the nature of space. Our curiosity drove us. Was there life out there, past our Earth, the cradle of our civilization? Were there other planets, ones we could travel to, that would support life, and even more importantly, human life? These questions have defined us, driven us to great heights, from bleak moonscapes to breathtaking wonders.” 

Daniel sighed and slumped in his seat as the presentation droned on. Beautiful, great, he knew all this. Every high school student had heard this speech, and the awe he had felt at the idea of space travel had dimmed slightly over the years. In past centuries and even recently after the Reformation, Americans had traveled to Europe as part of their coming of age. It was a year of decadent freedom and adventure before settling into the rigors of collegiate life, marriage, jobs, children, and responsibilities. Daniel had done all of this and more. Thanks to the smartly invested trust fund left to him and Luke, he had traveled far and wide. He had climbed parts of Mt. Kilimanjaro and he had traveled to the Moon. Untold thousands of others had done the same, visiting the moon or one of a handful of space stations now orbiting it and the Earth.

There weren’t any rich kid flights to Mars yet, but given time, given another couple of centuries for the terraforming equipment to do its work seeding the atmosphere with just the right mixture of elements and Daniel was sure it would be the next new thing. 

“Learn the Mysteries of Mars!” The vids already read, “Become a colonist on the newest frontier and become a part of history!” 

The space stations provided links to the great beyond. Wayfarer orbited the Moon, serving as the training and launch point for Mars colonists who headed out on what was still a one-way trip for most to the red planet. Daniel wondered how they could stand it. The thought of living forever in domes sealed away from a frigid, airless, and dust-covered wasteland was unappealing to him. As for breathable air, well, that was a dream that was ten centuries or more in the future.

Still, humanity kept pushing the boundaries. The colonists who went there were a different breed than those who stayed behind. Their thirst was for knowledge, an understanding of a world alien from their own. And Daniel understood how they felt in many ways. Most were scientists and researchers - dedicated to creating a new world that would be home to humanity - a home away from home.

The presentation interrupted Daniel’s wandering thoughts and brought him back to present, “For many years, scientists looked to the stars for answers to the questions of other planets. Over time, their ability to discern the movements of objects orbiting those distant stars grew. And then the world was rocked by the discovery of Planet G in the Gliese 581 system.”

The speaker paused and smiled sadly, “And just as quickly, these discoveries were denounced.”

Across the screen flashed images of old headlines that screamed:

Gliese 581g: A Black Eye for Believers in Habitable Earth-Like Exoplanets

And... 

Earth-Like Planets Apparently Do Not Exist.

“This was an incredibly hard time for my grandfather, Steve Vogt. He would go to his grave convinced that Gliese 581g was there.” 

He paused and clicked to an image of a space telescope. 

“The James Webb Space Telescope had an anticipated launch date of 2018, but it would not be launched until nearly 2033, due to The Collapse and Second Civil War. My grandfather would not live to see his research vindicated.”

He gestured to the screen, “Shortly after its launch in 2033, my father Oliver Vogt turned the telescope once more towards the Gliese 581 solar system and found this ...”

A tiny light, orbiting a red dwarf star was displayed on the screen. 

The speaker smiled, “This discovery coincided neatly with the development of the first functioning Alcubierre-Mesner drive. This device, capable of warp speeds, was perfected a handful of years after Gliese 581g’s re-discovery. The Alcubierre-Mesner drive was something previously described in science fiction tales. A dream made into reality.” 

Daniel sat up in his seat, leaning forward as the images of Gliese 581g with close-ups of rocky mountain ranges and deep blue-green waters began to flash across the screen. He could see others doing the same. The auditorium was packed, there were at least 12,000 seats, all of them filled, with others standing in the aisles and clustered at the back. Despite their numbers, everyone stayed silent, the silence punctuated by occasional gasps at the dazzling images on the screen.

The images looked familiar and yet...not. As if someone had taken a wrong turn with the paintbrush. The colors were somewhat different, the shapes of the plants, the rocks, the terrain - all slightly off. Daniel wondered if someday human children living on this tidally locked planet might look at pictures of Earth and think the same thing.

“World Geographic launched the D.O.V.E. probe on January 18, 2037.” The speaker’s voice rang out in the darkness. “D.O.V.E. stood for Discover, Observe, Verify, and Extrapolate - all of the steps that the most important probe mankind has ever invented would need. We needed to know if there was any hope of establishing a colony on this distant world.” 

“On board D.O.V.E. were hundreds of probes designed to collect and examine everything from the mineral deposits to the existence and makeup of surface liquids, along with untold numbers of environmental factors. These probes scoured the atmosphere, dug deep into the soil and plunged into the oceans and seas. Thousands of samples were taken and examined. The results were beamed back to the mother probe which in turn collated, summarized and transmitted the probe findings back to Earth.”

The giant view screens zoomed back to the white-haired speaker, Dr. Anthony Vogt, and he paused, looking over the packed auditorium, smiled and said, “How I wish my grandfather, Dr. Steve Vogt could have seen the figurative olive branch that D.O.V.E. found on Planet G.” 

Daniel paid rapt attention now, this was the interesting part. He wondered if he would ever tire of seeing the details of this giant world. His eyes drank in the images that continued to flash over the giant view screen.

“On April 7, 2090, World Geographic received the first images of Gliese 581g, which we have now officially renamed Zarmina’s World, in honor of Dr. Vogt’s wife, and my grandmother, Zarmina.”

Anthony Vogt gestured towards the screen and the audience gasped as footage of one of the sub-probes burst through clouds and a dizzying rush of sharp mountains and lush valleys stretched and moved. They sighed collectively as the probe skimmed an immense expanse of greenish-brown water, jerking to the left with the probe as its auto-navigation registered and avoided a large rocky mass protruding from the water.

“What we have learned in the fifteen months since the probes from D.O.V.E. have transmitted their data across the black void of space is absolutely staggering.” 

Again, the view screen cut back to a close-up of Dr. Vogt. 

“My grandfather’s dream of a world that humans could inhabit has come true. After years of study, after thousands of hours reviewing data and learning as much as we can about this amazing and promising world, I have the most important announcement of my life to make.”

He paused for a moment, a glimmer of tears in his eyes and his voice rang across the auditorium. 

“In honor of my grandfather who discovered Gliese 581g, and especially for the famous science fiction author who inspired my grandfather from childhood to study the stars, on this day, July 7, 2092, one hundred and eighty-five years after the birth of Robert Heinlein ... I am formally announcing the 2095 mission to establish a permanent colony on Zarmina’s World. A brave group of human scientists, engineers, and forward-thinking individuals will carry our race and our future beyond our solar system, to a place unimaginably far away and alien to us.”

The roar of the crowd was overwhelming. Many on their feet, applauding and cheering with excitement. 

Dr. Vogt’s grin stretched ear to ear, his teeth a brilliant white, and then the screen changed to close-ups of alien plants and sketches of the ship. He pointed to the ship, a giant version of the D.O.V.E. probe with additional modules added to the main ship stem. 

“We have named the ship Calypso, in honor of the ship of the famed oceanographer Jacques Cousteau. Planning and construction, which began over five years ago, is now nearing completion. Calypso will depart in less than three years, on a trip that will take its crew to that distant star system, Gliese 581, and bring mankind to a new home and new frontier.”

The crowd roared again in excitement, drowning out some of Dr. Vogt’s words. The screen, however, now displayed a lengthy quote.

Dr. Vogt waited for a break in the cheers before continuing. 

“Robert Heinlein once said ‘A human being should be able to change a diaper, plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort the dying, take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a computer, cook a tasty meal, fight efficiently, die gallantly. Specialization is for insects.’”

There was laughter at the last sentence and a smattering of applause.

“We will fill Calypso with men and women who embody Heinlein’s vision of humanity, people adept at numerous skills, brilliant in their specialties, autodidacts who drink up knowledge and increase their abilities each day that they live.”

The crowd roared a third time as Dr. Vogt’s voice rang across the auditorium. 

“And we will send them to this untouched and brilliant place to learn what it has to teach us. To Zarmina’s World!”

Daniel stood on his feet, feeling the energy of more than 12,000 people surrounding him, building into a frenzy. And at that moment, Daniel Medry wanted nothing more than to stand with them and fly to the stars.
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“It pays to plan ahead. It wasn’t raining when Noah built the ark.” – Author Unknown

Date: 02.25.2097
Earth – Cape Canaveral, Florida
“Wow, that’s...that’s a lot of reporters.” Anthony Vogt eyed the phalanx of reporters and cameras filling the amphitheater. For the moment he was out of view. Here in the sunny anteroom, wide, panoramic windows displayed the vast facility outside. He had taken a moment to peek out through the small window inset in the door. 

Jenn Rivers, his newly appointed assistant, peeked as well and nodded, looking somewhat nervous. “It sure is.”

Vogt, more at home in front of a telescope, alone on a mountain, kept his cool, but he could feel a rushing in his ears, the solid thump of his heartbeat accelerating. The last four and a half years had been filled with interviews, meetings with scientists and more, and now the countdown to departure was something tangible and real. 

“I can’t believe I’m here, at Cape Canaveral.” Jenn said her voice full of wonder. Anthony had brought her up to date as quickly as he could in preparation for the news conference. Still, he thought, the girl hadn’t had long, just a whirlwind two weeks to take in all of the details of her new job and that had included traveling halfway across the country in his wake.

Anthony smiled, “It’s a lot to take in. The place has really grown and changed. It was far smaller than this fifty years ago.” He pointed out the windows, anxious for a distraction, “Originally one hundred thirty-three acres, Cape Canaveral has nearly doubled its size since engineers supervised the filling in of the shallower northern section of the Banana River. You can see it there to the left.”

Jenn craned her neck, following his finger as he traced the length of it. “It was really more of a salty, brackish lagoon rather than a true river, he said, smiling at her. “But filling it in helped enlarge the facilities here significantly.”

“This is where all of the major discoveries on the Alcubierre-Mesner drives were made,” Jenn said, enthusiastically. She had spent most of the weekend before studying the history of Cape Canaveral. “I read that the Cape also contributed significantly to helping build the Gan De, despite the station being managed by the Chinese.”

“Yes, it handled the production of most of the main living modules.” Anthony said, nodding in approval. “Gan De is under Chinese authority, but it still maintains an international crew.”

“But the Cape hasn’t been producing Calypso.” Jenn asked, questioning.

“Well, yes and no. Calypso is massive, too massive to be launched from Earth’s gravity. Most of it has had to be built in space, and in fact, the ship will never land on Zarmina’s World. Once there it will be re-purposed into a space station and communications relay for the new planet.” Anthony’s eyes took on a dreamy quality, “I guess you could say that the dream of it has been collected here. The Cape is responsible for the main design, and they have done plenty of scale model testing here as well.”

Originally chosen as a base for rocket launches to take advantage of the Earth’s rotation, Cape Canaveral had fallen into disuse in the early part of the century, parts of its rich history lost to an occupying faction during the Second American Civil War. 

Anthony didn’t bother going into that history, from what he had seen in the past two weeks, Jenn had paid attention in school. She knew her history. 

“The Ptolemy Colony is also responsible for some of the production since it is at a lower gravity. They assemble many of the pieces on the Moon, and then send the pieces up to the Gan De with boosters a fraction of the size it would take to push off from Earth.”

“We’ve come so far,” Jenn mused, “And now the Huygens Outpost on Mars are seeing their first generation born on the planet. It’s amazing what has happened in the last fifty years.” 

Through the door they could both hear the growing murmur from the crowd of journalists.

“It’s almost show time,” Anthony said, checking his wristwatch. 

The Seiko had been his grandfather’s – passed down to him from his father. It seemed fitting to wear it today. He wished for the hundredth time that his grandfather could have seen this. His nervousness increased. There were so many people outside. 

“Now the designs for the Mars colony Habs and atmosphere generators came from that building over there twenty years ago.” He pointed to a low-slung building off to the right. “They were piped into space strapped to rockets and fed in pieces and parts to Mars over a period of about five years.”

“The best is Calypso, though. The first manned ship to leave our solar system.” Jenn said, her eyes on the cloudless sky above. 

At night, with a small power telescope, the Gan De station could be spotted. With a more powerful telescope it was possible to see the Calypso, in orbit with the station, now 90% complete. Both orbited the Earth at 17,150 miles per hour. 

Great things were happening here, but in Anthony’s estimation, the impending departure of Calypso, was the greatest. For the first time in human history, man, and woman, would leave the solar system headed for a planet filled with boundless possibility. 

“I can’t help wondering if my grandfather imagined Calypso too when he first discovered the wobble and noticed the anomalies and shadows of something so incredibly far away.” Anthony mused, “He must have dreamed of how it would look, what it would be like to stand on an alien world.” 

He glanced at the door, “With every step forward towards completion, it feels like vindication. I can’t spare my grandfather those years of ridicule or questioning.” He shook his head, “The media had a field day at his expense. But I can remind the world that it was Steve Vogt’s work that brought them here to this place – the first extra-solar journey to another world.”

In the amphitheater, he heard the noise die down and the introductions begin. 

Anthony checked his watch again. It was an antique oddity, something that appeared in museums or on shelves behind glass. No one wore wristwatches anymore; most had stopped wearing or using them even in his grandfather’s day. It kept perfect time, and the hands pointed to exactly ten a.m. 

“Please welcome, Anthony Vogt.” That was his cue.

He nodded to his assistant, took a deep breath, and stepped through the door, taking his place at the podium.

“Good morning, thank you for coming.” 

The cameras clicked quietly, bright pulses of light filling his sight with dancing spots. 

“Four- and one-half years ago, I was given the honor of announcing the mission to Gliese 581G, also known as Zarmina’s World. As you know, we had a few setbacks and the departure date was moved from 2095 to 2098. Last week World Geographic gave the world a firm date for departure, September 19th, 2098.” 

He smiled, “Today I am back with you to announce the official request for volunteers, brave new souls who will travel outside of our known solar system and far beyond...”

The speech went on for some time, the giant screens behind him flashed with images of the nearly finished spacecraft, the living quarters, and even more photos of Zarmina’s World as Anthony outlined the parameters of the selection process the Selection Committee was looking for. 

“And now, I have time for questions.”

“Will you be on board the ship, Dr. Vogt?” Anthony laughed and shook his head, his hair a snowy white cloud. 

“No.” 

He didn’t explain further. They wouldn’t understand anyway. Even if he did qualify under the stringent health guidelines, he was far too old to be considered as a colonist, and then there was the pesky problem of being terrified of actually being in space. He was quite happy exploring space through a telescope, his feet planted firmly on the ground.

“Dr. Vogt, can you tell us more about this seed bank we keep hearing about?”

Sue Davies, a petite, red-haired woman with a bony upturned nose asked. Anthony had sat down with her for a long interview more than a year earlier. Sue, who held a degree in Astrophysics, was more than just a journalist, she was a peer.

He brightened immediately. Genetics and astronomy were dual loves for him. He had made the case for collecting a wide variety of not just ova and sperm from the multitudes of Earth animals, but also those of humans. 

Vogt, along with a host of others, had pushed for an extensive seed bank to be included on board Calypso. In fact, the collection was so extensive that it had taken a revamping of their storage techniques and a full re-design of the Cryo Deck, where the seed bank, along with over two-thirds of the colonists would be in stasis throughout the voyage.

The technology for growing embryos in artificial wombs was still being refined, but they had seen limited success. By the time Calypso arrived at Zarmina’s World, the technology, if not with them, would be close behind. And they would need it in order to grow the domestic farm animals on planet; there was only so much space in the holds of the ship to store the creatures in Cryo pods.

Anthony nodded, “That is a wonderful question, thanks Sue.” 

He nodded to a technician off-stage and immediately schematics for the Cryo Deck appeared on the enormous screen behind him. 

“The Cryo Deck was one of the sections on Calypso that underwent significant revisions. Once we realized that we had the opportunity to send out an A.R.C., we needed a few modifications in order to make everything work, and fit, within the space. So, we...”

Sue interrupted him, “I’m sorry, Dr. Vogt, but I hope you could explain what the A.R.C. is specifically?” 

She smiled as she did it, to lessen the sting.

He nodded again, smiled ruefully, “Yes, thank you.” 

It was yet another reminder that his strengths were better utilized staring into a telescope. 

“I need Sue to keep me in check; otherwise this talk might devolve into the fundamental differences between quarks and quasars.”

The reporters laughed, and he continued. 

“About fifty years ago, when the idea of deep space exploration became a reality, an ongoing theme was introduced, that of sending out A.R.C.s. An A.R.C. is an Advanced Reconstructive Colony, capable of re-creating, to some limited extent, a duplicate of Earth – through plants, fungi, sea life, animals and humans.” 

Behind him the vid screen raced with pictures, dizzying panoramic views of a vast herd of ruminants, shots of humans in every color and stage of life, and underwater photos of crab, coral, dolphins, sharks and more.

“Our colonies on the Moon and Mars both have their own A.R.C., which has typically focused on animal reproduction or, more specifically in the case of Mars, well-known breeds of farm animals in addition to 1,000 samples of human sperm and ova.”

Anthony held up his hands. 

“Now obviously, sending these specimens does not mean that we can reproduce all of them. That is, in some cases, years or even decades away. But A.R.C. is a treasure chest, a cornucopia sampling of who we are, as a species, and as a planet. In the case of Calypso and the long journey to Zarmina’s World, we intend for A.R.C. to be our safety net. We are sending 250 brave souls, our best and brightest, to a place we can barely begin to fathom. They will need every advantage, including that of the rich, genetic diversity we can so proudly claim here on Earth.”

“With over 50,000 ova and sperm, collected from each country and every culture on Earth, our 250 colonists will never have to face the possibility of inbreeding or extinction. And not just that, but they can have their faithful companions with them as well!”

The crowd laughed as images of dogs running and fetching balls resolved into a comical image of a cat, hanging onto the outside of a screen window. 

“We have included over three hundred and fifty species of dogs and over fifty species of cats in A.R.C.”

A new series of pictures flashed across the screen, showing different mushrooms and fungi in petri dishes.

“The Stamets Institute, founded in 2029, has graciously provided us with individual samples of their entire collection of fungi, over 140,000 varieties, which can be used for agricultural soil remediation and adaptation as well as their health benefits and continued research on Calypso.”

The images changed, zooming in on a replica of the Cryo Deck. 

“The Cryo Deck is absolutely essential to the future of a colony on an alien world. Because of this, we have included a secondary command center within the Cryo Deck itself, along with titanium rod reinforced steel blast doors, yet another level of protection for such precious cargo. In the case of a full systems failure aboard Calypso, the blast doors could be sealed and the most important cargo of all, A.R.C. and over two-thirds of the colonists would be protected and able to complete the mission to Zarmina’s World.”

Anthony paused, took a sip of water, and asked, “Next question?”

A keen-eyed young reporter raised his hand, “I’ve heard that there is an artificial intelligence that will be a new addition.”

“Yes, you are correct. NARA, otherwise known as Network and Radio Administration, will be on board Calypso.” 

Vogt shook his head at the murmurs, “You would think we could come up with a sexier-sounding name than that, right?!” 

Several folks laughed. 

Anthony smiled in response, “Right, well, NARA is a sophisticated evolutionary step above the Siri and Cortana models. You may remember that they occupied smartphones shortly before The Collapse. Siri and Cortana, along with ALCON, created nearly six decades later, are all considered AI, but their collective mental capacity is that of a mere five-year-old.”

The screen behind him flashed with a parade of images, depicting the benefits of NARA for the audience.

“NARA will be our on-ship and on-planet communications program and more. For instance, NARA will be able to detect heart rate, pulse, even give advance warning if a person is suffering a heart attack or needs medical attention.” 

The vid screen displayed a mannequin in a Calypso ship suit, a badge the size of a large button clipped to the left breast pocket. 

“NARA is small, lightweight, and the unit is coded to the wearer, functioning as a communications unit, locating beacon accurate to within two feet, and as I mentioned earlier, also excellent for monitoring basic vital signs.” 

The vid screen scrolled dates, “There will be several specific seminars on NARA and its applications on the dates listed on the screen. So, any other questions regarding NARA can be asked then.” 

Anthony sipped more water, “Next question?”

An overweight, balding man shot his hand up, “What are the requirements or parameters for this mission? Is it true that families and children are being considered?”

Now was when the difficult questions would begin. He wasn’t looking forward to explaining the age limitations, not at all, especially when it came to the gender disparity. But this is what he had signed on for. He nodded to the technician and began to answer the first part of the reporter’s question.
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“Widespread intellectual and moral docility may be convenient for leaders in the short term, but it is suicidal for nations in the long term. One of the criteria for national leadership should therefore be a talent for understanding, encouraging, and making constructive use of vigorous criticism.” – Carl Sagan

Date: 03.18.2097
Earth – Cape Canaveral, Florida
The conference table in the boardroom of World Geographic was cluttered with cups, papers, and, headed by one rather frustrated Anthony Vogt. His head was pounding. Science should never be mixed with bureaucracy. In fact, bureaucracy seems to be the antithesis of rational thought.

“All I’m saying is that we can’t be elitists,” one of the board members said, smiling gently and speaking as if Vogt were a small child. 

He maintained a calm demeanor, but inside Vogt seethed with frustration. Yes, they could be elitists. Moreover, they should be elitists. There was no need to send the weak or mundane when there were untold thousands of brilliant, overachieving ‘tens of tens’ out there, waiting for their chance to journey to the stars.

“Mr. Elliott, with all due respect, we can and should be elitists in this matter. The odds against each of these individual’s survival is staggering.” Anthony pointed to the view screen. “They are not going on a picnic on some deserted island, we are sending them over one hundred twenty-one trillion miles away, alone, to an alien planet with 1.2 g’s earth gravity that may, or may not, be capable of sustaining them. To simply send individuals who are not ‘tens of tens’, as the Selection Committee has chosen to refer to them, is idiocy.”

Marshall Elliott bristled. Anthony realized that the man probably interpreted that last word as an attack on his own intelligence. And while the question of his intelligence was certainly an issue, it hadn’t been his intention to insult the man.

Jenn Rivers, Vogt’s assistant, sighed quietly, but Anthony, sitting next to her, heard. He realized that while she may have become used to his lack of tact, the board members had not. Her pursed lips sent him a definite “I told you so.” She had tried to warn him before the meeting, even given him a note that gave a short summary of each board member, along with suggestions on how to handle them. It had been impossible to read it while fielding a flurry of calls that morning. 

She slid it towards him, pointing to one line. It read; Marshall Elliott will fight the ‘tens of tens’ approach. Avoid any references to intelligence and emphasize the versatility of multiple disciplines instead. He nodded tersely, frustrated, wishing he had read it before engaging the blowhard.

He stared at Jenn’s note for a moment, trying to figure out how to smooth over the effect his words had on Elliott. It was well known that Marshall Elliott, unlike most of the brilliant scientists and doctors that sat on World Geographic’s board of directors, had secured his coveted position through obscene amounts of donations in addition to plenty of political maneuvering. That said, it wasn’t in anyone’s best interest to alienate the man. He was powerful, well-connected, and they had already had enough delays.

To Dr. Vogt’s right, across the table and three chairs down, another board member spoke up, “I was under the impression that the D.O.V.E. probes had verified the ability for the planet to sustain life. That the topography and climate were Earth-like and that humans would be able to settle in the meridian with no problems.” 

Anthony frowned as he tried to remember the woman’s name. 

Jenn leaned over and whispered, “Trina Solbe, director of Art Acquisitions.”

Anthony nodded, “The D.O.V.E. probe was detailed, but it couldn’t tell us everything we needed to know. The D.O.V.E. probes taught us a great deal about the consistency of the atmosphere and its breathability, but we have no way of knowing if there are any allergens or airborne viral components. We also did exhaustive soil analysis, but until we are able to actually handle the soil directly, we have no idea if there are microscopic organisms that will find Terran crops too tasty to resist. That is why we have included enough fuel for Calypso to make a return journey. It will be a close thing, but we must cover all our bases.”

He pointed to the view screen, which flashed through facts and figures as he mentioned them, “We know that the gravity is 1.2 g’s, so it is stronger than that of Earth by a significant degree. This is why we must test extensively for, and avoid, anyone with a family history of osteoporosis or other osteopathic difficulties or a family history of heart disease.” 

“We also know that there are plants on Zarmina’s World, including what may be rather invasive and poisonous ones in the southern hemisphere, but we have no way of knowing until we arrive there whether or not plants from Earth will grow. Initial testing has indicated that Earth plants may need some genetic modification to be truly successful.” He pointed to the list of specialties on the view screen, “That is why we need the multiple specialties in each of the colonists. We can’t take our chances on having a few who specialize in only one area - each member of Calypso must have multiple specialties and be willing to learn and work as an understudy in others.”

Solbe, a woman in her late sixties with soft white hair and lively hazel eyes, nodded, “And this other requirement? The listing on the I.Q.?”

Anthony nodded, “Yes, the Selection Team voted unanimously to set the requirement for an I.Q. level of one hundred thirty-five or more for all crew and colonists.” A murmur ran through the conference room. 

Solbe raised her eyebrows, “And how many have qualified under this particular requirement, Dr. Vogt?”

“Less than two for every one hundred applicants.”

“And how many applicants are you currently processing through?”

“We have received nearly sixty thousand applications in the last week alone.”

“So that would be...”

“One thousand one hundred and ninety-two applicants last week qualified as 135 or higher on the Strick-Bormann I.Q. test.” Anthony allowed himself a small, almost smug smile. “All in all, to date we have over five thousand individuals who have passed the Level One testing.”

“For a crew of 250?” Solbe smiled when he nodded, “Thank you, Dr. Vogt, it seems to me that the Intelligence Quotient is not a matter of elitism, but more of simply weeding through the vast number of applicants.” 

She turned to Marshall Elliott, who was still frowning, “It also establishes a baseline for those who will be given this amazing and challenging opportunity. “

Marshall Elliott was not deterred, “This other requirement, however, is ridiculous.”

Anthony felt his temper flare again, “And that would be?”

“The age requirement. You have listed a maximum age, maximum, of forty-five years at the time of departure.”

“Yes, this is due in great part to the higher gravity. Younger individuals, children even, will be able to adapt and survive better than those in their late 40’s or 50’s.”

A pinch-faced woman in her late thirties seated next to Elliott chimed in, “And additionally, you have listed that at least,” she paused and sifted through the packet that each board member had been given, “seventy-five percent of the female crew should be ages twenty through thirty. You aren’t just elitist, you’re sexist. I certainly don’t see any qualification like that for the men.”

Dr. Vogt’s face flushed red with anger. 

Jenn quickly spoke up, “Actually, Dr. Zahtjev, the Selection Team is made up of three women and five men. And it was one of the women who suggested we put in that qualification for the women. It was unanimously supported by everyone on the Team.”

Jenn’s interjection gave Anthony just a few seconds to cool off, and she had set the stage for what he would say next, “Again, we are not sending these people off on a picnic. We are sending them on a journey across trillions of miles, unbelievably far from home.”

He paused and his voice softened, “We are asking those brave women to be the progenitors of mankind in a distant solar system. To be the first to carry new life on an alien world. To do so, they must be in perfect health and of optimum child-bearing potential. It is not sexist; it is a matter of being a realist. Most of these women will be in prime child-bearing age upon their arrival. 

For the remaining twenty-five percent of women who are age thirty-one through forty-five at the time of departure, they are still young enough to possibly reproduce with IVF treatment if necessary, foster other children or even carry fertilized implanted embryos if their own ova are not viable. To not make these decisions now means that we send our best and brightest 121 trillion miles away to live their lives and die, without being able to pass on what they have learned to a new generation. We would be asking them to sacrifice not only their lives but the possibility of producing life. Would you deny them that?”

His explanations seemed to satisfy the more strident members of the board and the meeting turned to other areas of the upcoming mission. The Cryogenics tanks and the emergency procedures training were next on the agenda.

That evening, hours after the meetings had wrapped up for the night, Dr. Lana Zahtjev sat in front of her computer, staring at the screen. She knew she was far from beautiful. Men had never looked at her in that way and she had been unlucky in her few, limited relationships. 

Yet something had moved deep within her as she remembered Anthony Vogt’s words, paraphrasing them as she spoke them aloud in the empty room, “To live and die, without being able to pass on what I have learned to a new generation.”

She bit her lip, a wave of longing washed over her. Most days it wasn’t bad. Most days she could manage to ignore it, tamp it down, this complicated and disabling wish for something she did not have, had never really had. She had learned to accept her solitary existence as a thing she could not change. She knew she wasn’t the easiest person to live with, her last serious relationship had never progressed past the occasional dinner and drinks. 

The end had come when he had tried to kiss her passionately and to take the relationship, whatever it was, to the next level. When she had pulled away, he had called her an Ice Queen. That had hurt, in college, they had called her that too. 

He had never contacted her again and when she thought of it, she did not even miss him much. The dinners had been nice, and the dialog had been intelligent and interesting, but as with the others, there had never been a spark.

Her hands moved over the keyboard, and the search results scrolled on the screen. Lana Zahtjev began to read, her lips moving silently as she read about the latest IVF treatments available.

Dr. Anthony Vogt, although he would never know it, had given her a gift. A name to the longing within her. It would take a full year for her to schedule it, but Dr. Lana Zahtjev stepped into the Happy Mothers Fertility Clinic on the day that Calypso left the solar system. Nine and one-half months later, she welcomed her daughter Eve into the world.
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“It is not clear that intelligence has any long-term survival value.” – Stephen Hawking

Date: 04.04.2097
Earth – Cape Canaveral, Florida
Dr. Anthony Vogt bowed his head and rubbed his temples. The conference room table was strewn with coffee cups and stacks of folders and the room was in an uproar. It was the third meeting for the Selection Team in charge of weeding through the list of applicants to crew Calypso. The first week had gone smoothly, but last week and this week had devolved into arguments over religion. More specifically, the question of whether there should be a minister or priest in the contingent. 

The room had divided itself into three factions, those of faith, the atheists and agnostics, and those who felt that there was some kind of compromise to be made. Dr. Mendez was of the first variety, Dr. Lowenstein was quite clearly in the second camp, and Anthony found himself in the third. As for the other five members of the team, two had left in disgust moments ago, and the other three were positioning themselves on either Mendez or Lowenstein’s side of the argument.

Sal Mendez and Oren Lowenstein stood toe to toe, red-faced and shouting.

Sal looked as if he were courting a coronary. His eyes bulged and his large beefy hands were curled into fists. He was tall, as well as wide, and looked as if he could stand to lose a good fifty pounds. His black hair bristled, and sweat flew from the tips as he shook with rage at the suggestion Oren Lowenstein had just made. From his neck up, he was bright red, except at the forehead which was actually starting to look purple. 

“We are nothing without God!” he shouted at Oren.

Oren was slim, also dark-haired and despite the size difference, he did not look afraid of the larger man in the least.

“Oh yes, and whose God do we speak of? Hmm? The God whose Jews killed Christ? Or perhaps the Muslim’s Allah, or Falun Gong?” His eyes snapped with anger, “Better yet, perhaps we should send the Mormons?”

Anthony tried to intervene, “If we could just...” Neither man paid any attention to him.

Mendez was a good man, but he was also a devout Catholic. And he had been known to argue, rather vociferously, for hours in support of the duality of faith and science. Lowenstein, whose father had been an Orthodox rabbi, was an atheist to the core and unafraid to call others, especially his fellow scientists, fools if they professed any sign of faith or belief in a higher power.

“God will judge the godless!”

“Do you believe in the tooth fairy and Easter bunny as well?”

“To send man out into the stars without faith to guide him is sacrilege!”

“Perhaps we should also bring hexes and make sure everyone knows how to ward off demons!”

“Blasphemer!”

“Idiot!”

“ENOUGH!” Anthony’s bellow cut through both men’s shouts and startled the rest of the room into silence. The abrupt silence allowed Anthony some respite from his pounding headache, but he knew he had very little time before it started up again. “We will show each other respect, and that includes all faiths, or lack thereof.”

The folder that had started today’s argument was that of Jacob Carter, age 44, a brilliant and respected psychotherapist who also held a doctorate in Ethnobotany. He was one of the handful of “over forty” age applicants, yes, but it was his recent conversion that had sparked controversy. Applicants were given extensive physical and psychological tests as well as essay-type questions designed to elicit as much personal information about the applicant as possible. Under the Personal Beliefs section, he had candidly written about his decision to attend seminary and become an ordained Methodist minister five years before. 

“It is my dream that I may take the word of God to the stars, as a comfort to those of faith in the darkness of space.”

A man who not only professed his faith, but was interested in proselytizing? This revelation had raised Lowenstein’s fur, and he had said something disparaging about religion, setting off Mendez. 

“Look,” Anthony continued, ignoring Mendez’s labored breathing, the man looked closer to a heart attack than he was comfortable with, “This is about choosing the tens out of the tens.”

Oren responded, “Jacob Carter is a ten out of ten,” he snapped, “despite being a...” He frowned slightly, “Methodist.” He rolled his eyes.

Anthony jumped in quickly, “Yes, he is. He fits into our needed skillsets - his addition will make five total individuals with degrees in the various areas of botany. And Jacob is the only one with an ethnobotany degree. His abilities as a psychotherapist are well known as well. He served as a crisis counselor during the Narine conflict and has passed all of the physical and psychological tests with flying colors.” 

His eyes ran down the summary page, then flipped to the back half, “Family history is negative for any mental illness, early death, or inherited diseases. His bone structure is optimal and his heart is good.” 

“Dr. Carter has also expressed an interest in studying Oceanology and assisting Fuller in exploring the anomalies reported in the Decca Strait and while he does not have any children, is fully functional and willing to either pair and reproduce with a suitable partner or adopt from an unrelated source carried by a surrogate.”

He looked back at Mendez and Lowenstein. They had both slipped back into the plush armchairs that lined the long conference table and seemed to have settled down. Mendez was still pink and Lowenstein pretending indifference as Anthony read aloud to them.

Anthony continued, “Let’s put him in the final 400 and move on, shall we? All in favor?”

The five men and women present each voted for Carter, even Lowenstein, who couldn’t resist adding, “At least he’s a Methodist,” he stared dismissively at Mendez, “which means he is relatively reasonable.”

Mendez’ face flushed red all over again.

Anthony sighed. Next on the agenda were the couples and young families who had applied to join in the quest to Zarmina’s World, including twenty gay and lesbian couples. After such a ridiculous fight over religion, Anthony was dreading the inevitable conflict over gay marriage. 

He opened the first folder, “Jack Dunn and Kevin Edmonds, married ten years, one four-year-old adopted son. Jack is a videographer, historian, author, and experienced sailor. Kevin is well versed in communications and has studied extensively in Africa and South America on native building materials. It also notes under education that he has a minor in entomology and he has expressed an interest in cataloging new species once we are on-planet.”

A murmur from the far corner of the room had begun immediately after hearing the names. It seemed that the homophobic contingent was about to rear their ugly heads. Anthony sighed in resignation and turned his attention to the elderly female board member. Might as well get this over with now.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Final Cut

[image: ]


[image: ]

“Jealousy is a disease, love is a healthy condition. The immature mind often mistakes one for the other, or assumes that the greater the love, the greater the jealousy – in fact, they’re almost incompatible; one emotion hardly leaves room for the other. Both at once can produce unbearable turmoil.” – Robert A. Heinlein

Date: 11.20.2097
Earth – Seattle, Washington
Daniel Medry stood staring at the envelope. The news vid stream had been running coverage of the Selection Committee for weeks now, as the finalists had been selected.

“Uncle Dan, look at me!” Toby aimed his skateboard down the ramp, with only a small wobble. He was getting better, more confident.

Daniel smiled at him and waved, “Keep going, buddy!”

As applicants had been slowly weeded out, letters had been issued, carefully worded, kindly phrased, and he had dreaded each day’s mail delivery, certain that he too would receive a polite “thanks but no thanks” printed on clean crisp white paper. The Selection Committee chose the National Mail Service for their notices, which now delivered via Autobot each afternoon. 

“You gonna just stare at that envelope all day or are you going to open it?” Luke asked. 

Daniel ignored him. 

“Dad! Did you see that?” Toby yelled from the skate ramp.

Luke waved at the boy, “Yeah! You nailed it!” 

He turned back to Daniel, “I’ve been showing him those old vids of Tony Hawk and his grandson. You remember the ones we saw? The ones dad gave us?”

Daniel smiled, his eyes still on the envelope, “Yeah, I remember.” 

They sent actual hard copies, not just emails or vidmails, which was the standard of the day. That choice, along with every other one the Selection Committee had made, was analyzed and vivisected ad nauseum by the news corps. Entire talk shows had centered on the leaked details of the selection process, including the decision to only send applicants whose IQs were demonstrably above the average.

Luke laughed, “We were obsessed. We spent every day of the summer out here on this ramp, practicing, determined to do bigger and bigger tricks. Until I fell and busted my arm up, that is.”

Daniel nodded, “And I wouldn’t practice without you.”

“You said it wouldn’t have been fair to practice without me. Instead, we spent the rest of the year learning coding.”

“Nah, you spent the rest of the year learning coding, little brother. I spent the rest of it chasing Vicki Fields.” 

“Yeah, that sounds like you all right.”

Just the other day on The Informer, a morning newsvid that tended toward inflammatory reporting, they had released a series of secret videos that showed two of the Committee members toe to toe, screaming about God. Daniel smirked, The Informer was filled with jackasses who would twist a woman’s dying words into something deviant given the chance, but that vidcord had been especially damaging, resulting in calls for the Selection Committee to meet in a public setting. 

It wouldn’t happen. World Geographic, while political, still remained a private institution and the entire mission to the Gliese system was under its purview.

Daniel ran his finger under the flap, slowly easing the paper envelope open.

“I did it, I did it! Did you see? Uncle Dan, did you see?” Toby’s excited voice distracted him for a moment.

“Yeah buddy, that was so cool!”

“He sure does worship you,” Luke said, an almost envious tone in his voice.

“If he saw me all day instead of you, it would be all about you, little brother.” Daniel reached out and punched his brother lightly on the shoulder.

There had been protests, heated debates, and even calls for the government to intervene in the face of “obvious favoritism and elitism.” This had gone nowhere, and swayed no one on the Selection Committee by any great degree, who issued a statement declaring in no uncertain terms that if there were disagreements with the Selection Committee’s choices, those individuals were free to build their own ship, and man it in whatever form they chose. This sparked yet another round of protests and calls for additional missions, further filling the newsvids with controversy.

Daniel felt the mass within the envelope, several layers of papers for certain. It wasn’t thin, it was thick. What did that mean?

“Would you just open the damn thing?” Luke asked.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m getting to it.”

His heart rate increased as he fumbled with the papers inside, slightly tearing the World Geographic embossed seal on the corner of the enclosed top page, his heart thumping a rhythm he could feel in his ears. The chance of a lifetime, an opportunity that would change his life forever, and one that would take him impossibly far from everything and everyone he had ever known – all of it lay inside of the envelope waiting to be unveiled.

“Well?” came Luke’s voice.

“Holy shit. I...I got in to the last round.”

Inside of the envelope was a letter and an airline voucher, dated for early January 2098. The letter was brief and to the point. He had been conditionally accepted into the Gliese program and would undergo two months of training and the last rounds of evaluation. Just five hundred applicants had made it this far, and his chances were now 50/50 that he would be accepted. Out of nearly 852,000 applications carried through from the last round, he was now in the final lap! 

His brother clapped him on the shoulder, “Seriously? Damn, I would’ve thought that was like finding an iceberg in hell! What were the odds anyway?”

Daniel smiled, the letter in his hand a victory of sorts, a promise of the ultimate adventure. 

“There were over thirty million applications submitted, with a total of two hundred and fifty actual crew member slots open, so my chances of being selected were one in one hundred and twenty thousand.”

Luke whistled, “Damn, and they picked you?”

“Very funny little brother.”

Daniel aimed a thumbs up at Toby again as his nephew swooped up and twirled confidently, the skateboard becoming a natural extension of his feet. 

This park, named after the Swiss immigrant Ulrich Gabriel, who had owned an extensive farm and dairy herd, was home to so many memories. Here, in the days after his mother’s death he had skateboarded for hours, not wanting to talk to anyone. That had been a dark time.

Years later, after the devastating loss of their dad, both he and Luke had slipped away from the house full of concerned neighbors and ended up here, wandering the wild part of the park, first in silence, and finally, near dark, with a plan. They wouldn’t be split up. The next day Daniel had filed paperwork with the court requesting emancipation and also requesting guardianship of his younger brother. The house was paid for, and there was a healthy amount of money they could live on for years thanks to Dad’s savvy investing.

“This place, it never changes. It looks the same as it did when we were kids.”

Luke didn’t respond for a long moment. 

“Do you think you’ll make the final cut?”

“I hope so.”

“Why? Why would you want to go? You would leave this all behind? All of us, your home, your family?”

Daniel was silent for a moment, lost in the memory of that day. They had returned to the house, now filled with police and panicked neighbors. Daniel had credited the park with helping him remember what was truly important – his family.

And now, a dozen years later, he was considering leaving them. Daniel struggled with the thought of it. It had all seemed rather theoretical before, a distant dream, but this was reality. It was there in front of him, he had only to step on the plane and head for training.

“Daniel?” Luke’s voice cut through.

“I...I guess so.” How could he explain this to Luke? “I mean, damn, who knows what will happen at training, right? They’ll probably take one look at me and say, ‘Ah, hell no!’” He grinned at his brother, “I just want to be able to say someday when we are both old and gray that I tried. Y’know?”

Six weeks later Daniel found himself standing in line in Florida, staring at the enormous hangars where he and the rest of the future crew were to train. He stood near the entrance to Cape Canaveral, bag in hand, part of a line of applicants which slowly snaked down the sidewalk. He drank it all in, stunned at his luck. 

“It still feels unreal to me. What about you?” A beautiful woman, dark curls pulled into a ponytail, stood behind him. Her eyes were a soft gray.

Daniel grinned at her, “Yeah, completely unreal. I’m Daniel, Daniel Medry.” He put out his hand. 

“I’m Sam.” Her grip was firm and warm. She cocked her head to a guy with a friendly gap-toothed smile. His brown hair was cut short and his face sported a short beard. “This guy here is Mike Deekins.”

Deekins shook Daniel’s hand, “Everyone calls me Deeks.”

“Nice to meet both of you.”

Daniel, Sam, and Deeks talked, sharing information as the line inched forward. Sam and Deeks were both from the Alaskan Republic, separate now from the Reformed United States of America. The Republic maintained close ties with the RUSA as well as Canada. The Alaskan Republic was still sparsely settled, but they were fiercely independent.

In the weeks to come, Deeks and Medry formed a close friendship, joined at times by Sam, and the petite, attractive Kit Tanner, who Deeks was instantly attracted to. 

Training and evaluations kept them busy, as did varying schedules and activities. As the weeks wore on, there was a steady stream of dropped applicants. Not everyone was cut out for space travel. There weren’t just tests of athleticism or physical health, but also psychological tests, and even several tests that pushed the boundaries of many individual’s deepest fears – claustrophobia, acrophobia, and more. Through it all, Medry and Deeks maintained, as did Sam, Kit, and a handful of others they grew to know well. Slowly, they were seeing their numbers reduced, edging ever closer to the final selection. There were, after all, only 250 spots to fill.
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Cape Canaveral
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“A human being is part of a whole, called by us the Universe, a part limited in time and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings, as something separated from the rest a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a kind of prison for us, restricting us to our personal desires and to affection for a few persons nearest us. Our task must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circles of compassion to embrace all of living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty.” – Albert Einstein

Date: 11.23.2097
Earth – New York City, New York
“I don’t care what the ads say,” Jennifer Zradce tossed the strip of NearBacon down on the plate; “This tastes disgusting.”

Nathan Zradce, who had been doing his best to hide his own look of revulsion at the taste of the faux pig meat, couldn’t help but agree. He had managed to eat half of the strip before setting it down and digging into the eggs and toast.

The dream still tugged at the edges of his memory, although he was trying desperately to forget it. Cities filled with the dead, silent, except for clouds of crows feasting on the remains. He pushed the memory back down.

“Well, we tried it.” He smiled at his wife, “And now we can feed it to the section supe’s cat.”

The section superintendent who managed the East Ground floor section was an older woman with three
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