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      This is the second edition of “The Stark Divide,” book one in the Ariadne Cycle and the Liminal Sky series. There are nine planned books in this series: books 1-3 will be rereleased in quick order, followed by books 7-9—the Oberon Cycle. Next year I’ll start working on the middle three books in the series, the Forever Cycle, and I also have an offshoot series in the works.

      “The Stark Divide” in particular has a special place in my heart. It’s the origin story of Ariadne, more familiarly known as Forever—the first generation ship to leave Earth for the stars. My telling of this story started almost three decades ago, when I wrote a novel that would have fallen in the middle of the current series. It was a fantasy/sci fi hybrid called “On a Shoreless Sea” (not to be confused with the third book in this trilogy, “The Shoreless Sea”).

      In the original series, Forever was a long tube floating through space, lit by bioluminescence. When I decided to revisit the world in 2014, I slipped backwards in time tell its origin story—the book which you now hold in your hands, or in your kindle or your smart phone app—it’s amazing how the world has changed since this saga first began.

      In this retelling, the generation ship is still a tube, but the inhabitants live on the inside instead of the outside, and the stars are forever hidden from view.

      The Liminal Sky series is hope—hope that we aren’t madly rushing toward the end of the world, and even if we are, that we will find a way to continue on. Hope that the spirit of mankind is fundamentally good. And hope that the arc of time really does bend toward justice.

      We need hope. We need to believe that the future we are creating will be better for our children than the times we are living through now. We need to believe that there’s a light at the end of the tunnel. We need stories of life and love and light in which we can recognize ourselves, even if everything else in their worlds is different.

      As I write this, we’re encapsulated in a strange moment of time, locked down at home during the rampage of Covid 19 in the middle of 2020. My writing has become a lifeline, a gift, a way for me to reach out and connect with others when my own world has become so small. It won’t always be like this.

      So I encourage you to dive in to “The Stark Divide” and forget the world outside for a while. Let yourself envision a future where things will be better. Where hope is alive and life has found a way, a time when we reach for the stars at last.

      Welcome to Forever.
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex floated along with the ocean current. Her arms were spread out wide, her jet-black hair adrift on the surface of the water. For once, she felt at peace. Truly herself.

      The sun shone above her, and she soaked up its rays, basking in its golden glow. Her blue eyes stared up at the equally blue sky, not a cloud in sight. Soon she’d be called back to duty. Soon she’d once again have to face her limited, jury-rigged day-to-day existence. For a few moments, she was free to just drift.

      

      The Dressler, a Mission-class AmSplor ship, sailed toward a city-sized rock named 43 Ariadne, harvested from the asteroid belt and placed in trailing orbit behind Earth. The starfish-shaped ship flew on the solar wind, drinking in ionized hydrogen and other trace elements that allowed her to breathe and grow, coursing slowly through the dark reaches of space between Earth and the sun. The Dressler lived on solar wind and space dust, accumulating them with her web of gossamer sails between her arms, filtering them down into her compact body for processing.

      The detritus flew out behind her, leaving a jet trail across the void to mark her passing, leading back to Earth. Somewhere out there, their destination awaited them, an asteroid floating on a sea of stars.
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            The Three

          

        

      

    

    
      “Dressler, schematic,” Colin McAvery, ship’s captain and a third of the crew, called out to the ship-mind.

      A three-dimensional image of the ship appeared above the smooth console. Her five living arms, reaching out from her central core, were lit with a golden glow, and the mechanical bits of instrumentation shone in red. In real life, she was almost two hundred meters from tip to tip.

      Between those arms stretched her solar wings, a ghostly green film like the sails of the Flying Dutchman.

      “You’re a pretty thing,” he said softly. He loved these ships, their delicate beauty as they floated through the starry void.

      “Thank you, Captain.” The ship-mind sounded happy with the compliment—his imagination running wild. Minds didn’t have real emotions, though they sometimes approximated them.

      He cross-checked the heading to be sure they remained on course to deliver their payload, the man-sized seed that was being dragged on a tether behind the ship. Humanity’s ticket to the stars at a time when life on Earth was getting rapidly worse.

      All of space was spread out before him, seen through the clear expanse of plasform set into the ship’s living walls. His own face, trimmed blond hair, and deep brown eyes, stared back at him, superimposed over the vivid starscape.

      At thirty, Colin was in the prime of his career. He was a starship captain, and yet sometimes he felt like little more than a bus driver. After this run… well, he’d have to see what other opportunities might be awaiting him. Maybe the doc was right, and this was the start of a whole new chapter for mankind. They might need a guy like him.

      The walls of the bridge emitted a faint but healthy golden glow, providing light for his work at the curved mechanical console that filled half the room. He traced out the T-Line to their destination. “Dressler, we’re looking a little wobbly.” Colin frowned. Some irregularity in the course was common—the ship was constantly adjusting its trajectory—but she usually corrected it before he noticed.

      “Affirmative, Captain.” The ship-mind’s miniature chosen likeness appeared above the touch board. She was all professional today, dressed in a standard AmSplor uniform, dark hair pulled back in a bun, and about a third life-sized.

      The image was nothing more than a projection of the ship-mind, a fairy tale, but Colin appreciated the effort she took to humanize her appearance. Artificial mind or not, he always treated minds with respect.

      “There’s a blockage in arm four. I’ve sent out a scout to correct it.”

      The Dressler was well into slowdown now, her pre-arrival phase as she bled off her speed, and they expected to reach 43 Ariadne in another fifteen hours.

      Pity no one had yet cracked the whole hyperspace thing. Colin chuckled. Asimov would be disappointed. “Dressler, show me Earth, please.”

      A small blue dot appeared in the middle of his screen.

      “Dressler, three dimensions, a bit larger, please.” The beautiful blue-green world spun before him in all its glory.

      Appearances could be deceiving. Even with scrubbers working tirelessly night and day to clean the excess carbon dioxide from the air, the home world was still running dangerously warm.

      He watched the image in front of him as the East Coast of the North American Union spun slowly into view. Florida was a sliver of its former self, and where New York City’s lights had once shone, there was now only blue. If it had been night, Fargo, the capital of the Northern States, would have outshone most of the other cities below. The floods that had wiped out many of the world’s coastal cities had also knocked down Earth’s population, which was only now reaching the levels it had seen in the early twenty-first century.

      All those new souls had been born into a warm, arid world.

      We did it to ourselves. Colin, who had known nothing besides the hot planet he called home, wondered what it had been like those many years before the Heat.

      

      Anastasia Anatov leafed through her father, Dimitri’s, old paper journal. She liked to look through it once a day, to see his spidery handwriting and remember what he had been like. It was a bit old and dusty now, but it was one of her most cherished possessions.

      She sighed and put it away in a storage nook in her lab.

      She left the room and pulled herself gracefully along the runway, the central corridor of the ship, using the metal rungs embedded in the walls. She was much more comfortable in low or zero g than she was in Earth normal, where her tall, lanky form made her feel awkward around others. She was a loner at heart, and the emptiness of space appealed to her.

      Her father had designed the Mission-class ships. It was something she rarely spoke of, but she was intensely proud of him. These ships were still imperfect, the combination of a hellishly complicated genetic code and after-the-fact fittings of mechanical parts, like the rungs she used now to move through the weightless environment.

      Did it hurt when someone drilled into the living tissue to install mechanics, living quarters, and observation blisters? Her father had always maintained that the ship-minds felt no pain. She wasn’t so sure. Men were often dismissive of the things they didn’t understand.

      Either way, she was stuck on the small ship for the duration with two men, neither of whom were interested in her. The captain was gay, and Jackson was married.

      Too bad the ship roster hadn’t included another woman or two.

      She placed her hand on a hardened sensor callus next to the door valve and the ship obliged, recognizing her. The door spiraled open to show the viewport beyond.

      She pulled herself into the room and floated before the wide expanse of transparent plasform, staring out at the seed being hauled behind them.

      Nothing else mattered. Whatever she had to do to get this project launched, she would do it. She’d already made some morally questionable choices along the way—including looking the other way when a bundle of cash had changed hands at the Institute.

      She was so close now, and she couldn’t let anything get in the way.

      Earth was a lost cause. It was only a matter of time before the world imploded. Only the seeds could give mankind a fighting chance to go on.

      From the viewport, there was little to see. The seed was a two-meter-long brown ovoid, made of a hard, dark organic material, scarred and pitted by the continual abrasion of the dust that escaped the great sails. So cold out there, but the seed was dormant, unfeeling. The cold would keep it that way until the time came for its seedling stage.

      She’d created three of the seeds with her funding. This one, bound for the asteroid 43 Ariadne, was the first. It was the next step in evolution beyond the Dressler and carried with it the hopes of all humankind.

      It also represented ten years of her life and work.

      Maybe, just maybe, we’re ready for the next step.

      

      The crew’s third and final member, Jackson Hammond, hung upside down in the ship’s hold, grunting as he refit one of the feed pipes that carried the ship’s electronics through the bowels of this weird animal-mechanical hybrid. Although “up” and “down” were slight on a ship where the centrifugal force created a “gravity” only a fraction of what it was on Earth.

      As the ship’s engineer, Jackson was responsible for keeping the mechanics functioning—a challenge in a living organism like the Dressler.

      With cold, hard metal, one dealt with the occasional metal fatigue, poor workmanship, and at times just ass-backward reality. But the parts didn’t regularly grow or shrink, and it wasn’t always necessary to rejigger the ones that had fit perfectly just the day before. Even after ten years in these things, he still found it a little creepy to be riding inside the belly of the beast. It was too Jonah and the Whale for his taste.

      Jackson rubbed the sweat away from his eyes with the back of his arm. As he shaved down the end of a pipe to make it fit more snugly against the small orifice in the ship’s wall, he touched the little silver cross that hung around his neck. It had been a present from his priest, Father Vincenzo, at his son Aaron’s First Communion in the Reformed Catholic Evangelical Church.

      The boy was seven years old now, with a shock of red hair and green eyes like his dad, and his mother’s beautiful skin. He’d spent months preparing for his Communion Day, and Jackson remembered fondly the moment when his son had taken the Body and Blood of Christ for the first time, surprise registering on his little face at the strange taste of the wine.

      Aaron’s Communion Day had been a high point for Jackson, just a week before his current mission. He was so proud of his two boys. Miss you guys. I’ll be home soon.

      Lately he hadn’t been sleeping well, his dreams filled with a dark-haired, blue-eyed vixen. He was happily married. He shouldn’t be having such dreams.

      Jackson shook his head. Being locked up in a tin can in space did strange things to a person sometimes. I should be home with Glory and the boys.

      One way or another, this mission would be his last.

      He’d been recruited as a teen.

      

      At thirteen, Jackson had learned the basics of engineering doing black-tech work for the gangs that ran what was left of the Big Apple after the Rise—a warren of interconnected skyrises, linked mostly by boats and ropes and makeshift bridges.

      Everything north of Twenty-Third was controlled by the Hex, a black-tech co-op that specialized in bootlegged dreamcasts, including modified versions that catered to some of the more questionable tastes of the North American States. South of Twenty-Third belonged to the Red Badge, a lawless group of technophiles involved in domestic espionage and wetware arts.

      Jackson had grown up in the drowned city, abandoned by his mother and forced to rely on his own intelligence and instincts to survive in a rapidly changing world.

      He’d found his way to the Red Badge and discovered a talent for ecosystem work, taking over and soon expanding one of the rooftop farms that supplied the drowned city with a subsistence diet. An illegal wetware upgrade let him tap directly into the systems he worked on, seeing the circuits and pathways in his head.

      He increased the Badge’s food production fivefold and branched out beyond the nearly tasteless molds and edible fungi that thrived in the warm, humid environment.

      It was on one of his rooftop “gardens” that his life had changed one warm summer evening.

      He was underneath one of the condenser units that pulled water from the air for irrigation. All of eighteen years old, he was responsible for the food production for the entire Red Badge.

      He’d run through the unit’s diagnostics app to no avail. Damned piece of shit couldn’t find a thing wrong.

      In the end, it had come down to something purely physical—tightening down a pipe bolt where the condenser interfaced with the irrigation system.

      Satisfied with the work, he stood, wiping the sweat off his bare chest, and glared into the setting sun out over the East River. It was more an inland sea now, but the old names still stuck.

      There was a faint whirring behind him, and he spun around. A bug drone hovered about a foot away, glistening in the sun. He stared at it for a moment, then reached out to swat it down. Probably from the Hex.

      It evaded his grasp, and he felt a sharp pain in his neck.

      He went limp, and everything turned black as he tumbled into one of his garden beds.

      He awoke in Fargo, recruited by AmSplor to serve in the space agency’s Frontier Station, his life changed irrevocably.

      

      A strange sensation brought him back to the present.

      His right hand was wet. Startled, he looked down. It was covered with blood.

      Dressler, we have a problem, he said through his private affinity-link with the ship-mind.
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      Something brushed past her legs under the surface of the water. Startled, Lex looked down, but there was nothing there. It was time to swim back to shore. She set off, long strokes pulling her toward the beach in the distance.

      It happened twice more as she swam, and the second time there was a sharp pain in her left leg.

      She emerged from the sea onto the golden sand of the beach, water dripping off her naked skin. She checked both her legs, but there was no visible sign of damage—just a dull ache. Probably nothing.

      She crossed the sand, warm between her toes, and slipped under a canopy of fir trees and wild ferns that smelled of damp loam and mushrooms. She went quickly, breathing in the crisp forest air. The well-worn path led her through the woods to a stony outcrop that overlooked a peaceful valley below.

      She stood on the crest of the hill, looking down at the verdant vale. A stone tower rose from a granite hilltop in the middle of a field of green grass.

      It all looked normal. Well, almost all of it.

      She frowned. Near the edge of the valley, the grass had turned yellow and brown, painting a sickly patch against the living green of the scene. Something smelled off too, foul with a hint of carrion in the breeze that blew up from the valley floor. Her joints ached. She wasn’t relishing the hike into the valley.

      Dressler, we have a problem.

      She sighed and turned her attention back to the “real” world. The mystery in the valley would have to wait.

      

      The captain finished his systems check and sat back to enjoy the view through the bridge’s viewport for a brief moment.

      The small pinprick of light that was Earth shone brightly in a silent sea of stars. Somewhere near that little speck was the even smaller speck of Frontier, invisible from this distance—the biggest station circling the planet. Far larger than the Dressler and fully mechanical, it spun above the Earth’s surface. It was their return destination, once they finished this mission.

      With luck, Trip would be on station as well. Colin missed him sorely. They saw far too little of each other, with their staggered schedules. Ship pilots were in constant demand. He closed his eyes and thought of the last time they’d been together. They’d made the most of the thirty-six hours on Frontier, but it wasn’t the sex he remembered best. It was the warmth of Trip’s chest against his back when they slept. Where are you now?

      With a sigh, he deactivated the console. “Leaving the bridge,” he called to the Dressler, and she acknowledged him with a brief flashing of the wall lights.

      He unbuckled himself from the pilot’s chair and pushed away toward the doorway. There was just enough time for a little rest before they approached Ariadne.

      The exit irised open at his touch, and he floated out into the runway, ready for a quick shower and a catnap. He still had a lot to get accomplished before rendezvous.

      He was almost to his cabin when the Dressler’s dulcet tones called to him over the ship speakers. “Captain, Engineer Hammond requests your presence in the hold.”

      He cursed under his breath. So close.

      Colin spun around and pushed himself across the runway, then opened the door that led down to the hold where the ship storage held their rations, tools, and all other things needed to keep the ship and themselves functional in the vacuum of space.

      It was still strange coming in here after spending time in the somewhat cramped quarters in the rest of the ship—such a vast room, half the internal volume contained in two stories, room for when the Dressler needed to haul larger cargo.

      He had entered at the floor level, where a metal grate was bolted down into the Dressler to provide a stable platform for the ship’s cargo. The space was dimly lit, and he didn’t immediately see Hammond. “Dressler, some light, please?”

      One by one, luminescent patches of the Dressler’s internal skin lit up around the hold, arching from the floor to the ceiling and back down again like a golden rainbow. Hammond was suspended above, staring intently at something on the ceiling. “Captain, wanna come up and take a look at this?”

      “What’s going on up there?” Colin peered up at the spot the engineer had indicated. All he needed was another complication.

      “Not sure,” Hammond called back, a frown on his usually cheerful face. “I need your opinion.”

      Colin took hold of one of the rails that ran up to the ceiling and hauled himself upward. As he pulled himself along, one of the rungs felt loose.

      Damn AmSplor. He kept telling them they needed two engineers on these ships to keep up with necessary maintenance, but it was never in the budget. One of these days there’d be an incident and they’d be sorry. He just hoped it wasn’t on his watch.

      Colin reached the apex and pulled himself across to where Hammond was working using metal handholds.

      “What’s going on?”

      Hammond opened his palm. It was wet, covered with the golden ichor that made up the Dressler’s circulation system.

      “What happened? Did you puncture something?” Not a big deal. It was an internal wall, and the Dressler would heal quickly enough, but he was annoyed to be called away from a shower and some rest for something so unimportant.

      “Not exactly,” Hammond grunted, pointing upward.

      Colin looked. There was an abrasion on the skin of the ship. It looked like an open wound. Something biological, not accidental. He reached up to brush it with his fingers, and the part he touched ruptured, spewing ichor across his face.

      Startled, he lost his grip and started to drift, but Hammond grabbed his suit and pulled him back up.

      “Careful there,” Hammond said as Colin flushed with embarrassment.

      “Thanks.” Colin wasn’t used to making such rookie mistakes. He must be tired. He wrapped his arm tightly around one of the handholds. “Ever seen anything like this before?”

      Hammond shook his head.

      Colin looked at it closely. The edges were a strange, sickly yellow, irregular, almost fuzzy. That can’t be good.

      Mission-class ships didn’t get sick. They’d been bred with immunity to most kinds of known germs and infectious agents.

      “I think we better get the doctor in here.”

      

      The captain retreated to the floor of the hold to make room for the good doctor. His magnetized boots held him down to the metal decking.

      “Dressler,” he said quietly as he watched his two companions up above. There was little he could do to help.

      “Yes, Captain?” her disembodied voice seemed distant.

      “Systems check. Hold. Report, please.”

      There was a brief silence.

      “Dressler?” He frowned.

      “Yes, Captain. There’s a slight delay in my reporting routines. Hold systems appear to be functioning at an adequate level.”

      “Adequate, not optimal?”

      “Affirmative. Responses are 0.02 milliseconds slower than during the last systems check. There is also a slight drop in oxygenation levels in my circulatory systems.”

      “Thank you, Dressler. Keep me apprised of any changes.”

      “Affirmative.”

      Colin looked around at the ship and shivered. They were at the mercy of the void out here, and the Dressler’s walls were the only things keeping it at bay.

      

      Ana examined the lesion in the Dressler’s wall carefully. The normally healthy pink skin of the hold’s interior was blotchy here, flashed through with angry red and purple and a strange yellow coating, surrounding the new gash the captain had made.

      She pushed a stray strand of black hair back behind her ear and bit her lip. “You’re sure you didn’t accidentally puncture the skin or spray something on it?” she asked Hammond again without looking at him, pulling out a small specimen bag from her pocket. She’d never seen anything quite like this in the Mission-class ships.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Hammond protested. “Just noticed the drip of the ichor and called the captain.”

      Such a drama queen. The two of them fit together as poorly as the ship and her man-made components. She didn’t know when that had started, but she was sure it wasn’t her fault.

      She glanced at the silver cross that hung around his neck. Superstitious redneck. Why people still clung to such illogical nonsense was beyond her. She turned away, focusing on the problem at hand.

      Carefully she took a small scraping of the affected tissue, including some of the yellow residue, and dropped it in the bag, then placed it back in her pocket. “I’m taking this back to the lab for analysis. We’re going to need a full internal visual inspection to see if this is an isolated spot, or if the problem is more widespread.”

      “That’ll take hours—”

      She glared at him. “Is that a problem?”

      He stared back at her for a minute but was the first to break eye contact. “No, ma’am. I’ll organize it with the captain.”

      They clambered down the rails to the floor on separate sides of the hold.

      As she hit the deck, the ship shuddered, almost imperceptibly but enough that they all felt it.

      Captain McAvery was waiting for her. “I don’t like this.” He stared up at the arc of the hold. “Have you seen anything like this before?”

      She shook her head, aware that she was feeding his doubts.

      Out here in the void, they were dependent on the ship for their lives. “I’ll find out what it is.” She didn’t plan on dying out here.

      

      Back on the bridge, Colin sighed heavily and pulled himself into his chair, buckling himself in. “Dressler.”

      “Yes, Captain.” Her voice seemed strained.

      “Which ships are closest and able to manage a rendezvous within twenty-four to forty-eight hours, if needed?”

      “The Aspin and the Herald, Captain, but neither is within forty-eight hours. The Herald might be able to reach us in just over three days.”

      Damn. “Dressler, what’s your status? Please give me a full report.”

      “A diagnostic will take about ten minutes.”

      “Affirmative. Let me know when you’re finished.”

      He stared vacantly out through the plasform viewport at the empty space beyond, searching his mind for answers.

      At this point, it wasn’t clear if this incident was a ship-wide emergency or if it was just an isolated issue, an inconvenience.

      Sometimes things got bad fast.

      

      Colin had grown up in a world gone bad as temperatures increased, spreading floods and droughts across the planetary surface.

      His father was a farmer in the little town of Bucket in the Central California valley, as was his father before him. The family farm had survived the rapid industrialization of the 2050s, the immigrant rioting in the late 2090s, and up to a point, the rapid climate change that enveloped the planet shortly after.

      He remembered vividly the day the flames came.

      His father pulled up in front of his school after class in his old Ford F-150, converted to run off grain alcohol, and beckoned him urgently to get into the cab. He jumped in, throwing his pack behind the seat, and they were off, bouncing down the potholed road between town and the family farm.

      His dad gripped the wheel tightly, glaring at the road ahead. Colin had never seen him act like this before. Jim McAvery was one of the most even-tempered, easygoing men Colin had ever known.

      “What’s going on?” he asked, but his father only pointed out the dirty windshield ahead. There was a dark smudge on the horizon. Fire.

      The year had been especially dry in the valley, and as they entered late summer, temperatures soared, some days surpassing 130 degrees in the afternoon and early evening. The air was absolutely still.

      He could smell the smoke now, even with the windows closed.

      There’d been a fire a few years back that had burned right up to the property line before the firefighters had managed to stop it, cutting a long break across the land. You could still see the scar if you knew where to look.

      “Have to get the livestock out.” His father’s voice was tight with anger.

      Colin nodded. Not that there was much livestock left. The drought had seen to that, and his father had sold off most of their cattle months before.

      They managed to save most of the animals but lost the farm, the ground seared to near-sterility by the fast-moving fire that burned a third of the valley before it was finally stopped.

      When he thought about it, Colin could still smell the black despair that hung in the air afterward, could still see the burnt timbers of the family barn and the blackened corpse of a home where he had lived all his life.

      The next week, he’d joined AmSplor.

      

      Where there was smoke, there was often fire. Better to take precautions. He tapped the loop on his temple to initiate a direct connection. “Dressler, patch me through to Frontier.”

      “Done, Captain.”

      “This is Captain McAvery of the Dressler, Mission-class, hull number 72MC.” He rested his hand on the cool plas of the console. “Verifying ID.”

      “Affirmative, Captain McAvery. This is Frontier.”

      “With whom am I speaking?”

      “Chester Arthur, Communications, sir.”

      He remembered Chester. Good kid. “Chester, we may have a problem out here, but let’s keep this quiet for now….”
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      Lex reached the valley floor at last, the dull ache in her left leg becoming a steady throb. There was something wrong with her. She could feel it in her titanium bones. Dark clouds, pregnant with roiling dust, crouched on the horizon, but she ignored them. The poison in the outside world was intruding upon her private sanctuary. She would have to do something about that.

      She looked at her hands. They were almost translucent, the veins showing blue through the skin. She concentrated, and her skin became an opaque and healthy pink once again.

      The rock tower stood before her, its crumbling granite stones held together by thick vines that wound up the sides, its bulk blocking out the sun. She put a hand to the tall wooden door that was almost twice her height, and it swung open with ease, a gust of musty air and dust puffing out.

      She let the door slam closed behind her and climbed the staircase that spiraled around the interior of the tower, stepping lightly on the old wooden boards that rained debris on the floor below with each step. At last she reached the summit, entering a circular room that was planked with wood, bare save for a narrow bed in the middle. She sank down gratefully onto the mattress.

      She calmed her mind, clearing it of all her troubled thoughts. She centered herself and reached out to find him.

      There he was, like a firefly in the darkness, but he was closed to her for now.

      She would have to wait.

      

      Back in her lab, Ana sat in her chair and put a small portion of the skin sample between two plasform slides, pressing them together to compress and separate the sample. She flicked the switch on the ship’s microscope, slid the slide underneath the machine’s powerful lens, and locked it down.

      Hammond and McAvery were counting on her.

      Her wide console was immaculate, free of anything personal or frivolous, except for her father’s journal, which was tucked into a pocket on the wall.

      She’d spent more than a decade working with these cell cultures, including both the originals her father had created and those that had ultimately been used to birth the seed.

      Ana peered into the microscope to see what the sample had to offer.

      Something was badly wrong. The cells that normally formed up into consistent rows, linked together like overlapping panels of a chain-link fence, were in wild disarray. The lines of cellular matter weaved back and forth at crazy angles, and there were small cuts and breaks throughout the structure.

      In addition, there were bright, sulfurous yellow spots wrapped around the existing cells. There was something obscene about the shape, the way it bulged around the middle, looking like nothing more than a human fat cell, gorging itself on heavily processed sugars.

      She shivered.

      She pulled out her tab and took a few notes, preparing to cross-reference her findings with the ship’s medical database. Something about these strange cells tickled her memory, but she couldn’t recall exactly what.

      As she stared at the culture, the lights in the lab flickered.

      She frowned. That wasn’t normal. Dressler, what are you up to?

      Only one way to find out.

      She began her search through the ship’s medical database, looking for a match.

      

      Jackson had almost finished searching the walls of the hold for additional lesions. He glanced nervously up at the one on the ceiling, which seemed to have grown slightly larger even in the short time since he had discovered it. There was now a slow but steady drip of ichor, which aerosolized in the absence of enough gravity to bring it to the hold’s floor.

      It reminded him of those early days in his first home with Glory in Fargo, when the roof had sprung a leak during a heavy storm.

      This leak was so much more dangerous. I miss you guys. If they didn’t beat this thing, he might never see them again. He wrapped his hand around his cross, whispered a quick prayer, and moved along to the next section of the ship’s wall.

      McAvery appeared at the door from the runway, making a beeline to the ship’s entirely mechanical lifeboat. The captain opened the hatch and the inner air lock door and clambered inside. Jackson could hear him checking over the small craft’s diagnostics.

      “Any change?” McAvery called without looking out of the lifeboat.

      “Nothing much,” he shouted back, “but I think the patch is a little bigger. I haven’t found anything else yet.”

      He crawled down off the side of the metal floor to look at the condition of the ship’s flesh beneath it. Heavy titanium posts supported the platform, sunk down into the bones of the Dressler. The tissue here looked healthy enough, springy to the touch, making him feel a little better about the floor on which they were standing.

      He’d never fully trusted this melding of flesh and metal. There was something… unnatural about it.

      He’d long ago accepted that medical intervention was essential in this modern world, as had most of those of the faith. Indeed, who didn’t know someone with an artificial hip or artificial heart? These things were simply an expression of man’s ability to improve the lives of his fellow man.

      But these ships, and the other new “wonders of science” like them, were something exponentially different. In a very real way, mankind was playing God here, creating something that had never existed under the heavens before.

      The Church called these ships abominations, and he’d had more than one argument with his priest over that issue after services, but he’d always defended the program. Mankind had to find a way to go to the stars or it was doomed to destroy itself at home.

      Now he wasn’t so sure. This new problem had him spooked.

      He was about to climb back up onto the floor of the hold when he noticed something strange. At the base of one of the metal posts, there was a discoloration. He reached out his hand to touch it, and it came away sticky with a yellow goo.

      “Captain,” he called out, “you’re going to want to see this.”

      

      Ana was about to run another test on the samples she’d collected when the captain entered the lab, holding something.

      “Doc, we’ve got another problem.” The captain held out another sample bag. “Hammond collected this underneath the decking in the hold.”

      She set down the slide she’d been working on, annoyed at the interruption, and turned to take the new sample. “What is it?”

      “I was hoping you could tell me. I don’t like the look of it.”

      “Let’s not panic just yet.” Carefully she opened the specimen bag, took a small piece of the substance, and set it onto a clean slide. Normally she’d have taken quarantine precautions with an unknown substance like this, but everyone had been exposed to it already, and time was short.

      She set the sample under the lens and then peered into it to see what they had.

      Under the microscope, it looked just like the previous one—a yellow lump of some unknown organic material.

      “My best guess is some kind of biological agent,” she said after a minute, biting her lip. Where the hell did you come from?

      “From where?” He looked agitated, his handsome features twisted into a caricature. “We’re in the middle of open space, for God’s sake.”

      “I don’t want to speculate just yet. Give me a little more time to cross-reference these samples with the ship’s database.”

      McAvery frowned. “Doc, we’re running out of time.”

      

      Colin hurried back to his own quarters, frowning.

      A biological agent. It had to be terrorism. The Interveners or one of the other quasi-religious sects?

      It must have been introduced by someone back on Frontier. How had they done it?

      There were layers upon layers of security for anything entering the ships at the station, and he’d personally checked the backgrounds of everyone who worked on or near the Dressler. If there was an Intervener among them, he had no idea who it was—and there were only two other people on board.

      He just hoped that this agent, whatever it was, didn’t have a taste for people.

      “Dressler, have you finished the diagnostic?” he asked, entering his cabin. He pulled out some antiseptic wipes and cleaned his hands vigorously, just in case.

      “Negative, Captain.” The ship’s normally dulcet tones sounded rough. “My internal systems are running more slowly than normal.”

      Something else to worry about. “Estimated time to completion?”

      “Fifteen minutes, Captain.”

      Colin closed his eyes and thought of Trip. Out there somewhere in a ship of his own. What if this was bigger than the Dressler?

      He didn’t want to panic his partner, but he had to know.

      He tapped his loop. “Dressler, patch me in to Captain Tanner.”

      “One moment.”

      “Hey, Colin.” Trip’s voice boomed in the small cabin.

      “Hey, Trip. Where are you?”

      “Just closing in on Frontier Station, so I’m a bit busy. What’s up?”

      Just hearing the man’s voice calmed Colin considerably. “Just wanted to say hello. We’re in slowdown, approaching Ariadne. Hey, everything okay there?”

      “Everything’s fine. Looking forward to seeing you in a couple days.”

      That made Colin’s legs go a little wobbly.

      “Hey, is everything all right?” Trip asked.

      “Yeah, fine so far. I’ll keep you posted.” He didn’t want Trip to worry, not yet. It might be nothing.

      “Gotta run. Love you.”

      “Backatcha.” He sighed in relief. Trip was okay. He tapped off the loop.

      As he saw it, he had three options on the Dressler.

      One, fix the problem, whatever it was. Dr. Anatov was one of the primary experts in ship genetics, so they had a fighting chance there.

      Two, try to make it to Ariadne, where they could await rescue. He considered this the most likely option. The ship had enough oxygen to sustain them for some time, provided she held her structural integrity.

      Three, abandon ship. He resolved to do this only in the direst of circumstances. The three of them could only survive a short time in the lifeboat, and they would be hard to find in the vastness of space, even with an emergency beacon.

      “Dressler, where’s Hammond?” he asked. He had to do something.

      There was a short but noticeable pause in the response. “Hammond’s in cabin three.”

      The first thing to do was to finish the inspection.

      

      Ana worked quickly through the samples Hammond and McAvery had brought her from several locations inside the ship. As she worked, she hummed under her breath, like her father used to do when confronting a new problem. Daddy, where are you now?

      He seemed so far away, in both space and time, and yet everything around her was a living legacy of his work.

      There had been moments in life when she’d questioned whether she would ever meet his high standards, even though she’d had successes of her own over the years. At work, he’d been capable of a single-minded focus on a problem, an ability that often eluded her. He could put everything he had into a project, and when he was finished, it was flawless.

      She looked down at one of the samples. It looked diseased. Maybe not so flawless after all.

      She finished inserting the last of the specimens into the reader.

      In twenty years, only one of the Mission-class ships—the Vixen—had failed. That had been due to human error—substandard materials used for part of the ship’s nonliving architecture, metal piping, the failure of which had ultimately compromised the integrity of the ship’s hull.

      The Mission-class ships were built for self-repair, but severe enough damage could outpace even their advanced capabilities.

      She closed her eyes for a moment, waiting for her lab systems to run a complete analysis.

      

      She’d been all of four years old, her toes dug into the cool mud of the river near her father’s farm retreat in the Caucasus Mountains, when it happened.

      The cold water rushed past her calves, striving to carry her along with it. The silt made it red, like blood.

      The noise began slowly, a generalized rumble below the rushing roar of the river—so low she first became aware of it as a vibrating hum, deep in her bones.

      It grew quickly, like the dull rumble of a truck engine, one of the old combustion ones they still used on the farms.

      She glanced up, the wind blowing her dark hair in tangles across her eyes, and saw something in the sky above her—an indistinct, elongated blur.

      Only it was no longer crossing the sky but hurtling down from it.

      The noise built quickly to a screaming crescendo.

      Instinctively she threw herself into the river, and the current dragged her away. There was a flash above, followed by a loud crash. The water churned all around her. She struggled against the river as it pulled her downstream, tumbling head over heels. She forced her way above the water to grab a breath, and then she was spinning again, the world filled with red water and bubbles.

      Desperate, she swam like her father had taught her—long, powerful strokes—pulling herself up toward the light and finally forcing her head above the water again.

      The air was full of dust and acrid smoke, but the current carried her quickly out of the cloud, and after a few moments she was able to paddle back to shore.

      She would learn later that it had been a piece of an old satellite that had fallen from orbit.

      In that moment, her worldview was shattered. There were strange things up there, and they could fall—down here.

      Bad things happened.

      

      An insistent beeping brought her back to the present. The tests were finished. Fortunately, her lab’s analytical systems were separate from the main ship’s systems and were also independently powered.

      She scrolled through them on her console. Nothing. Nothing of use at all.

      She went back to the initial sample, taken from the ship’s hold. “Magnify.”

      The yellow goo expanded into a series of small organisms, little yellow dots with dark red centers and a strange hooklike feature. Something about that little hook teased her memory, but it lay just beyond her grasp.

      It reminded her of something her father had shown her. Maybe?

      She pulled up e-copies of her own diaries on her console, flipping through the virtual pages.

      It had to be here somewhere.
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      The captain worked with Jackson on the runway, searching every inch of the Dressler’s internal walls for lesions.

      They found one, then a second, and then a third. They were more like small discolorations at this stage, bruises on the otherwise healthy ship skin, and they were all close to the entry to the hold. Whatever it was, it seemed to have started there and was now working its way through the ship—and far too quickly.

      Jackson poked one of them gently with his pliers, and the skin pulled back as if afraid of his touch. Little sensitive today, are we? “She’s a bit of a Frankenstein, isn’t she?” He glanced up and down the long passageway that bisected the Dressler. He continued slowly down the other side of the runway, pulling himself from rung to rung, searching. “Bits of metal attached to living flesh—”

      “She’s a miracle of modern genetic engineering. That’s what she is,” McAvery shot back, sounding a little annoyed. “If you’d ever flown in the last generation of ships before the Mission-class came online, you’d know what an improvement these hybrid ships are.”

      “I flew on the Ostereich for three years before getting posted on a Mission ship. I know what a miraculous thing she is. I just wonder—”

      “What?”

      He paused to think out what he wanted to say, wary of setting the captain off. “I just wonder, sometimes, if we haven’t taken on more than
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