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Serviced by a crew of 22, the Starship Aspiration transports 527 colonists and sufficient supplies to plant a new colony on the garden planet Optimism, which is located at the fringe of human exploration in a star system 53 light years from Earth. Because a starship can’t land on a planet, the Aspiration conveys a shuttle, the Hope, to ferry colonists and cargo to Optimism. 

An unexpected nova misdirects the Starship Aspiration to a star system 200 light years from the nearest jump gate. Stranded in an unexplored system, the crew and colonists of the Aspiration have no way to return to civilization and no hope of rescue....
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Chapter 1: Every Place is Halfway to Somewhere
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Outside the plasti-shell dome, furnace-like wind whipped the scorched planet’s surface. Somewhere a tie-down had broken loose, and the freed line forlornly, relentlessly thumped against the family’s shelter.

Inside the shelter, Hal’s wife, Sandra, attempted to smile through her pain but didn’t succeed. Unable to take his eyes from her sallow face, Hal squeezed her hand as she rested on their bed. 

Hal silently cursed the expedition’s medic for disappearing during a sand blizzard, her body lost in the tsunami of sand. He suspected the medic deliberately walked into the storm because she couldn’t endure the hardships of Desert, this dry husk of a planet. 

Because the colony had exhausted most of its pharmaceuticals two years ago, no medic could treat the adverse planetary conditions that had slowly poisoned Hal’s wife. Eventually, this hellhole would kill them all.

Hal’s younger brother Bob slipped into the bedroom. He cleared his throat. 

Without looking up, Hal asked, “Did you send the distress signal?”

“Insufficient daylight passes through this dust storm,” Bob said. “The photovoltaic panels haven’t recharged the battery array sufficiently. Look, Hal, I’ve broadcasted a distress burst once every ten days for the four years we’ve been on Desert. Missing this one won’t matter. I’ll send another during the next lull, but the speed of light governs communication. No one will receive our distress signal for at least 200 years.”

Ignoring Bob’s comment, Hal’s mind raced through dozens of if-onlys and what-should-have-beens ... None of them comforted him.

Four years ago, a nova caused a jump gateway to malfunction and misdirect the Starship Aspiration to an unexplored star system. The accident marooned them 200 light years from the nearest gateway. They had no path to return to civilization and only a desert planet within range.

Because of vast distances between star gateways, colonists hibernated during transport through normal space. Hibernating more than a year increased the death risk. For that reason, crew members and colonists rotate through fifteen day wake cycles following six-months of cold-sleep hibernation. Fifty colonists including Hal, Sandra and their daughter, Mary, were awake when the malfunctioning gate misdirected the Aspiration from its original destination, Optimism. 

The Aspiration carried one planetary shuttle, the Hope. The Hope’s capacity was two crew members, fifty passengers, and thirty cubic meters of cargo plus eight cubic meters of water. 

Only one planet in the system had magnetic poles strong enough to keep the stellar wind from stripping away its breathable atmosphere. The colonists christened that planet Desert because of its arid climate.

With no other feasible prospects, Hal persuaded Captain Amos to allow the awakened colonists to visit Desert’s surface to assess living conditions. If survival proved possible, the Aspiration could rouse the remaining colonists and shuttle them to the planet. Otherwise, the most humane solution was to autopilot the Aspiration towards home with everyone in hibernation. However, the Aspiration’s max velocity was 40% light speed. None of them would survive the 460 relativity years of hibernation required to travel 200 light years to civilization.

Beset by violent downdrafts on Desert, Hope’s first excursion crash-landed at the most promising area, a tiny, dying oasis. The crash killed four passengers and the shuttle’s co-pilot. Three adult colonists and one child received serious injuries. 

The injured child and the most seriously injured adult died within hours. The survivors sheltered within the disabled shuttle while Captain Amos deliberated what to do next. The captain’s decision was born of desperation. Three days later, he attempted to land the Aspiration near the Hope.

Starships are not aerodynamic, and Desert’s planetary winds are unforgiving. Aspiration plowed into the surface about 13 kilometers from Hope. No one among the 477 colonists and 20 crew members onboard survived the crash.

After the disastrous crash of the Aspiration, Hope’s survivors set about unloading cargo from their shuttle. They inflated and hardened plasti-shell domes for shelter. Just two months after they arrived—only days after they finished stripping the shuttle—violent stellar flares pounded unexpected radiation through the planet’s ionosphere. 

Already at a tipping point, the climate worsened, alternating warm winters with blistering summers that became harsher each year until the desert sterilized their tiny oasis of the already tenuous native life. The severe storms also pumped a toxic blend of chemicals into the ionized atmosphere. 

Fourteen more colonist died over the next four years. Thirty-one remained.

All the surviving twenty adults and eleven children suffered from exposure to the Jekyll versus Hyde environment. Sandra gave birth to Danny eight months after the crash, and afterwards, her health declined even faster. Slowly, her body deteriorated into a bedridden, drying husk. Her voice evolved from an energetic, lilting soprano until she lay on her death bed barely able to speak in a frail alto.

“Sandra, Honey,” Hal repeated to his sick wife, “can I get you anything? Water?” 

“No, Love. Nothing more. You’ve done everything you could.” Dried sweat glimmered on Sandra’s forehead, foul secretions that glistened with poisons from her body. Overnight, her fever had worsened. Pain strained her voice. “I’m so tired, my darling. My strength is gone. I hate to dump everything on you, Hal, but I’ve no fight left, only acceptance. Please, I want to say goodbye to our children. Give me ten minutes alone with Mary before you bring in Danny.”

Already discomfited as if he wanted to be elsewhere, Bob looked even more distraught after Sandra’s goodbye request. He fidgeted. 

“Karen is making lunch for us all,” Bob said as if he were uncertain which words comforted the dying. 

When Hal rose to get Mary, Bob pulled him aside and whispered, “Sorry, I can’t stay longer. The water recycler is down to a critical level. If Jake and I don’t find a nearby water source soon, none of us will survive the heat of the coming summer.” 

“I understand, brother. Once water sustained this oasis. Surely, it isn’t all gone.”

Bob patted Hal’s shoulder, glanced at Sandra, and with a half-hearted wave, attempted a reassuring smile. Failing that, he left. 

Hal kissed Sandra’s ashen cheek and then went to the common room joining their dome to Bob and Karen’s dome. Mary studiously kept her head down when Hal entered. Was she ignoring him? 

Sitting cross-legged on the floor, Mary traced graphs on her digital scroll, working through lessons intended for a child much older than her seven years. Two days ago, she had stormed out of her mother’s sickroom and had not returned since. Was the girl still angry? What about? Was that why she wouldn’t look up?

Hal knelt and wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “Your mother wants to talk with you, Mary.” 

She pouted for a moment and then took a deep breath. “Daddy, Is Mama dying?”

Surprised, Hal could think of no suitable reply except to be honest; but was she ready for that? How long had the girl known her mother was too ill to recover? Rather than render the truth into words, he pulled his daughter close and hugged her. Now, he guessed at the cause of her angst: her mother was abandoning her in bits and pieces.

Although he tried to hide his pain, Mary read his clumsy fumbling as the answer to her question. A gasp caught in the girl’s throat. She trembled in his arms.

“I am so sorry,” Hal said. “Your mother has no choice, sweetie. She doesn’t want to leave us. She’s been so courageous and fought so very hard to stay with us for this long. Please don’t be angry with her. She is in so much pain. Be brave for her sake. She wants to say goodbye to you and Danny.” 

Hal dabbed at the girl’s tears and directed her to her mother’s bedside. 

Damn, Hal thought as Mary inched toward the sick room. If only he had been a better father, he would have noticed his daughter’s struggle, and then he could have helped her see.... 

No, not likely. Hal couldn’t cope with Sandra’s death himself. How would he explain that death to their child? 

Still, Mary was her mother’s daughter, a real trooper. He hoped she would set aside her resentment long enough to say goodbye. Otherwise, she would always regret missing her chance.

Danny was a different problem.

Hal located his precocious three-year old studying his scroll display on which a sim-rat wended its way through any maze Danny designed. The boy had been the first child born on the new planet just eight months after they arrived. A stillbirth for Bob and Karen plus two miscarriages among the other colonists discouraged anyone else from challenging the environment with more pregnancies. Danny remained the only human native-born on Desert. 

However, the planet marked the boy. His pale skin tended towards an unhealthy gray. Any strenuous physical activity quickly exhausted him. Despite his frailty, he glowed with fascination while watching the sim-rat in the virtual maze. 

“What are you doing, son?” Hal asked.

“Seeing if Waldo can find his way out of this maze. It’s the hardest one I’ve made.”

“Oh?” Hal examined the maze. The sim-rat’s head darted from side to side at each branch before it made a random choice. “I don’t think Waldo can ever escape, Danny. You drew no exit in that maze.”

“Sim-mazes have no roof.” Danny shrugged. “All Waldo needs to do is look up instead of from side-to-side. When he sees the open sky, he can climb over the wall.”

§§

When Hal returned to the sick room with Danny, Mary waited with a sullen scowl just inside the door. At first, Hal thought Sandra was asleep, but she turned her head when he closed the door. Her sunken cheeks and the lack of color in her face left her with a ghostly pallor. She was too dehydrated for her fever to produce sweat. Her dull eyes retained no glisten. 

“Come closer, Danny.” Still lucid, Sandra forced a smile through her pain and extended her hand. “Come kiss your mother goodbye.”

Demonstrating unexpected vigor, the boy ran to her. She tried to pull him onto the bed but lacked strength. Hal lifted Danny to sit alongside his mother and then beckoned for Mary. The girl hesitated before reluctantly joining them. Clinging to Hal’s leg, Mary burst into fresh tears and pressed her face against his hip. Sandra reached out, attempting to stroke the girl’s hair.

“Do you know what’s happening, Danny?” Sandra asked the boy, but she looked directly at Mary.

“Did something bad happen?” With a puzzled look, Danny studied each of their faces. “Everyone is sad. Mary is crying.”

“I’ve been sick for a long time, Danny.” Sandra’s head sagged against her pillow, but her eyes continued to watch Mary. “I tried so very hard to stay with you. I hoped not to leave you and Mary, but it’s too much.... Remember, Mary and Danny, that I love you both. However, I must soon leave you. Be good children for your father. He loves you too.”

“Can I go with you, mama?” Danny looked wistful. 

“No, son,” Hal said. “You must stay with your sister and me. Death is a trip we each take alone. Saying goodbye is a very sad time, but we continue to love those who go before us. And we keep the love they leave with us safely in our hearts.”

Sandra gasped and sighed but could no longer speak. Her eyes pleaded with Hal. Her mouth formed soundless words. Hal thought she whispered, ‘Please. Love them for me.’

Hal pursed his lips and nodded. He firmed his jaw, but tears blurred his vision.

“Where are you going, Mama?” Danny asked, confusion tainting his voice.

“To a better place than this one, Danny.” Hal answered for his wife. He choked up and cleared his throat. “She’s going to a better world. ”

“Don’t leave, Mama.” Danny sobbed and threw his arms around her. “We can make this world better.” 

§§

Hal sat up in the darkness, his throat dry. He didn’t like the way he smelled and knew he needed a bath. He reached for Sandra, but she wasn’t there. Eleven days since she died and still he endured a recurring nightmare of unremitting thirst and loneliness in a barren desert. The colony rationed drinking water, but the water supply remaining in the recycling tanks was insufficient for other usage. 

He closed his eyes to focus on sounds. No pounding of loose lines against the shelter tonight, no howl of wind. Outside, the mind-number whine of a dust storm had settled into a whisper.

After forcing himself to slowly exhale, Hal sipped from his bedside cup and listened for the children, but it was past midnight, and the kids were asleep. He lay back and stared into the darkness, but sleep was far from his mind. 

When would he stop imagining that Sandra breathed beside him? When could he turn the next corner without expecting her welcoming smile? 

He squeezed the bridge of his nose. For the children’s sake, he had to look forward, not back.

Summer was far from over, but they could explore in this respite from the wind, even if it meant going out at night when everything was cooler. They had to search for water. Evaporation made recycling water from the shuttle more difficult. Without a new water source, all would die. 

At dawn, Hal planned to join Bob and Jake to search again. Finding water for the children was the best thing he could do for Sandra. Once this area was a potential haven, but now only barren sand surrounded them. Two years ago, they had dug four meters down with no sign of moisture, no shallow water table to sustain life. No wonder the small oasis died.

The next morning in the twilight glow of the approaching sunrise, Hal and Bob left the family shelter to meet Jake. Outside, not only had the previous day’s harsh wind diminished to a warm breeze, but the airborne dust has settled leaving a sandy, red residue atop the twelve plasti-shell domes. Only twenty meters from the shelters, the persistent sand cradled an astonishing surprise: a large pond of water.

“What the hell.” Bob shook his head in disbelief. “This isn’t possible.”

Hal bit his lip and examined the anomaly. A mirage? No. He could smell the moist sand. Not a mirage.

“I accept the lull in the sandstorm,” Bob said. “Even in summer, it can’t blow like a furnace all the time. But this—” 

“A pond where desert persisted before.” Hal knelt, gingerly touched the surface, and then scoped up a handful of the liquid and smelled it. “How does a hidden spring erupt overnight? Had water returned too late to support the original oasis but arrived in time to save them?” 

Hal rubbed his bearded chin. That made little sense.

Without a word, Jake arrived and surveyed the situation. Tugging at his ear as if that could solve the puzzle, he marched the circumference of the pond with long strides while counting aloud. 

“Thirty-seven paces in circumference,” he announced when he finished the circuit. Jake’s strides were short of the meter mark, making the pond about 31 or 32 meters in circumference.

The pond was round, about ten meters in diameter. The water was clear to the bottom, but refraction kept Hal from accurately estimating the depth. Jake tossed a rock into the water and watched it sink. He rolled up his sleeve and plunged his arm up to his shoulder into the water. 

“I can’t reach the bottom. Comparing my hand to the rock, the pond is about three meters deep, but I’ll use a conservative two meters. Just a rough estimate then, let me see . . . of one-hundred sixty-thousand liters of fresh water, more than enough to top off the recycler. I’ll spread the news.”  

Jake grinned so broadly, his dry lips cracked. He strode off toward his family dome.

Hal licked at the pond water dripping from his hand—cool with a faint mineral taste.

“Hal!” Bob said. “Don’t be stupid. Wait until Karen tests that stuff before you taste it.”

“Looks like water to me.” Hal
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