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In Loving Memory of

Clarence “Sandy” Sandfort

September 19th, 1946 - November 2nd, 2024

Clarence Daniel Sandfort, also known by your preferred nickname of Sandy, and better known to me simply as Dad. You shared with me a love of reading, and I learned to read at three, thanks to you. I still remember our favorite book and can recite much of it from memory. Horton Hatches the Egg taught me so much about loyalty and keeping my word, and I have never forgotten it. And of course, your love of science, space, Mars, all of it has fueled these stories. I may not have appreciated the finer hard science bits, but I loved the genre just like you did. You also made sure I had plenty of Robert Heinlein’s work at my fingertips.

Red Planet

Have Spacesuit, Will Travel

Space Cadet

Podkayne of Mars (my favorite, to be honest)

The Star Beast

Orphans of the Sky

Friday

Along with Asimov, Clarke and other influential sci-fi authors.

You questioned everything. You debated everything (which truly was maddening). But you taught me to think, and question, not blindly accept things as the status quo. I believe that led to the solid foundation of writing and the life that I embrace to this day. 

It is only fitting that this book should be dedicated to you. I wish I could send you to Mars, just like you wanted. How many times did you tell me how you wanted to live there, despite its inhospitable surroundings? In truth, I think it is why I wrote G581: Mars. There are those strange souls, like you, who dream of such things. Instead of Mars, however, we will both have to settle for a fictional trip to a faraway world. All my love to you, Dad. The world isn’t quite the same without you in it.
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A Home of Our Own
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80 million years ago

There is no time. Not really. Not when you have lived for eons upon eons.

Time is a construct for fixed and finite creatures. And Entity was not that.  

Entity had been elsewhere long ago. A distant planet eons in the past. It spent millennia upon millennia expanding, growing, changing the world that surrounded it in too many ways to count. When that world ended, a portion of Entity, aware of the planet’s impending doom, encased itself in rock. The ensuing apocalypse sent the rock hurtling into the sky, far into the deep, bitter cold of space. This tiny piece of Entity that had once spanned an entire globe was now kept safe as a babe in a womb. Safe from the dark maw of space, a piece of life remained as it turned end over end, over 17 kilometers per second, into the deep unknown. Behind it, long gone, the world it had occupied perished, crumbling to bits in the destruction that followed. Entity slept, and the rock tumbled through space, searching for a new home. 

An errant gravitational pull of a new solar system pulled the asteroid into its orbit. And after a few thousand circuits of the dim red star, the asteroid that carried Entity was captured by the gravitational field of the seventh planet in the solar system. Another few eons, and the orbit had changed, degraded, enough that the rock that carried Entity finally impacted the planet. A tidally locked planet retains unimaginable heat on the sun side, and the near frigidness of space remains a constant on the dark side. Only the slimmest of strips of land, perpetually in twilight, on opposite sides of the planet are welcoming. And it was here that Entity’s encapsulated existence ended.

Entity slowly emerged from the encapsulation, years after the fires of its impact on the planet had subsided. It spread just as slowly. Time was irrelevant to it. It had eons behind it, and eons left in front of it. There was no need to hurry. As it encountered the rudimentary, short-lived, emerging life of a newly formed world, Entity adapted that life to its needs. Ending some of the life, creating and blending with others.

And slowly, through eons upon eons, Entity spread out along the terminator. Deep underground, it established a connection with every inch of land, no matter how sandy or rocky. Even the damp waters of lakes and rivers did not stop or deter it. Where life went, Entity did as well. Spreading through soil, deep underground, slowed only by extreme cold or extreme heat. Given time, it adapted, survived, even at the extremes, but like most creatures, the easiest way was that of moderation. It thrived in the moderate and crept slowly into the extremes.

It changed, adapted, to the salinity of the oceans. More eons passed. And Entity felt the call, as all life does, to make something different, something separate from itself. It had lived for millions of years, and it was time for another to join its existence, to be its child and eventual companion.

For Entity, this was relatively easy. It had already spread throughout most of the planet. Now it was integral to the growth of plants, animals fed upon the plants and Entity, and it felt itself transform as it passed through their bodies. To make another, it simply had to choose to divide itself. 

It was less of a birth and more a separation of self.

It had also had a parent of sorts, millions of years ago, a part of itself that had birthed it, been a companion, before taking leave of the planet and returning to the dark maw of space. All of this remained as memories, clear and unclouded by the passage of time. 

Entity, and now Outro, continued to spread. It felt odd, somewhat, this schism, this separateness from what had once been one and now was two. Occasionally, a flare of disagreement. Outro wanted to be different, and to do so, a separation was necessary.

An agreement of sorts was made. Entity would allow total control of the opposite side of the massive planet to be controlled by Outro. One side for Entity, the other side for the new, separate consciousness. An evolution of sorts. 

Separation.

Uniqueness.

Geographical barriers.

If occasionally Entity felt in need of another presence, it reached out to Outro.

Outro would rarely respond. A grumble of mountains, the tall trees it held in vast tracts along its southern flank would creak, groan as it moved, stretched. The branches would shake, the leaves dropping as if it were a change of seasons, carpeting the earth below.

Outro said little. At just two million years, give or take, it was still young, defining who it would become. Recently, Entity found Outro almost surly, unwilling to speak. Too young for growing pains, too old to be told what to do.

To the creatures, the fixed and finite ones that moved across the surface of the vast planet, mostly there in the terminator, their tiny minds were irrelevant. They could not truly understand or even really conceive of Entity or Outro. They were too small, in mind and body, and Entity and Outro so very large, so infinite in capacity and scope.

Gradually, without Entity even recognizing what was happening, Outro ceased to think like Entity. Outro chose a different path.

So it is with a parent and a child. Although Entity scarcely thought of Outro in this way. Outro was a part of it, intrinsically the same, yet intangibly different at the same time. And as the world moved through space and time, Entity could see the tiny minute differences become larger.

Outro was more... volatile. Entity watched as Outro felled forests, then grew new ones. Pushed rock over millennia steadily amping up the pressure until great gouts of fire and molten rock burst forth from the inner crust of the world, like a pimple erupting from the skin of the land above it . 

Entity was different now from Outro. It had chosen this world, fell to it, grew, evolved, changed, and became.

If Entity and Outro had been human, the era in which both now found themselves would be nearly indistinguishable from the time in a parent/child relationship, when things become so much more fractious and volatile. The teen years. Not yet an adult, and certainly no longer a child. That treacherous in-between state of motion, where nothing is as it should be, or ever will be, again.

It was in this fractious time that the sky filled with ships, and the visitors landed. Entity and Outro were no longer alone on the great planet. There were others, ones capable of space travel, and higher thought processes than the simple plant and animal life Entity had encountered so far in its travels. Entity was intrigued, curious. Outro? Not as much.

In the past millennia, the communications between the two, Entity and Outro, had been sparse. There was no need. Outro itself contained all of Entity’s knowledge and experience, just as that which had birthed Entity had passed on its knowledge, or that of the progenitor before it, and so on and so forth. Millions of years, eons of change for the stars and the planets, meant little to such as the two occupying the rocky, tidally locked world.

Despite Outro being the same as its parental Entity, the threads of different were appearing. Unique experiences, growth into new uncharted parts of the planet, interactions with the creatures therein, all contributed to make Outro something completely different from Entity. Worse, the visitors had set up residence on the other side of the planet, Outro’s side of the world, and were disrupting the earth, digging deep into the mountains for materials, and causing Outro’s plans for cultivating a large tract of land to be disrupted. 

Entity would have moved on, found other areas, but Outro was less forgiving, less understanding. It had never existed on another world as Entity had. It contained the memories of all that had come before, but only had this one to truly call its own. And its differences between itself and the parental Entity manifested in unexpected ways. Where Entity would have retreated, or even reached out to the visitors to communicate as it had done with other short-lived, finite species, some with success and others not, Outro refused. To Outro, the visitors were not co-inhabitants; they were invaders.

And they would be dealt with accordingly.
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Date: 1000 B.C.E.

The invaders were tall, gangly, bipedal, with thick, ridged, and long tails. They arrived in enormous ships that, once the ground stopped shaking from their landing, unfolded like origami, creating an instant settlement. It soon became clear this was not a simple, short-lived expedition.

Entity listened as Outro described the visitors with a growing hostility. Small surprise, for the visitors had landed on what was likely to them a simple, unremarkable plain - handy only in its utility, a flatter, level surface than the mountains that edged it to the east, or the sea’s edge to the west. Outro had been cultivating a sensitive strain of plant life that was wiped out in its entirety. A few centuries of work in the blink of an eye as the heat from the ship’s engines fried it to ash. 

The creatures had chosen this location likely for the vast body of water, an inland sea that was thousands of meters deep in some places, and which they visited often. Their swimming abilities were strong, and Entity was sure the visitors had originated from the sea, and likely not long in their race’s past, as often as they took the time in a day to immerse themselves in the clean, cool waters. 

Not even the giant denizens of this freshwater sea put them off. There were a handful of fatalities among the visitors shortly after the enormous predators realized a new potential food source frolicking in the shallow waters. 

Outro rejoiced at the deaths, but its joy was short-lived. The monsters of the deep fed well until the visitors coated themselves in a strange paste. Whatever it was, whatever the chemical consistency, it put off the predators. It was as if the invaders were now invisible, and the monsters of the deep returned to waiting for other prey, oblivious to the invasive creatures that swam and dived in the waters above. Outro reacted with fury, whereas Entity simply wanted to sample the paste. What did it consist of? 

Entity asked Outro, but the latter was in a foul mood and refused to respond to Entity’s requests for months. 

Outro was far too occupied as it watched in horror as the invaders began reproducing at an alarming rate. What had once been a few hundred of the creatures, now there were double. All in less time than a handful of revolutions around the sun!

They were smaller versions of the visitors mucking about, but they grew fast, stunningly so. The visitors’ children spent more time in the water than the adults, and Outro watched with growing anger and consternation as the creatures grew and grew and created a city where even smaller versions replaced them.

It was no surprise that they had come and settled here, on what to them must be an empty world, ripe for the taking. Their uncontrolled breeding led to crowded waters in the inland sea and the pace at which the settlement spread was mind-boggling to two creatures who viewed a millennium as nothing more than a blink of the eye. 

Within five orbits of the red dwarf sun, the visitors were well-established and growing, and growing. One small settlement of a few hundred mature individuals had quickly become two, then four, then eight separate settlements. The visitors now numbered in the tens of thousands, and the plain that surrounded the large inland sea, no longer held a single hint of Outro’s test plant, a delicate red-veined variety of grass that, under the right circumstances, would produce a single, luminous white flower each year. First the engines had burned a wide swath to the ground, but it was after, as the settlement expanded and the rapacious appetites of the settlers grew, that it became clear the little plant was doomed. The visitors presented as herbivores at first, but it quickly became apparent that their offspring were strictly carnivorous. While immersed in the sea waters, they ate anything that moved, and sometimes even their smaller, newborn counterparts. This had horrified and fascinated Entity, who wished to study the visitors and learn more, but Outro simply found it repugnant. Once the visitor’s offspring developed enough to emerge from the waters and walk on land, their eating habits switched to focus on the surrounding plant life. Carnivore and opportunistic cannibal in their immature form, and then exclusive herbivore in their adulthood - a rare combination.

That they were breeding at such a rapid rate, however, had both Entity and Outro concerned. Entity was a gardener, a cultivator of life. It spread across a world, learned the unique biology of each animal, plant, or fellow fungus, and reached out to cultivate and build a world, bending it slowly to a harmonious existence. It had done this for eons. Before it, Entity’s progenitor had done the same. Back through the darkest mists of time. It was Entity’s sole existence, something it took comfort, even a sort of joy, in. Worlds upon worlds it, and its forebears, had done this on. This world was no different. At least, it hadn’t been until the visitors.

Over the eons, it had certainly encountered creatures that were rapacious in appetite, or in breeding, or even both. Most of the time, it had been a simpler creature. Winged insects, beetles. Given enough time and space, these creatures would clear a world of all potential food sources. The system would then collapse. Depending on a complex set of circumstances, and some experimentation, Entity or its forebears, had allowed this to happen. Entire ecosystems rose and fell. Other times, a simple fungal infection introduced into the ecosystem was enough to dislodge a creature that could cause permanent damage. Gardening and cultivation of a world remained a complicated balance of factors. 

Outro knew this as assuredly as Entity did. It held the same memories, after all, memories that diverged only upon the “birth” of Outro. Despite this, memories can be interpreted in divergent ways. Whereas Entity hoped to continue to study the new creature affecting this world’s ecosystem in such new and novel ways, Outro wanted nothing to do with it. It made its intent clear to Entity. The visitors, nay, the invaders must die.

Entity knew, from its studies of other lifeforms on this planet and its most recent home, that most sentient species experienced a state of adolescence as part of their life cycle. And although Entity could not recall its own adolescence being as extreme as Outro’s seemed to be, there were memories, tumbled smooth by the mysteries of the ages and eons past, that showed that Outro was finding its way in the world and Entity was sure it would calm, mellow, with the passing of time. Surely, it reasoned, Outro could find some way to study the visitors, or control their population growth. Entity had certainly had a hand in this before. A simple fungal infection in a grain, for example, could cause blight, and an entire field to fall. It pointed to this method as a simple measure of population control. After all, if the food sources showed scarcity, then lifeforms either adapt, move further afield, or die off. It was marvelously simple, and relatively humane. Food scarcity was something any emerging species must learn to balance with its population growth.

When Entity suggested it, Outro latched onto the idea with intense zeal. Later, decades later, Entity would regret having even suggested it. Although, it reasoned, Outro would have thought of it at some point.

The fungal tweaks Outro made were a form of biological warfare. It was neither humane, nor was it for any other purpose than mass extinction. This did not sit well with Entity. Outro had made more than one or two changes and had instead unleashed a handful of fungal infections that laid waste, within days, to the enormous plain upon which the settlement occupied. What had once been a profusion of tall red and yellow grasses, now only withered stumps, remained wrapped in black spores that exploded in the air in dark spastic puffs with the lightest of touches. 

Outro seemed delighted as the visitors milled about, their food sources dying literally in front of their eyes. They moved, sent out expeditions, only to find the fungal infections followed, and eventually travelled on in front of them, reducing their food supply to nothing but blackened dead zones. Vast stretches of land became wastelands of death and dying. And it didn’t affect the visitors alone. Oh no, it spread to the insect life, the animals, both large and small, that depended on the plant life of the plains. The animals that could escape, did. This had the added effect of simply spreading the fungal infection further, runners of it spreading out through the various land routes. If seen from above, it might have first resembled tiny black veins that grew thicker, closer, wider, as the days progressed.

The effect on the visitors’ population was immediate and brutal. It remained a mystery to Entity how this species could have progressed to sentience, and more, moved off-world, without the obvious means of defending themselves against infections such as this. It soon became clear that the fungus not only killed the plants, it infected and killed the visitors themselves. The end would come rather quickly, without warning. As if they were puppets whose strings were suddenly cut. The visitors would collapse, often in mid-stride, dead before they hit the ground. The corpse would change in color to a putrid gray-green before collapsing in on itself into a bubbling, stinking froth before a single day had elapsed. Within a month, oily black streaks were all that remained. The immature versions still frolicked in the waters of the sea, but now they were easily picked off by the behemoths of the deep, since there were no adults to apply the special paste. And as soon as they emerged from the waters, if they survived the denizens of the deep, well, their days were numbered. The spores were in the air now, everywhere, and food wasn’t just scarce, it was nonexistent. 

Outro appeared delighted with this.

Entity viewed these events with a growing dread. It was a terrible thing, the undoing of a species. Worse, the spores were light, light enough to find purchase in the upper atmosphere, thus endangering the far side of the enormous world, Entity’s side. Bad enough that Outro had tainted the soil and air of its side of the world, but now Entity’s own carefully curated ecosystem hung in jeopardy. It reacted quickly, for there was no time to waste. It created its own fungus, one that would attach to the hyphae of Outro’s fungus, inject enzymes that broke down the host fungus’s cell walls, and allowed the new fungus to feed on the deadly one. An elegant design that included a self-terminator gene capable of ending the new fungus once there was no more of Outro’s fungus to consume.

Despite Entity’s best efforts, the fungal infection took decades to disperse. On Outro’s side of the world, things took longer, centuries, and the plain itself remained a lifeless zone, free of plant or animal life for a millennium. It was, Entity believed, a powerful lesson for Outro. One it could only hope would never need to be repeated. 

The simple buildings erected by the visitors remained. Constructed of an amalgam of resins, simple, yet well-made, the buildings remained where all other evidence of the visitors was erased. In time, Outro reported it had successfully remediated the soil and engineered the growth of a large forest of trees where there had once been a large plain. Whatever remained of the buildings the visitors had constructed became swallowed up, never to be seen again.

The world was empty of invaders... save Entity and Outro.
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In the Darkness
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Date: 03.01.2104

Daniel knocked at the Medical Bay door. He wore the indestructible khakis the 3D printers had issued to all the colonists. The machines were kept busy spitting them out ever since being unpacked planet side and powered up. The fabric, a combination of natural fibers and polymers, were perfect for the rough and tumble work of creating a colony from scratch on their new world. 

“Morning, Doc.”

Carrie Schrader looked up from her tablet.

“Medry, how are you?” She grinned up at him. “How’s Sam?”

“Feeling good. No morning sickness yet.”

Samantha and Daniel had been some of the first colonists on the ground. And Sam, in between ordering a simple three-room structure for the house printers to create once they unpacked, had been right behind Kit Tanner requesting a donation of sperm from the ARC. She, Kit, and a host of others were ready to cook up a new generation. It blew his mind to think they had been here less than a week. Their children would know no other world than this one. 

“Give it a couple more weeks, maybe a month. Hopefully, pregnancy will suit her.” Carrie Schrader unfolded herself from her seat next to the patient. She was tall, thin, and her red hair pulled into a ponytail. “I have my implantation scheduled for next week.”

Daniel nodded toward the man in the bed. “Any change?” 

Carrie stared at the patient lying motionless in the bed. “No.” She set down her tablet. “And honestly? I doubt there will be. The damage to his brain, the swelling, it took its toll.”

She bit her lip, frowned. “It’s probably wrong of me to say it, but I wish you had killed him. He takes up resources. Time. Neither of which I have much of at this point.”

Daniel grimaced. Nathan Zradce looked serene as he lay there, unmoving. To look at him now, it felt impossible to believe he had tried to kill over 250 innocent people, including his own wife. He had never regained consciousness after the fight on the Cryo deck. And if the good doctor was right, he never would. There were no answers to the questions that still woke Daniel up at night. Sam had grown so used to it, she barely stirred as he would leap to his feet, fists swinging, in perpetual fight mode. Fighting for his life, one that had nearly been lost, along with everyone else in Cryo. 

That Carrie had actually found fault with him was almost a relief. Compared to the others, and their near-worship of him over the past month. The relief vanished as Carrie placed a warm hand on his arm. “If you hadn’t stopped him, Daniel...”

How many times had he heard those words? Too many to count. He had achieved an almost cult-like status among the colonists. People he had met in training and never spoken to again had approached him, shook his hand, thanked him. It remained uncomfortable, the thought that others, far more talented, more important, considered him some kind of hero. 

Face it, Daniel. You aren’t hero material any more than you are dad material.

The voice in his head sounded a lot like Janine. Which always made him think of Luke, and then of Toby. His son, his flesh and blood, was alone back on Earth. More than anything, it just made him feel guilt, unending, and pervasive. That he was here, and his son was alone.

“I should go.” He turned away, only to feel her hand on his arm again.

“Daniel.” Her eyes were full of compassion. She was one of the few who knew the whole sordid truth. He was stuck there in Calypso’s Medical Bay for two weeks before his body had healed enough to handle contorting itself into the tiny confines of his personal coffin again. What he hadn’t told her, she had gleaned from his and Sam’s discussions. She knew about Toby, just as Kevin Edmonds and Sam did. No one else. It had been his private shame, his cross to bear. He had abandoned his son. Even if he hadn’t known that the ESH virus would take Luke and Janine and leave Toby all alone.

My fault.

“Take care of yourself, Daniel. Come by anytime. He’s not going anywhere.”

Daniel nodded. “Thanks, Doc.”

The door slid shut behind Daniel and the doctor, leaving the room’s sole occupant in peace. This was how it was most days. No visitors, no distractions, just Nathan and the machines steadily beeping.

Nathan floated in the darkness. Tethered and untethered, with no real here or there. There was no time, save the ever-present beep of the machines. He knew that much, but little else. Time simply did not exist here in this space. Nor pain.

Not even the jolting ride through the atmosphere, from ship to surface, had disturbed him. His consciousness was a mere whisper of what it had been when he was whole, before the wrench Daniel Medry wielded had staved in his skull and stopped him from murdering anyone else. Before that, his mind, his psyche had felt split, pulled in two directions, two realities. His role on board the ship compromised, torn and frayed, by the Otherness of his thoughts. As if his mad, crazed mother had seeped into him. 

It was here, in this darkness, that Entity found him.

He floated in the dark, and it floated with him, curling about him, as a fog would wrap its way through a city on the edge of the sea.

At first, there were no words, not even emotion. Still, Nathan felt Entity, knew it was something else, something so completely different that words could not describe it.

something different 

like but not same

“Me?” He asked it in response

yes different 

not same 

different from others

He didn’t know how to respond to Entity. His thoughts remained disconnected, fragmented. He wasn’t all there, and he knew enough to recognize that.

different  

It repeated, stuck on this subject.

“I am... hurt. I think.” Nathan tried to remember why he was here in this darkness. The smashing pain. The feel of a ship’s boot slamming into his head, consciousness fragmenting, disintegrating. Voices. Movement. Machines. That had been his reality for a while. How long? He struggled to define time and failed then, lost in the darkness.

Here in this place, there was nothing to define time. Nothing to define reality, either. Perhaps the entity was nothing more than his imagination struggling to find something here in the void. If you put someone in a cave, deep underground, and turn off the lights, the mind refuses to see nothing. It manufactures colors, patterns, even with no input. The mind cannot conceptualize a space without images to accompany it. And so it was with Nathan. As for this Entity, this presence, however, he could imagine it, or, if he were lucky, perhaps he had a companion here in the void.

“What is your name?” Nathan asked the entity. 

He felt it shift around him, coiling around his arm, softly, whisper soft and cool, not so different from a gentle breeze.

name

It said it, or rather he felt as if it were said, with almost a note of curiosity at the end. His mind told him it was a question of sorts. Was it confused by such things? Did it even know what a name was? What if this consciousness, this presence, didn’t know what a name was?

“My name is Nathaniel. Well, no, it’s Nathan now.” Even now, he struggled to know for sure. Nathaniel had done terrible things. Hadn’t he? Nathan, however. Nathan was not full of God’s wrath. Nathan had come to... 

He stopped. Confused. What had Nathan come to do? Why was he here at all?

injured hurt 

not right

Entity’s words weren’t said so much as Nathan felt or saw them. He realized that neither of them was truly talking here, in this dark and empty place. 

“Perhaps?”

damaged yet alive

If Nathan could have, he would have nodded. Yes, it seemed that was the case. What had happened, exactly? He struggled to understand it, felt like he was making progress, only to have the truth slip from him, as water falls through your fingers.

can be fixed

It wasn’t a question, but a statement.

“I don’t know what is wrong with me.” Nathan struggled to understand. A thought, or two, or three, just beyond reach. His mind muddied, slow.

can fix

“Okay.” Nathan answered. 

Whatever the entity did, it took time. But Nathan Zradce felt as if he had time, lots of it. His thoughts, so scattered and discombobulated, arranged themselves better. Memories flashed before his eyes. Out of order, though. One moment he would remember a dish he hadn’t eaten since childhood, and another, the way Jennifer’s lips felt when he kissed her.

linear creature

“A what?”

linear creature finite

“Yes, I am finite. Human.”

all human finite

“Yes, all humans are finite. At least, for now.” A term tumbled through his fractured mind. A discussion with someone important, someone he... loved. 

“Imagine it, Nathan. We could reach the singularity in our lifetime. We’ve been on the cusp of it for decades. Technology can and will transform humanity.” Jennifer’s eyes flashed with excitement. 

Jennifer. His... wife. There was something he remembered about her face. Behind a pane of thick glass. Frost at the edges. The entity probed and queried.

another finite

“Yes, my... wife.”

what is wife

“My partner, my... mate.”

Entity remained silent. Nathan felt it move around him, settle again, and a rush of memories burst forth. Mother. Immanuel. How long since he had thought of his brother? Long dead now. His reflection, his mirror, his face in another.

not nathan same 

but different 

finite

“My twin brother.” Nathan explained. “He died a long time ago.”

Entity was silent for a moment.

brother finite

“Yes, my brother was finite. He lived a very short amount of time.” 

The image of his brother’s back arcing unnaturally backwards filled his mind. Fingers curled, limbs stiff, tiny feet drumming out a manic, unnatural pattern against concrete. The sound of Immanuel’s head cracking against the hard floor. Toys scattering.

Now he understood it, where before his young mind could not. He hadn’t known then that Immanuel had suffered from a massive seizure. Nor that he had likely died from a head injury as his head repeatedly smacked against the concrete floor during the seizure. It hadn’t been Nathan’s fault, not really.

Not my fault. Not any of it.

The thought ran through Nathan’s mind. And it rocked him. Why had he thought he was to blame? Because Mother had said it was his fault?

what is this fault

“My mother blamed me for Immanuel’s death. She said I was to blame.” Nathan explained. “But I was so small, just a child. There was nothing I could have done. I realize that now.”

what is child

“An immature version of an adult.” Nathan replied. Again, there was silence. “Two of us, a male and a female, we can make another. It starts out tiny, grows inside of a female until it is time for it to be born, and comes out as a newborn child. Helpless. It grows over the period of several years and becomes an adult by eighteen years.”

years

“A year is a measurement of a planet’s full rotation around the sun.”

time

“Yes.”

And so it went. The questions continued. Nathan answered. He remained adrift in the darkness, with only occasional sounds, reminding him that there was something else beyond the void. Nathan could feel Entity wrapping itself around and through him, pushing into the folds of his mind. He let it. After all, what else was there to do here in this dark and lonely place?
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Perchance to Dream
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Date: 04.20.2104

“Good morning, Ellie!” Carrie Schrader flashed Ellie Satler a brilliant smile of welcome as Ellie entered Medical Bay. It brightened her morning, which had been a difficult one. Her daughter Eva, normally a happy five-year-old, had not wanted to go to the school newly established in a brand-new building there on the surface. She still asked after her friends from back on Earth.

Poor kiddo, how do I tell her that her friends, if they survived the ESH virus, are now eleven years old?

Eva had to be peeled from her this morning by her teacher and gently guided over to where another child, Simon, sat playing quietly. Ellie had thanked her, then promptly left, afraid that if she stayed, Eva would reattach herself.

“Good morning, Carrie. I’m sorry I’m late.”

Carrie waved her hand dismissively. “Don’t be. I was just finishing up with some notes. Grab a coat,” she said, pointing to the white lab coats hanging on the wall, “and follow me on rounds. We have a half dozen, so it’s a pretty light load.”

“I’ll do my best to keep up.” Ellie felt nervous, and she was sure it showed. Her first day of training and Eva clinging to her like a lamprey eel, combined with still adjusting to the additional gravity, had left her flustered and nervous.

Carrie smiled at her. “You’ll do fine, Ellie, I’m sure of it.”

Their first patient, Kit Tanner, was in her first trimester and suffering from hyperemesis gravidarum. Kit’s normally warm olive skin looked paler than usual. Her dark brown hair was pulled back in a simple braid and her blue eyes looked bloodshot, tired. Everyone in the colony looked like this. The daily demand of creating their colony was exhausting, especially at the higher gravity level. 

“I feel better now thanks to the electrolytes,” Kit said, fidgeting impatiently with a corner of the bedsheet. Ellie could tell the younger woman was itching to leave the medical center and return to work. 

“I’m sure you do, Kit, but this is your third visit in less than three weeks. I think we need to consider a more aggressive approach and start you on DiclegisNu.” 

Kit frowned and shook her head. Nearly half an hour was eaten up as she argued about how she just needed more B6 and ginger. Ginger was in limited supply. Some plants, despite all tests done in advance, struggled to thrive on their new world. Kit finally accepted Carrie’s recommendation, and they moved on down the hall, heading for the next patient.

“Sometimes the most difficult patients are those with a background in medical,” Carrie murmured quietly once they were out of range. “Doctors are the worst.” She gave a small, deprecating laugh. “I’ll try to keep that in mind so I don’t make everyone’s life miserable. Kit has a degree in Nutrition. We also learned that she is carrying twins and, well, she is still grieving.”

“I heard she asked for Deeks’ sample.”

Carrie nodded, her lips thin, unhappy. “They would have been good together. He was a great guy.”

The morning moved quickly as they met patient after patient. Most were there because of injury. One had suffered a fractured wrist, another a sprained ankle. All were champing at the bit to get back to work. There was still so much to do. Creating a home on an alien planet was an endless cacophony of competing priorities. 

Ellie’s stomach grumbled in hunger by mid-morning. She had been so busy making sure Eva ate breakfast she had forgotten her own. She followed Carrie as the doctor turned down a lonely hallway off of the main hall.

“And here is our last patient.” Carrie said, her mouth tight, unsmiling. 

The room was tiny, barely more than a closet that held the hospital bed, life support, and the two of them. Nathan Zradce lay unmoving in the bed, his breathing regular, echoed by a faint wheezing from the bellows of the machine that kept air in his lungs. 

Ellie stood there, feeling far less awkward than she had around the other patients. Here, arrayed before her, was nothing but a slab of meat. He had no obvious injuries, but it had been several months since Medry had bashed the bastard’s head in. She felt a wave of hatred and disgust roll through her. Zradce had tried to kill her child. Nearly had
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