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Leaving the
planet used to be a death sentence, but Jurn returned from the
Shadow Squares solar installation with the news of the Corps-caused
global disaster. No one was surprised when he disappeared. But he
hadn’t returned emptyhanded. Hidden deep beneath the skin in his
hip, Jurn has smuggled tech which could change everything.

He is secretly
helped by Denni, a thirty year old trapped by societal judgement in
her parents’ basement. She had taken on the unenviable task of
cleaning up the internet, and with it reforming the way that
knowledge was collected and understood. As secret as a spider in
her web, Denni has toppled regimes, built universities, funded
science, and espionage in her fanatical devotion to a secret
project that she dares not utter aloud.

Tason was
sliding sideways through a gamer’s life when his parents demanded
that he support himself. They never imagined that he would talk
himself into a job with the Indian space agency and then with the
Corps. Gathering a team of misfits from the Dharavi slum of Mumbai,
Tason cons their way into orbit, already planning how he might turn
the latest change in their luck to their advantage.

Setting in
motion an impossible project, two ships out of Bangkok force an
asteroid and a comet to collide. They have set their sights on far
Proxima, and a generation ship to take them there. Busy calculating
a slingshot around the sun and Jupiter and worrying that their
fragile ship will disintegrate, they refuse to divulge their
intentions to an Earth distracted by environmental and social
collapse.

With as many
projects as there are people to suggest them, Earth is either on
the cusp of a galaxy-wide civilization or is merely making
technological noise before it falls into mayhem and biosphere
collapse. In the centre of the struggle, Denni connects people with
technology, ideas with those who can fund them, and vision with
those brave enough to carry them to fruition.
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Chapter One ~ Shadow
Square Espionage

 Drifting weightless in the dark, his right leg cored
of its bone, Jurn tried to remember his resolve. Fighting his
temptation to vent the previous year in a soundless scream, he
cautioned himself, cajoled himself, and ended by begging. Just
hold on a little longer, you stupid bugger. That’s all I
ask.

On the Shadow
Squares, the Corps fancied that the punishment should fit the
crime. They’d assured Jurn that he was lucky he wasn’t floating in
a decaying orbit, his suit out-gassing on the descent, his charred
body falling over the Pacific. Jurn’s crime had been monstrous.
Their figures showed how many people would die on the surface from
a lack of power because he’d sabotaged the kilometres-wide solar
field Corps was building above the equator.

“You’ve delayed
us by three months’ work,” Snave yelled into his earpiece.
“Millions will be without electric power.”

Jurn listened
to the charge, drifting in and out of consciousness, until he shook
himself to remember his plan. Beaten by their condemnation, he
strove to remember that his actions had been deliberate, and that
the shooting pain in his leg, and the uncomfortable bulk in his
left hip, would make it all worthwhile.

When Jurn
finally gave in to screaming, he was too far gone to see the look
of satisfaction on Dr. Mejle’s face. Jurn was deorbiting human
society, burning in the atmosphere of his own life, and would,
Mejle was assured, end up a crippled vegetable in a chair.

“Give him
another twenty-four hours of that, and then ship him down.”

~

Denni
considered herself to be a conduit. For the people in Lubern,
population two hundred in the summer, she was invisible. She’d not
attended school after an abortive experiment when she turned six,
and since that moment she’d been kept inside. The noise of the
chaotic world wore on her, but from her parents’ basement she was
increasingly attracted to, and obsessed by moving information from
one place to another.

If caught
skulking to the refrigerator in the middle of the night, Denni
would flood the air with information about particulate in the air,
or endocrine blockers in the ground water. In person, her audience
would reel backward, stunned, Denni believed, by the raw truth at
her fingertips. Her friends online shared rather than feared her
expertise, and she fed them carefully if they were new to the
deluge, and poured her strange elixir down their throat if they
were a regular follower.

Denni was a
guru of the information age, an old-style telephone operator
listening to every call, as well as the massive switchboard itself.
Her fingers calloused like a guitar player, she was on newsgroups
and chats, social platforms and obscure blogs, ferreting out
information, evaluating it, and if she found it worthy, watering it
with other facts until it grew like a weed rooted in the soil of
the darkest part of the web. Her identity hidden behind a dozen
constructs, as well as the best security her parents’ middleclass
salaries could buy after an upsetting NSA visit, Denni sat like a
spider in the middle of a vast web. Rather than trapping she was
releasing, and rather than waiting for a tremble in the silk, she
went searching.

The chaos of
the world was beyond her scope, but the merely human construction
of the internet was ripe for her changes. Although some might say
that she took on more than any could chew, she ground up
information into component parts and spit it back into the void,
where it would either ripen into fruit or wither on the vine.

~

They heard
later that they were the last coffin ship to leave Earth. Resources
were tighter than they realized, although with the many millions
starving around the world, Earth’s wish to conserve even her trash
should not have come as a surprise. Earth’s last coffin ship was
more than a decommissioned and rickety freighter hauling migrants
and criminals out to space, however. Working together in the tenth
year of the resource wars, those who organized their own escape had
pooled their meagre accounts, stolen materials, and bribed and
tricked government officials. Like eleven billion others, they were
running to a dream and away from a nightmare.

There were many
who spoke against shipping out, and some of their arguments were
compelling. Reverend Dander, for instance, claimed that life on
Earth, however brutish, could not equal what happened to people who
were desperate enough to leave. “These are one way coffin tickets
to a hell of cold, rather than a hell of fire. We have no guarantee
that any of the crews have survived. Don’t leave Earth now. Not
when she is at her most needy.”

Nera had
watched Dander on television, after four hundred channels were
limited to three just like when she was a kid. Nera was still
watching twenty years later, the night Dander’s church was bombed.
The camera cut to a long shot of the fireball, his church tinier
than it had ever seemed from the inside, at least behind the
flames. Even at the time Nera remembered wondering how the copter
cam could have been there, the news stations so ready to capitalize
on the slaughter. She didn’t like Dander’s preaching, and she was
dead set against his views, but obviously she wasn’t the most
aggressive of his detractors.

“You heard?”
Jennie had a way of calling almost before an event transpired.

“About Dander?
I was just watching it. Poor bastard.”

“Poor bastard
nothing. He’s our ticket. With the planet leavers so fired up they
will bomb a church, people will finally pony up with the cash. More
money than ever will come rolling in.”

“I knew I could
count on you for sympathy,” Nera had said to Jennie at the time,
but she was also aware that Jennie was just being realistic. She
could find a dollar bill in a windstorm if their project needed it,
and it did.

“My sympathy is
for those who are off planet. Which are few enough.”
Characteristically, Jennie hung up, leaving Nera sitting stupidly,
familiarly, with the receiver in her hand.

She was right,
of course. After Dander and fourteen hundred parishioners burned
alive, every tin can that could be cobbled together into a ship
would be packed to the gills with desperate hopefuls.

~

Tason never
considered himself to be a latter-day Thomas Edison. From what he
knew of the man, Edison was more hasty media chattel than inventor,
while Tason himself, trapped between his avatars from playing
D&D and his extensive science fiction collection, had followed
other footsteps. For his parents, however, cramped by their middle
class values, Tason’s extensive mining of fiction for his knowledge
of the world was unproductive and childishly arresting.

“You’re caught
up in some zero sum notion of how it can be,” Tason had told them
rather plaintively, but to no effect.

“Until you’re
ready to make an income—a twenty-three year old man living in our
basement—you’ll have to find another place to live.”

“Look. If it’s
about sleeping in, I can get up earlier.” Tason made the ultimate
concession.

“I’m sorry,
son.” His father didn’t look sorry at all. “You’re just going to
have to learn the meaning of work.”

“We can give
you a few more months to get a job.” His mother always scaled back
his father’s ultimatums, which was part of the reason Tason still
lived at home.

“No, we can’t.
We’ve given you more than enough time.” To underscore his
seriousness, his father stepped sideways and tore down Tason’s
prized X-files poster, his milk-white hands surprising deft.

“What the
fuck?”

“Watch your
language.” Unrepentant, his father crumpled the paper and threw it
into the corner of the room. “Pack your things.” He stamped out of
the room, leaving Tason’s mother behind.

“Oh, dear. Oh,
dear.”

Tason finally
pushed her out and closed the door while he tried to speed up his
thought processes. He wished, not for the first time, that he had
the cortical implants he’d heard were coming.

“Fuck’s sake,”
he mumbled to himself, and began rooting in his closet for a pack
even as he called Len, his gamer friend.

“Hey, Len.
You’ve got your own place.” It wasn’t really a question. “Can I
crash there for a couple of days? Yea, some problems with the
folks. Naw, temporary. Couple of days. Yea, thanks Wiz.”

Once he’d lined
up a couch, Tason, his mind working fairly well even without the
implants, packed some clothes, his console, and some hacked boards.
He left his laptop plugged into the cable until the last minute, in
case something blew across his screen that could change his whole
situation. Finally, bribing his way out of Roids, and closing the
dozens of windows on desperate social networking sites and
conspiracy pages, Tason tucked his laptop into his bag.

His parents
were just sitting down to dinner when Tason went through the
upstairs, and he stood at the table awkwardly. “Hey, if you guys
wouldn’t mind just keeping the stuff in my room so I can come get
it when I have a place, that would be cool.”

“Of course,
son.” His mother looked reproachfully at his father.

“You’ll be
better for it, boy.” His dad said finally, although what Tason
would be better for he was reluctant to say.

“Okay, see ya.”
Tason turned away, and just barely managed to avoid his mother’s
question about where he was going before the door pinched shut on
her concern.


Chapter Two ~
Recovery

 Three months later, true to Mejle’s guess, Jurn woke
in a chair. His mind came online slowly, recovering sound first and
then—the auditory signifiers still not resolving themselves into
words—pieces of images. Some featured the window where he was
parked, but most of them were a whirlwind of images taken from his
somnolent nightmares. He’d been with the dead, and had come back
with a single message.

Jurn struggled
to see, and as he did so, a voice came out of the murk.

“Ah, you’ll be
moving now, will ya? Not so patient as yesterday, shall we be.”

Jurn moved
towards the singsong voice, trying to locate himself.

“Na more
twitching for ya, love. Ya need to eat.”

The sensation
of the intrusion into his mouth was raw. His fears returning, Jurn
wanted to scream. When it resolved itself into a fireworks of
taste, he gasped.

“There, there,
love. Don’t you be fretting. I’ll not be pushing ya too fast. We
got old Charlie for that, and he’s not on shift today.”

His mind only
slowly waking up, Jurn tried to parse the words, the sentences, and
the accent. He was a child with H1N1, fighting his grandmother and
the spoon of her home remedy.

He saw, in the
dimness of his memory, the high ceilings of his grandmother’s
house, heard her steps approach the bed, and from the cavernous
depths of her quilted comfort he tried to pull himself awake. He
had a rabbit to feed, and somewhere, beyond what he could see, life
at school was going on without him.

“Steady now.
You’ll not be wanting to mess yourself. Will ya, hun?”

Abruptly, his
struggle gave way to a kind of lucidity and Jurn could see that he
was in front of a window. The light from the sun-lit mountains
showed the tired looking but friendly black woman who he supposed
was an aide. Jurn tried to speak.

“Ya looking at
me now. I do believe you’re coming out of it. I’ll be blessed.”

“Time?” Jurn
managed to stutter out.

“Ya be wanting
the time then. Well, good for you. It’s nine-fifteen, hun. And not
a minute past.”

Dissatisfied,
Jurn waited for his functions to return. He tongued the food,
chewed it and looked out the window. Control yourself buddy. So
you didn’t beat the drift. They won the first round, but—Jurn
shifted in his chair, his hip lumpy against the cushions.

“Easy now.
Don’t be tossin yourself out. That’s no way to enjoy a
breakfast.”

“Thanks.” Jurn
was genuinely grateful to wake to her soft voice after god knows
how long he’d been a vegetable.

“Well now,
you’ll be better in no time.”

“Name?”

“You’re Jurn
Turpot, hun. I’ve been callin you Jurn. Hope that suits.”

A brief spasm
of uncontrolled rage shook him. I meant your name, you silly
twit. But then he recovered himself. Jesus. What did they do
to me?

~

The common name
was coffin ships, which was more than a passing nod to the Irish
hopefuls gasping their last in the North Atlantic as sleazy
investors collected the insurance. Two centuries of sediment had
covered those bodies now, but the situation remained the same.
Every ship that left Earth’s atmosphere with a load of migrants was
insured to the hilt, and the price of their passage could have
fueled a small country. Most media sources claimed there was no one
to blame, and they talked of migrants so eager to escape Earth’s
deteriorating biosphere that they would pay anything to beg their
way aboard even a tramp ship.

The second
resource war had taken enough of a toll on the atmosphere, largely
in terms of dust clouds raised by explosives, that agricultural
productivity had dropped. Denni knew what the words meant. A drop
in productivity was corporate speak for mass starvation. Even as a
teen she’d been involved, linking Indian forestry projects with
academic articles pointing the way back to jungle for
feet-on-the-ground organizations which were engaged in land
reclamation. The data from the academics was pie-in-the-sky, but it
could be mined for useful chemistry and growth rates in a carbon
dioxide rich atmosphere. The farmer cooperatives knew how to
leverage their local resources, seaweed as organic compost on the
coast, food waste in the big cites, but they didn’t have the
theoretical knowhow to dig themselves out of the strip mine the
industrialists had made of the world. A synergy of the two, Denni
hoped, would go a long way toward shifting public policy and local
action.

As the
atmosphere cleared and food production began to climb to seventy
percent of the population fed, Denni turned her skills to other
problems. The world was a tangle of information but she was certain
if people had access to the correct answers, they would make better
decisions.

Her mother and
father sighed over the bandwidth bill, but they knew better than to
cut her off from whatever it was she did for twenty hours a day.
Autism was sometimes associated with obsessive behaviour, the
psychologist told them, and they had decided after one failed
experiment with canceling her Wi-Fi signal, that Denni could have
more destructive habits. They finally came to terms with her
obsession with online work by demanding that she spend at least an
hour away from the machines in the basement per day. By times this
took the shape of loitering in the backyard with them, and others
they could convince her to risk the sidewalk for a stroll. Mostly,
they merely checked on her, offered food and water, and uttered
endearments from the doorway.

Denni barely
noticed when plates appeared or were cleaned. She had given herself
a task. Although it was a moving, difficult-to-define target, she
was occupied with sanitizing her online world. Like a germophobe
obsessing about microbes she was concerned about the many websites
spreading misinformation, and the inaccurate comparisons between
studies and data. They were an irritant to her just as much as
allergies troubled the breathing of the asthmatic. The media world
took its cue from the human tolerance for illogic, and the online
platforms were rife with nonsense, but once she’d set herself on
the trail she was determined to hound-dog it until the end.

If her parents
knew what she was attempting, they would have been horrified. They
might even have risked another hospital stay while they hastily
unplugged her from the streaming world, but they merely watched the
media sources report on the destruction of the world they’d known
and worried about their anti-social daughter. They avoided thinking
about how she would manage without them in a world gone mad. They
went to work, paid their bills, and watched the oceans acidify, the
forests burn, the animals die, and human population run
rampant.

The mid
twenty-first century was not a good time.

~

In all, around
forty ships left, most of them piggybacking on converted ICBMs, or
riding old analog Soyuz’s. But by the time their ship, Wìng,
departed, Earth had only heard back from a handful. Some desperate
hopefuls had lodged on Mars, in the case of one ship, where they
eked out a living for a dozen years or so until they disappeared
from view. Others sailed on the solar wind as far as the asteroids,
arriving two years later with nearly empty ships and incoherent
survivors. Most of the coffin ships, if the underground reports
could be believed, were likely captured by the immense tidal forces
of Jupiter and the sun, although the tumbled carcasses on the Moon
spoke of some who hadn’t made it that far.

They told
themselves that they were different. That the ones who had gone
before them, trying to escape the rampant famine after the fossil
fuels were nearly gone and the climate had shifted into the
infrared, were unlucky, or unprepared. They pretended that the
dockyard reject they’d pushed themselves aboard was a star ship,
instead of a Helium 3 freighter looking for cargo on the short trip
back to the Moon colonies. They said the other ships had been
antiques that belonged in a museum rather than in transit. In
short, they lied to themselves, just as much as the remaining
eleven billion people on Earth—scraping a meagre life from sterile
dirt—were lying when they told themselves that their decreased
fertility and runaway mutations were a passing moment in the tidal
swell of human history.

Their team was
made up of NASA hopefuls, those who had spent the declining years
of the internet meeting in chat rooms and plotting trajectories.
None of their people had ever actually worked at NASA, although
they were avid followers, at least until the privatized space
industry realized that Helium 3 wasn’t the Earth’s energy answer
and had expended the last of their rockets offering, for a price,
an escape from Earth’s problems. For those who had more money than
knowledge, who thought the changing biosphere of Earth could be
favourably exchanged for somewhere else in the solar system, this
one way ticket was the way to the hidden wealth off-planet. They
imagined the hydrocarbons and metals of the asteroid belt, and the
mega tons of water in the icicles that circled Saturn. Gold rush
days had returned, and the stumbling skeletons of the poor once
again paved the way to the frontier, their bodies tumbling through
the frozen reaches of near-Earth space to make a kind of tarmac for
the age of rocketry.

They were
different, they told themselves, although in retrospect that
difference was hard to see. Ten years after the second dot.com
crash, the web had left behind an afterglow of fantasy, as—more
isolated than people had been since the Neanderthal—they started to
meet in person. By the time Nera joined the group, there were six
others. Jennie was an engineer, who, if she hadn’t been confined in
a spaceship, they would never have met her. She decided on the
project after the collapse of Ocean Steel brought down construction
right across the American states. Andrew was as boring as a time
travel documentary but a brilliant mathematician who had been
wasting his skills on increasingly convoluted tax returns, filing
for people who owed three layers of national government as well as
an international UN fee. Andrew was a friend of Jennie’s in some
tangled way that wasn’t immediately obvious.

The flight was
Jennie’s idea, and once she’d done the easy work of recruiting
Andrew, she sent him searching. Because Andrew knew the tax returns
of at least several hundred people, he isolated several more people
as candidates. James, or Seamus, as he insisted on being called,
had flown thirty of forty Helium runs, one long haul right to the
edge of Mars, as well as a recovery trip of a Mars orbiter, which
contained more platinum than anything on the Earth’s surface, and
therefore was supposedly worth the trip. Seamus had also been
charged with dropping off a doomed Mars colony. Andrew considered
him experienced.

Their social
engineer, as they increasingly came to regard her, was Margo, a
stern woman who had worked in government offices at a high enough
level that she never mentioned what her job entailed, although
something she had seen fueled her eagerness for departure. She
brought with her Miroki, who many of them thought of as her lover.
Miroki’s specialty was electronics, although she’d initially been
introduced to them as a software engineer. They soon found she
could design anything, and if they’d been partial to conspiracy
explanations, Nera was sure they’d have had many about her.

Jade was the
daughter of hippies who’d been born late in the fashion daisy
chain, so she only carried a few signs of her origin. Her
propensity to displays of ecstasy at natural wonders and almost
enforced calmness in emergencies bought some of her passage, and
she had a good effect on the rest. She was a biologist, and like
Miroki—with whom she seemed to have much in common—she spoke little
about her work in corporate labs. She had a more than passing
interest in what the moblogs were calling gene freaks, people who
had modified themselves beyond science fiction in their attempt to
exercise some control over their world or blend in with the
changing ecological niches.

Nera was the
oddball in the gang. Why Andrew ever selected her out of what
looked like a hundred more worthy candidates, was beyond her, but
if it was for eagerness, he had made the right decision. Nera had
been watching the ships leave for two decades and she wanted off.
Like her peers, she could see the pattern, and she didn’t like what
she saw. She’d studied history at university, but had ended up
writing speeches for a local green party candidate, at least that
was her job description.

In fact, she
organized dinners and entertainment for the various party
representatives, and if any of the ladies didn’t perform as
expected, she caught hell for it. She brought a sense of history to
Jennie’s project, scintillating conversation—if she were to
describe it—and a stash of hidden campaign funds that Andrew had
ferreted out and which she had located physically. That first few
million allowed them to bend the ear of the Minister of Migration,
who greased the way once he saw how seriously they took his need
for campaign contributions.

The tedious
scrambling for money was a matter of dangling pyramid schemes in
front of the last of the wealthy and lottery tickets in front of
potential crew. They did what they could to locate the money.
Although the morality of their actions might have seemed
questionable on Earth, they were determined to leave behind the
narrow values of their disintegrating world. They cobbled together
cash still warm from campaign manager’s hands, people’s hopeful few
dollars, and the last of the government-funded space research
contracts until they’d outfitted Wìng in a fashion to which they
hoped she would become accustomed.

They made a
deal, or rather left the deal making to Margo, who met with top
Thai officials after travelling the increasingly hostile world
looking for spaceport facilities. The government of Thailand
offered them generous terms by guaranteeing them the hydro/oxygen
mix that would get them off the ground in return for what looked
like a small favour. At the time no one questioned Margo’s good
sense, although later, while hundreds of Thai people exercised in
zero gravity around them, they felt like a coffin ship after
all.

With modern
ships most of the processes were automatic, which is to say they
barely understood what was going on beneath the hull. Rather than
last minute fixes in space, they could only depend on aging
redundant systems and the robustness of the original design. The
hull was built in Korea, part of what freighter people called the
three thousand club, slow but hardy ships carrying parts from over
a dozen countries. Many of her computer systems were Japanese,
while her wiring had been designed in the US and installed in
Mexico. Similarly, she was built of titanium mined in the Russian
steppes and her steel gathered from scrap yards all over the world.
The Koreans had built well in the last days of rockets, and once
their sturdy Russian code was running on her firmware, they thought
they were ready to leave.

~

If Tason
pondered his future, he would have cast himself as a misplaced
minor hero, a red-suited guy doomed to be tortured on some Star
Trek episode. He had a number of explanations for his relatively
obscure doom and they all had to do with the early days of
computing. He’d been born late in the computer craze, so had never
landed the job at Xerox or IBM that would have made him the big
money. Likewise, he wasn’t young enough to capitalize on the
networking that hacked many of his younger gamer friends into
connections and jobs. He’d encountered PC’s in school, and like
everyone else in class he had reluctantly sent a ball bouncing
across the screen with many pages of laborious code, little
realizing the potential of the clumsy machine in front of him.

When Tason
followed the well-worn path to university behind his cattle-like
peers, he chose computer science, a program in its infancy, but
promising job security and the possibility of advancement for
little initial investment. Tason spent those early years MUDding in
computer labs, running simultaneous IR chats, and reaching
tentatively onto the internet for his spiritual peers. Those years
passed quickly, and his transcript’s knobby collection of C’s and
B’s did little to impress his parents when his high school friends
were finding steady jobs and his lone resume entry was a two-month
stint as a fry cook in a greasy spoon by the highway.


Chapter Three ~
Getting Cagey

 Once he felt well enough to remember to be cagey,
Jurn let his recovery slip back into a near somnolence. He’d
briefly been the darling of the nursing home, the only talking
turnip in a row of vegetables, but it wouldn’t do to let word get
back upstairs. He knew the Corps never let go of one of their own,
especially one who’d worked the rigs.

Recovering his
memories slowly, and spending the boring hours of evening working
his toes and fingers, then his limbs, except his dead right leg,
Jurn was gradually able to pull himself to a sitting position in
bed. He took to reading over the shoulder of his aides, while they
tortuously worked through a magazine or newspaper. From that, Jurn
learned four months had passed since he’d been condemned to the
chair. Four months. Christ. They would have hired another team
by now, driven the other one to ground with fat bonuses and
hypno-blocks.

Jurn tested his
memory. Skipping the punishment of drift, he looked back over the
six month’s work he’d done for the Corps. His engineering knowledge
was still intact, and he could picture the vast superstructure of
the Shadow Squares, solar panels held in low orbit by huge tethers,
stealing Earth’s momentum for energy, coupled with ion engines. He
could see the transmitters which beamed microwaves down to
kilometres-wide receivers on the surface. It was all there. Feeling
gently with his fingers the lump under the skin of his left hip, he
also knew he’d escaped from the Corps with more than just
memories.

He was another
month planning his escape. He would have liked to fake his death,
but that would be almost impossible given his lack of mobility.
He’d practiced with the chair until his muscles came out of
hibernation and during the long hours of the night he wheeled back
and forth in the narrow hallways. The only clean way out was fire.
If Jurn burned the complex, then they would say he’d burned with
the rest, but he wasn’t ready to torch a hundred or so of the
nearly dead merely to have a clear escape. He needed to recover.
Then fall ill.

Jurn talked to
the staff, showed himself to be confused, and faked a memory loss.
Then he began, subtly, to complain of pain behind his right eye.
Although he wasn’t interested in a brain scan, he wanted the
medical concern to avoid his hip at all costs, and he’d been prone
to headaches since coming out of his fugue.

Six months
later Jurn’s subterfuge took effect. Practicing with the wheelchair
nightly, and watching the Shadow Squares grow in the newspapers his
aides increasingly read aloud to him, Jurn plotted his return. He
listened to them talk about the changeable weather and as it grew
more turbulent, he determined to leave the home.

When the
ambulance came for him, Jurn affected a bad day. He lay like a
vegetable. As much as he hated to deceive Dori, the staff member
he’d met first upon waking, he felt he had no choice. She pulled
his dead limbs while dressing him, all the while chiding him on
what she saw as his obstinacy.

“You’ll be a
lazy one today, aren’t ya? And today’s your big day too. Off to the
hospital, and not a thing wrong with ya.”

Jurn tensed
inadvertently.

“Ah, you’ll be
thinking that too, will ya?” Dori joked quietly.

Suddenly
fearful, Jurn waited for Dori to tell the authorities that he was
faking.

“Don’t ya
worry. I’ll be keeping my mouth shut. But I can tell ya, you’ll not
get out that way. What ya need”—Dori leaned in close and her breath
stirred his eyelashes—“is a group home. Then you’ll have respite
care. Then you’ll be able to do it.”

Horrified at
how much Dori had guessed, and wild with hope that she might be
able to help him, Jurn relented. “I’m hoping that today’s the day,”
he whispered.

“I know ya are.
But the ambulances are staffed by twos, and once you’re at the
hospital—” Dori straightened at the arrival of the gurney and
helped, in her calm and jovial way, the two men move Jurn’s inert
body.

“Ya take good
care of my man, here,” she reminded them. “He’s getting better
every day and will soon be on his way to a group home.”

The men just
grunted, and although Jurn couldn’t see their faces, he felt them
grin at the naïveté of an indulgent health care worker.

Dori was right.
She knew the system better than Jurn. On the trip into Vancouver,
and while at the hospital itself, Jurn saw no opportunity.
Desperate to get away and set his plan in motion, Jurn almost tried
to wheel down the ramp when he was sitting in the hall in a Johnny
shirt, but he knew such a move might jeopardize everything he’d
worked towards. Instead, he contented himself with learning what he
could of his situation. At the hospital they were efficient and
talkative, and Jurn learned of a new therapy that could regrow the
missing bones in his right leg.

“I don’t think
anyone’s going to be wasting their time with a vegetable, but maybe
as a test case?” Christina Fawcett, Jurn had learned, was partway
through her program in anesthesiology, and more than a little
certain of herself.

“If he came
from money . . .” the staff nurse looked at Jurn doubtfully. “They
don’t need test cases anymore. And it’s refined enough that it’s
even hit the black market.”

Jurn’s initial
hope that he’d walk again had been revived. The stem cell research
that promised to duplicate body parts had been in its infancy when
he’d shipped aloft. But he’d held out that thin hope that the
damage could be repaired when they’d sent in the snakelike vacuums
to drain what was left of the bones they’d crushed with ultrasound.
Jurn had the money. He just needed to get far enough from the Corps
that they would never suspect what he was doing.

Once the
hospital trip proved to be a bust, although he had scans hanging
above his bed for his visiting physicians to peruse, Jurn decided
to approach Dori.

“Do you think
your sister would take me in?” Jurn finally asked after they’d
skirted the topic long enough to annoy both of them.

“I can’t say,
Jurn. But you know as well as I that you don’t have no ordinary
ailment.”

“What do you
mean?” Jurn glanced inadvertently at the scans on the wall.

“Not them,”
Dori gestured vaguely. “You have the Corps written all over you, on
your files and in this place. You need to move out of here quiet,
and then get killed somewhere.”

Jurn was
shocked that Dori could foresee so much of his plan, although she
could not have known what he’d done and was thinking to do. “What
makes you say that?” Jurn began to withdraw.

“You have a
plan, Jurn. And I’ve seen a few of you come through. So I know what
your plans are about. But I can tell ya, that you have to be
careful. Lot of Geri-chairs coming into this ward, not too many
Geri-chairs going out, if you know what I mean.”

Jurn nodded. “I
can pay her,” he said carefully.

“Ah, but who’ll
be paying for her life, Jurn? You let me think about it, and I’ll
find you someplace. Someplace safe and where no harm will come to
me and mine.”

~

Mass protests
spread across the globe as the climate shifted. Some sources blamed
the increasing frequency of extreme weather events on the warming
ocean, while others pointed to the construction of the Shadow
Squares, but all agreed that the Earth was rapidly becoming
uninhabitable. The southern Atlantic roiled with the thirtieth
hurricane of the season, and the Pacific had almost twice as many
typhoons. The coastal shelves were all but abandoned, and the
fisheries were impossible to maintain. The tragedy of the commons
had sent out unscrupulous corporate ships and local starving
fishermen, for they reasoned if the fish stocks were going to die
they might as well have their fill. They were unaware that they
were merely part of a vast movement. All around the globe people
were siphoning off the last of their resources, imagining their
present hunger and leaving nothing for the rainy days still to
come.

Denni had taken
to cracking her knuckles while she worked out what shade of
optimism could drive people to force their politicians to forget
their bribes. She wanted the middle class households across the
planet to turn down their heat, to buy less plastic, to have fewer
children, and to forgo travel. The task was both impossible and
written into her DNA, and she moved around guess and sentiment and
conspiracy theory until only reasoning reigned.

The human
emotional life, even in the microcosm of a singular person, was
impossible to sort from noise, and in aggregate Denni was
hopelessly at sea when she tried to understand their motivations
enough to drive them from one idea to the next. She read economic
reports about financial carrots and legislative sticks, but the
chaos of human legal systems spread across more than two hundred
competitive states was impossible to control. She needed another
strategy, and she began to look into energy consumption and
production.

~

When the Thai
rocketry expert left for a project in Kazakhstan, they were slowed
a bit, until they discovered an overly bright and scarcely
socialized kid, Deles, who they’d paired with a diesel mechanic
from the local truck garage, Paul Macdonald, whose understanding of
the complexities of their propulsion system bordered on genius.
Originally, they hoped their engineer would return, but after Paul
caught up on some of the latest technology, which he called
managing the explosion, and Deles developed a grudging respect for
Paul, they never troubled themselves that the rocket man had
disappeared into the silence surrounding Belo-Russia.

Alone amongst
of all of them, Paul had a child. His girl Fiona, a cute, funny
fifteen-year-old, had been left behind when his ex-wife killed
herself over the UN’s twentieth report about the state of the
biosphere. Paul had made it clear that he was only shipping aboard
for his daughter, and if she weren’t allowed to come, he’d find
another ship. Paul’s threat was mere outgassing, however, for in
the final days of outfitting their ship, few were registered to
leave. By the time they were ready, and had loaded up the local
crew of Thai hopefuls—as per their agreement with the Thai
government for use of their landing facilities—they were almost the
only option.

On the day of
departure, they were nearly passing out from exhaustion and running
off the nervous energy from the stress of failure. Even unflappable
Jade was biting her nails and pulling on her hair, cut short for
the flight though it was. Nera came forward to the flight deck,
after overseeing the stowage of fifty Thai nationals who’d won
their government’s permission to carry Thai culture into space.

“Jesus, Nera,
what the fuck we waiting for?” Even Seamus was nervous. Nera took
that as a bad sign.

“Do you think
Wìng will fly?” Nera kept her voice low.

“Of course
she’ll fly, ya dumb bastard.” Like many, Seamus’ nerves controlled
his mouth.

Nera nodded to
Paul and Deles, who were running a series of rapid calculations on
what looked like a ten-year-old laptop, and settled into her seat.
She felt Seamus’ words turning in her stomach and just wanted to
get it over with, even if they were going to Columbia all over the
sky.

“We’re waiting
for the Queen.” Jennie was as poised as ever, although she’d been
up for two days straight. An hour earlier Nera had seen her legs
sticking out from under one of the engines where she’d gone for a
last minute check. “The Queen wants to formally thank us, and, I
would guess, oversee the delivery of the package.”

The package was
a sore spot. They were taking more than the fifty colonists they’d
promised to carry. Beyond the good will of the Thai government, in
the final days of the preparation they had learned that they were
also contracted to carry a ten thousand kilogram package. Margo had
repeatedly asked for information on its contents and been refused,
and by the time the fueling canisters were sitting on the tarmac
waiting for the package’s arrival, they stopped protesting.

“We had to
throw out a dozen and half of our ponics. It had better be good.”
Andrew was gritting his teeth, and his jaws flexed his face into
someone Nera didn’t recognize. They carried hydroponics, as a
matter of course for oxygen and food production, but they had named
those systems which were in hibernation ponics. They were sub-zero
capsules packaged for release into greenhouses, when they had them.
Jettisoning some of them hadn’t set well with anyone.

“The package,
as you call it, will ensure your survival, and the survival of our
people.” Somehow, the Thai Queen, Phra Thep, had arrived without
them knowing.

“Welcome
aboard, Your Majesty.” Jennie covered their confusion with
greetings.

“I am no
majesty to you, our ambassadors to space. And I won’t keep you.”
The Queen made a gesture with her hand and a lightly suited man
stepped from behind her. “But I would like to offer you this
gift.”

Paul and Andrew
looked into her hands, but Margo understood immediately. “I’m
sorry, Your Majesty, but we have calculated our exit weight quite
closely, and we don’t have fuel for an extra person.”

“You do now.”
The queen bowed. “Another ship will follow you, a drone. It is a
fuel ship, and carries other resources as well. Thirisak, you may
call him Sak”—the man bowed deeply with his hand together in front
of him—“is a more than capable chemical engineer. We shall miss
him, but you will need him on your journey.” The steel that held
Thailand together alone amongst so many other failed kingdoms was
evident. They bowed politely, acknowledging that the kingdom was
largely responsible for the success of their enterprise.

“Welcome
aboard, Sak,” Nera was the first to greet him, and when she turned
to say goodbye to the Queen she was gone. “She left quick.”

“You have mere
moments to catch your launch window,” Sak reminded Seamus. “You
should take your seat.”

“We don’t have
an extra seat for you—” Nera leaned back to offer hers.

“I do not
require.” Sak inserted himself, and crouched more than what looked
comfortable, behind a service panel that projected into the
passageway. “I will sit here.”

Jennie looked
at Andrew with raised eyebrows, began the countdown sequence and
checks even as the fueling trucks were pumping, and with barely
time for the ground crew to scramble to safety, Wìng took to the
sky.

“Remember,
coffins”—Seamus used the common term affectionately but it still
rankled slightly—“we’re not coming back, and this is the last
planet we’ll be landing on. So all she has to do is rise. After
that, it’s up to us.” Seamus was chattering more than usual, the
stress of the creaking ship wearing on him, perhaps even more than
on them or the fifty passengers in the hold.

Nera looked at
Sak. Wedged into a space Paul couldn’t even have fit into, he
looked at her and winked. Nera waved, and then gravity forced down
her hand. They were on their way.

~

Len didn’t live
very far from Tason, which was lucky since he didn’t search the bus
schedules before he unplugged his laptop. He walked to Len’s
apartment, took a deep breath while looking into the lighted
windows, and knocked.

“Tough one,
eh?” Len was instantly supportive.

“They’ll come
around.” Tason tried to evade the inevitable conversation but it
was on a track and couldn’t be diverted.

“So what do
they want from you anyway?”

Grimacing,
Tason said, “On about a job.”

“They have one
for you? Or just want you to get one?” Len couldn’t help but sound
superior. He’d been working at a call centre for three years and
had an apartment with a T1 line. He was an old hand at Warcraft and
was even trying to shop his own video game, although it was close
enough to Lord of the Rings that he was looking straight
into copyright problems if it ever got picked up. Tason doubted it
ever would.

“They want me
to get a job.”

“You could work
with me.” Len was expansive. He was helping a friend in need, and
new blood might help his cred at the office. “I could probably get
you in.”

“I’ve got to
think about things, get my shit together,” Tason said gratefully,
“but thanks for the offer man.”

“Anyway”—Len
gestured towards the couch—“help me unload that and you’re set up.
Router’s over there and I’ve put in a cable for you. You can wire
up on the coffee table. Cool?”

“Great man.
I’ll plug in. Maybe send out some feelers,” Tason slid his laptop
out of its case, looking longingly at Len’s desktop, with its
sprouted drives and peripherals.

Once Tason was
plugged, they both settled down to the serious business of tracing
packets through virtual space. Len was purchasing credits at a
fantastic rate, trading pocket nukes and invisibility cloaks like
there was no tomorrow, amassing a credit ranking quickly so he
could sell it on before his avatar was found out. Selling virtual
selves to noobs was popular, and still legal, but frowned upon by
corporate types who wanted to maintain some sort of gaming
credibility.

Tason wandered
the byways of the internet, stumbling here and there, and then
picking himself up to wander some more. He pondered the viability
of a porn site, read through material which made claims of hundreds
of ad-sense dollars, but then he rejected it in favour of
distraction pages. He could set up a page devoted to a special
interest, like Moliere’s disease, then just sit back and reap the
hit-money, all for a bit of maintenance.

By three in the
morning, Tason, like many before him, became entranced by the easy
money to be made by writing bait text for bot engines. He scanned
the short contract, gave his digital signature to the web form, and
set up a PayPal account to collect his fees. Then he sat down to
the arduous work of writing copy. Feeling like a newspaper reporter
in a previous era, Tason worked through the night, spinning
articles on breast-feeding and hip replacement, reusing oil drums
and Italian cooking. By morning he’d found the richest node. Just
before going to sleep he’d established himself as writer for
Space.com and ScienceDaily and a dozen other sites who bought their
scoops from central servers, spliced it with public domain photos
and posted, even as other news sites were getting their act
together.

Tason was still
asleep on Len’s couch, his first real job making his fingers
twitch, as Len closed the door softly, and then with a grin, opened
it to slam it harder. As fresh morning droned into noon and then
buffet style into afternoon, Tason shifted on the couch, wondering
unconsciously why his bed had grown protuberances, and sniffed the
air. By late afternoon, just as the sun was despairing that Tason
would rise at all, Tason fired up his laptop, which had hibernated
after downloading fifty gig of NASA photos. He first checked his
PayPal account, and when he found he’d only made fifty dollars for
his trouble, he was at first dismayed, and then angry.

By the time Len
came home Tason was still cursing about how he’d been ripped off.
“Assholes. I wrote at least two hundred worth. At least. Wonder
where that went?”

“Did you check
your account again? Maybe you’re up against a time zone.” Len could
be infuriatingly reasonable when that was the last thing Tason
wanted.

Tason left his
pizza on the table and went back to his computer. His PayPal
account now showed two hundred and fifty. “God damn, you’re right
Len. How the fuck you knew that is beyond me, but you’re right. Let
me pay for the pizza.”

“Don’t worry
about.” Len waved away the implied virtual money. “You’ve got a job
now. You’re on your way.”

Looking closely
at his friend to make sure Len wasn’t preparing the
time-to-be-on-your-way speech, Tason nodded. “I’ll work at it
tonight too. Then maybe I’ll check out some apartment ads.”


Chapter Four ~ Escape
Velocity

 True to her word, Dori located a room for him in her
sister’s group home for people recovering from strokes and trauma.
Taking his leave of her, and declaring that he’d make sure some of
his profit would come her way, Jurn moved—the Corps watching his
every move for a return of the old Jurn—to the Dueck Street Halfway
House.

At first the
autocratic way the house was run reminded Jurn, rather
unpleasantly, of life on the rig. He’d had similar bosses drifting
over the Pacific and working twelve hour shifts building relay
stations and monitoring auto assembly robots. Then Jurn came to
appreciate the rigidity of the schedule, as through physiotherapy
and a constant barrage of subtle abuse, he developed his muscles
and tried to catch up in his field. Engineering had changed a lot
since Jurn had been out of the system.

When he was
considered well enough, mentally at least, to have access to the
internet, Jurn began his real work. He contacted a woman in Seattle
who knew something about the stem cell research and he’d heard,
through his contacts before he went to ground, that she knew where
work could be done. Then, through a series of false servers and
fake IP’s, he drifted through the surviving BBS’s of the former
Soviet Union. Trolling for connections, he finally found Evgevny
Volkov, from a research group in the Urals.

In a series of
emails, each one risking more and more of what he could offer them,
Jurn made his bargain. Once the money was in his account in the
Cayman’s, he pushed the next domino in the series that had brought
him from space a vegetable and would now take him to Washington
State.

On a spring
day, over six months after his initial awakening at the nursing
home, Jurn wheeled down the block. He’d assured Dueck House that
his excursions were part of his therapy. Then, hailing a taxi, Jurn
went to a busy downtown bus stop. There he hailed another taxi and
went to the train station, where he negotiated with a pimply faced
youth for his cell phone.

Losing himself
quickly in the crowd with Jurn’s four hundred dollars, the youth
also left behind his denim jacket. He was a metaphor for Jurn’s own
disappearance. Jurn negotiated his transport across the border,
using one of the Vancouver’s handicap transport vans. Soon he was
chatting amiably with the driver, hoping that his story of a
Seattle shopping trip would be convincing enough that the border
guards wouldn’t examine his passport too closely.

A thousand
dollars later, Jurn entered Shirley Drolo’s clinic. Dismissing with
pleasantries, since he was later than expected, Shirley immediately
rolled him into pre-op. There, after his whirlwind escape, Jurn
relaxed as the comfort of the sterile sheets and the white walls
caught up with him. He’d done it. He’d escaped from the Corps. Now
all he had to do was walk out of the clinic.

The procedure
was much slower that Jurn’s hope had made it. Although he’d been
fairly warned by Shirley—who he’d taken to calling
Shirley-to-goodness under his breath—that his recovery would be
lengthy given the extent to his injury, he still wanted to get up
and run. Nearly three months later, Jurn staggered out of the
expensive and discreet rehab clinic he’d engaged after he’d learned
how involved the procedure could be. He could walk, although he
used a cane, but he was well enough to go to Russia, where
Evgevny’s increasingly strident voice reminded him of an investment
that hadn’t yet paid off.

~

When the Dakota
Sentinel reporters claimed that huge crowds were calling upon the
nuclear missiles to be repurposed, Denni took notice. The aging
infrastructure left over from the Cold War was of interest to her
as well, and more personally, the notion of isolation in a missile
silo was a potent fantasy. The crowds had gathered in Fargo, even
as the pinch of the winter’s cold had begun to be felt. The
increasingly common polar vortexes reached deep onto the prairie
for sixty-five days straight of sub-zero temperatures.

Despite the
weather the people gathered at the silo to listen to Harber Grun,
the third time runner up for the Green Party. Denni found his
speech proliferating online. His was the usual mix of doomsday
rhetoric combined with pleas to vote for his party, but he had
mobilized a crowd large enough that the police were reluctant to
interfere. Finally, the local police dispersed the crowds by
spraying the reporters first, hoping to avoid a repeat of the Taos
water shortage riots. Without footage, the reporters would need to
blame the broken bones on someone else.

Her fingers
tapping next to the keyboard, as though they were eager to
transform the riots to another narrative, Denni debated who might
best be connected to the local emergency. By the time she turned
her resources to the question, it was close to four in the morning
and the stirrings of her parents from upstairs had long since
ceased. As solitary as though she were living in a silo, Denni
connected private blogs about repurposing the concrete bunkers into
survival chambers, information about the Russian conversion of
ICBMs to rockets, weather prognostications for the Dakotas, and
several individual efforts to make rockets from scratch.

~

Nera occupied
the long moments that Wìng struggled out of the gravity well by
listening for metal fatigue. In university chemistry classes she
had found metallurgy the most gripping of the sciences. “A ship’s
hull experiences more stress in the first ten minutes of escape
velocity than in all of her subsequent voyages,” her professor had
claimed, and as she listened to the creaking of the joins, his
pompous voice came back to her.

“What were you
saying?” Margo asked her, as soon as they cleared fifty kilometres
and the strain had lessened.

“What?”

“You were
saying something. Weren’t you?”

“No,” Nera was
embarrassed. I must have been mumbling out loud. “Reciting
poetry, that’s all.”

“Jettison main
tank.” Seamus was reaching for a blinking button when Sak, who’d
been sitting behind Nera, appeared beside him, standing with little
effort against what was now about two gravities.

“You cannot. We
have removed the explosive bolts.”

“What the
hell?” Seamus’ finger continued of its own accord and punched the
button.

“That will have
no effect.” Sak was unmoved. “The external tank has been outfitted
for the journey.”

“We don’t have
fuel to break free if we don’t dump it.” Seamus kept punching the
button and his voice was rising.

“Can you
explain what you’re talking about, Sak?” Jennie asked her question
calmly enough, but like all of them who had rehearsed the
departure, she was sensitive to Wìng’s ten minute window to escape
Earth’s gravity. The math had been drilled into their heads. If
something went wrong after fifty kilometers, they had mere days of
orbiting before atmospheric drag brought them back, this time on
fire and moving fast.

“We have
modified your drive efficiency. You have eight percent more lift.
As well, you can now use the remaining safety margin of fuel that
was supposed to deorbit the tank. You must fire the main engines,
however. Seamus, I am sorry we could not tell you sooner.”

Almost
automatically, Seamus switched the main engines on again, and some
thirty metres behind them, three synched rockets poured plasma into
the near vacuum.

“Margo.” Jennie
turned her head slowly.

“I wasn’t in on
this, Jennie. I don’t like it at all.”

“I am sorry to
cause you this suspicion, but we have a lot riding on this
mission’s success. We will need as many resources as possible.” Sak
walked back to his station between the wall and the service panel.
“Now we wait for the drone. It will arrive in fifteen minutes.”

“What the hell,
Sak?”

“Nera?”

“What the hell
are you up to?”

“The drone
carries vital fuel, and provides extra living space. Wìng needs
her.”

Nera gave up
talking to Sak, for as Wìng strained and lifted herself into space
the faces around her turned rigid with anger and fear. When they
were floating finally, their geosynchronous orbit fairly
established, at least in the short term, attention turned back to
Sak.

Nera glanced
over to find him lightly sleeping. Perhaps the strain of walking in
two gravities had been too much for him, but she also thought he
might be avoiding their questions. “I’ll wake him up,” Andrew began
to unclip his belt to do what he guessed was Jennie’s bidding.

“We better deal
with this first.” Seamus voice was uncertain. “I’ve got a message
from Amergo space control. They want an explanation for the second
ship. Shall I tell them about the drone.”

“No.” Jennie’s
reply was instantaneous, and she was using the calculating
expression that Jade called her Monday-go-to-a-meeting look. “Tell
them,” Jennie turned her glance to Sak, “that the external tank
separated early. Tell them we’re going to rejoin with the tank and
take on the remaining fuel.”

“What are you
doing, Jennie?” Andrew whispered tautly.

“I think we’re
fulfilling the original plan, although it’s not ours.”

Coping with
their stomachs’ wish to jettison in the state of permanent descent,
they watched in the control room as Seamus maneuvered Wìng over the
drone, which was still carrying its own external tank just as Wìng
was. “She’s full of something,” Seamus mumbled to himself. “She’s
got her own gravity, although light. Any advice Sak? Now would be
the time.”

“Match up the
external tanks opposite the ship’s hatches.” Sak had somehow come
to life again, as sharp as ever.” Nera watched his face. “There are
grapples for joining the two ships built into the tanks. I can suit
up, if you wish.”

“Outside?” Nera
asked. Only now had the fact that they were in space sunk in.

“I have brought
a suit.” At the end of Sak’s arm floated a metallic case.

“Jesus Christ.
What are you some kind of spirit?” Fiona spoke for all of them.
They had the feeling that they were out of their league, and just
hoped that at some point they might be allowed to repossess their
lives.

“I am an
amateur astronaut.” Sak bowed. “Shall I fix the grapples?”

“Do whatever
you have to.” Seamus tried to be causal but his gesture was too
powerful in the zero gravity and he spun around slowly until his
belts pulled him taut.

“You really
don’t know what this is about, Margo?” Jennie was trying to remain
calm, but Nera sensed a whirlwind beneath her question.

“I don’t think
we’re in any danger, if that’s what you think.” Margo answered
slowly, as though she was thinking while she talked. “But given the
statements of the Queen, and Sak here, as well as the colonists, I
would guess we are being given the help to ensure that we will not
fail.” Behind her Sak stepped out of the forward airlock.

“There is more
going on here. Do they know where we’re going?” Nera tried to keep
the worry out of her whisper.

“They don’t.”
Jennie was definitive. “They believe we are joining with asteroid
78681. No one has told the Thai government what we’re
planning.”

They lapsed
into silence, thinking of the enormity of their task. Most of them
had long since resigned themselves to the notion that they would
not be alive when they reached their ultimate destination.

~

Tason’s
subsequent optimism went through several pitfalls, PayPal messing
up on his payments, some sites claiming the material written as
theirs with no offer of financial remuneration, apartment managers
who refused to believe Tason could make money on such an ephemeral
job, but before long Tason was in his own place and his mother was
visiting him regularly. She brought news of his sister, who was a
dental student, and his father, who sent his regards but never came
himself.

The most
appreciated feature of his mother’s visits was the cooking—to
ensure her only son didn’t poison himself—and the small box of
books and action figures she brought every Sunday. Tason’s
apartment was beginning to look like home and he was even
contemplating buying a faster computer. Strangely, Tason had
forgotten about gaming. His younger gamer friends, with more time
on their hands than Tason had begun to have, were drifting away.
Tason’s latest virtual friends, outside of regular pilgrimages to
Len’s Ring World—more than a passing nod to both Tolkien and
Niven—were those who wrote science articles for the space news
junket.

Tason had
started by being a general science writer, but when the DNA
experiments and the Hadron collider had begun to be too much, he
fell back on his science fiction notions of space exploration and
wrote about probes to Mars and Mercury. He imagined humans modified
beyond all recognition occupying the liquid methane of Titan or
loping across the scorched surface of Mercury.


Chapter Five ~ Plans
in Place

 On the plane to Russia, Jurn realized that he hadn’t
thought about the years that his plan would require. For what he’d
learned about the Shadow Square project, and what he’d taken from
their extensive stockpiles of equipment, he had little to show for
it after fifteen months. Brooding about how he’d signed over his
life to a flimsy idea, Jurn began to question his earlier
judgement. Certainly if he knew that he’d be so long recovering
from what they did to defectors, he’d have thought twice. Too
late now, he cautioned himself. You’re on the path and now
you have to walk it. At least now I can walk it.

“Excuse
me?”

Jurn started
and then smiled at the woman beside him. “Sorry, I have a bad habit
of talking out loud, especially since the accident.”

“Oh, dear, what
happened?”

“Rolled my
truck outside Vancouver, on a job site.” As Jurn began the by-now
familiar story his conscience tickled him. I really need to
start telling the truth. As soon as I can. With his conscience
assuaged, Jurn explained the confusion of the rolling truck, the
long struggle towards consciousness in the hospital, and when he
saw the woman’s daughter peeking around her to hear the story, he
extended the dragging steps in therapy, his loss of faith, and his
final operations. As the girl’s eyes grew round, his story grew
more involved.

“Did that
really happen to you?” the little girl asked. “Why?”

“Don’t be
impertinent, Jenny.” The mother turned to Jurn to apologize.

“That’s okay .
. .” Jurn said leadingly.

“Elra, Elra
Godfron. From Des Moines.”

Jurn took her
offered hand and they exchanged stories about their respective
cities until she asked him why he was going to Kirov.

“Work,” Jurn
offered weakly. “I’m still working as an engineer and the people
there are in robotics.” Jurn trailed off after giving her too much
of the truth.

“Good for you,”
she said gushingly. “Most people would have given up their career
after such an accident.”

“Did you drive
off the road on purpose?” The girl’s tiny voice sounded safely from
the other side of her mother.

“On purpose?”
Jurn paused. “No. If I knew what the recovery was like I wouldn’t
have even bought the truck.” His answer seemed to mollify the girl,
and assure her than Jurn wasn’t lying, but he was brought up short.
His tongue supplied conversation for the mother and anecdotes for
the daughter while his mind pondered the girl’s question.


Deliberately? In a way, yes. I wanted to do something about the
Shadow Squares and the weather changes. And I wanted off too. Away
from all this—“Excuse me?”

“Will you be in
Kirov long?” Elra asked.

Jurn glanced
quickly at her finger for a ring. “Just a few weeks. Then I have to
get back to the main office in Vancouver.”

“Oh
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