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Prelude



EARTH YEAR: 2161

50 KM SOUTH OF THE MARS COLONIAL TRAINING ACADEMY—MOAB STATION

UTAH EXTRACTION DISTRICT

NORTH AMERICAN FEDERATION

Far from where and when the universe as you know it is about to end, at the edge of a sheer cliff towering hundreds of feet above the crumbled desert floor, a green light began to blink. The light was on a glove, or something like a glove. Picture a thick pair of winter gloves, the kind with long gauntlets that stretch up your forearms, only now picture the fabric being a sleek, completely transparent material, so that you can see your hand and wrist inside, except for where wide white bands of padding cross the back of the glove in horizontal stripes. The green light was blinking on a small digital screen embedded just above the wrist, and it indicated that the gloves, along with a metallic backpack, a helmet with a golden visor, and a pair of heavy boots similar to what you might wear skiing—if there is even snow, in your when—were all in sync.

“Ready?” said a girl named Ariel, breathing deep. Her backpack emitted a steady particle hum. The interior surface of her golden visor shimmered with information about wind speed and distance. A message in the corner flashed: Gravity Compensation 62%.

Ariel was fifteen, the same age as the two students standing beside her at the cliff edge. Like her classmates, she was brilliant; they had all been specially selected to be here, and had traveled by mag-train nearly twenty hours from their population zone far to the north, across the parched, deserted interior of the North American Federation, to attend this four-week colonial cadet training program. But though Ariel would go on to work for the International Space Agency, where she would make many notable contributions to the study of long-transit nutrition, and though she would enrich her family’s lives with her kindness and humor, and one time even thrill a crowd of thousands with a stirring piano performance during the Starliner Einstein’s launch party in the year 2204, she was not actually of any importance to the potentially cataclysmic events currently taking place at Dark Star. Had Ariel known this—and there was almost no way that she could have—it would have disappointed her greatly, as she was an ambitious young dreamer who, like most of us, couldn’t quite shake the certainty that the world revolved around her, but alas, during those critical moments in the Centauri system, nearly fifty years in her future, Ariel would be asleep in a stasis pod on the Einstein, completely unaware.

The same was true for the two students beside her, and even for Ms. Yasmin, their instructor. Promising individuals with extraordinary lives ahead of them, all of whom would have been crushed to learn that, in terms of the fate of this universe, they really weren’t that important.

But as you know, these things happen. Or in this case, don’t happen.

However, there was a fourth student with them on the cliff that afternoon, standing not at the edge but about ten meters behind, who was quite important indeed. His green light was blinking too, but for him, the sight of it caused a different kind of anticipation than what the others were feeling.

“All right,” said Ms. Yasmin, tapping her own controls. “Target that outcropping with your guidance system. Once you’ve been on Mars for a bit, you’ll learn to size up these jumps on your own, but for the moment, best not to take any chances.”

Ms. Yasmin was referring to a finger of smooth red rock sticking up about twenty meters from the edge of the cliff. Another thirty meters beyond that stood a wide butte, like an island in the sky. Its sheer sides were colored a deep crimson, its top covered with crumbled tan boulders. The goal of today’s lesson was to take a running start, leap from the cliff edge, and land safely on that spire’s narrow flat top. Then jump again and reach the butte. They had all been learning how to use these MGS suits—short for Mars Gravity Simulation—and had been eager to take this afternoon elective hike with Ms. Yasmin. Getting used to Mars’s low gravity was a key piece of training if you hoped to be accepted for the semester-long program at the International Mars Colony during your senior year of high school. Of course, the three students standing on the edge of the cliff dreamed of such a thing. The boy behind them, however, had a different dream in mind.

“Target locked,” Ariel announced, first as usual.

“Got it,” said the boy beside her, whose name was Theo.

“Yup,” said Victor, next to him. He glanced over his shoulder at their fourth classmate. “Hey, Pete, you look like you’re about to compromise your underwear integrity.”

The fourth student just looked at the ground.

“Mr. Barrie,” said Ms. Yasmin, “everything all right?”

Peter took this opportunity to flip up his visor and make a show of breathing deeply. “I’m just feeling a little ill.”

One of his classmates snickered.

“The MGS suits can have that effect,” said Ms. Yasmin.

Peter shook his head. “I don’t think I’m up for it.”

“Are you sure? You know the reward for reaching that butte is a BASE jump off the other side. It’s quite a fun ride down to the canyon floor. And we won’t be back up here for at least an hour.”

“I brought my books.” Peter motioned to his hip pocket and the outline of his virtual reader.

“Don’t you need these credits?” said Ariel. It was weird, the way she seemed to care, although Peter thought she sounded more like she was offended. Why didn’t he want this like she did?

And she was right: Peter probably did need the credits. Probably did want to spend part of next year on Mars. And yet he just shrugged.

“All right, well . . .” Ms. Yasmin tapped her controls. “I’ll let the station know you’re staying behind. I’m sorry,” she added, looking at Peter sympathetically.

“It’s fine.”

Something made Ariel and Theo and Victor laugh to themselves.

Peter tensed, a wave of frustration rushing through him. That laughter—the kind that never seemed to include him, that he never wanted to be a part of anyway—that was part of the real reason he wanted to stay behind.

Ariel caught Ms. Yasmin eyeing them, and she backed up a couple steps. “Can I go?”

Ms. Yasmin finished configuring her settings. “Fire away.”

Ariel gritted her teeth, her gaze full of purpose, and darted forward, boots clomping. With a burst of magnetic thrusters she leapt off the edge of the cliff, followed by Theo, Victor, and then Ms. Yasmin, all four of them arcing through the pale blue sky in a line of pinwheeling limbs.

Peter watched them land successfully on the narrow spire. He heard their laughter echoing off the rocks. Saw them slapping each other’s backs and pretending to push each other off the sides, and for just a moment, he sincerely wished he could have just smiled and gone along with them. They leapt again, soaring high and far, and by the time they’d landed on the distant butte, their voices had been lost to the whipping desert wind. Soon after, they disappeared, BASE jumping into the canyon and essentially out of this story.

Peter sighed. That brief feeling of longing was immediately replaced by a wave of relief. Now that his classmates were gone, he could turn his attention toward the trail they’d climbed to get here. It continued past this spot, drawing a zigzag of dust up the almond-colored slope of a broad rocky mountainside. In the distance, Peter could see where the trail disappeared briefly into a small relic forest and, beyond that, where it crested a bare rocky ridgeline that surely afforded an epic view.

He stripped off the MGS suit to just his sun-protectant base layers—they were made of a silver reflective material with a crisscrossing pattern of coolant wiring that was powered by a battery unit on the belt—and started up the trail. It was a January morning, but the temperature was already pushing one hundred. Though the sun had not yet begun to undergo the changes that would one day cause humanity to flee the solar system, it had become a danger to humans, due to the steady changes to Earth’s climate and atmosphere over the previous two hundred years. You couldn’t live near the equator anymore. Seattle was a popular beach destination in winter. Much of the United States had become uninhabitable desert land, suitable only for mining or, in this case, simulating some of the conditions on Mars. The prime habitable real estate these days was mostly near the Arctic, and so America and Canada had merged. More of a war, really; it had all happened before Peter was born.

His feet scuffed on the broken sandstone, kicking up clouds of dust. He was out of breath in moments; this ridge was over three thousand meters in elevation. He held a hand above his eyes and squinted against the harsh light, wishing he’d brought his goggles. At this altitude, the sun could cause retina damage if you weren’t careful. Ariel had probably remembered hers. Where was Peter’s mind sometimes?

Occupied, he knew. Not distracted, exactly, but busy. Like back there on the ledge. Instead of focusing on doing the jump test with the group, he’d been thinking about getting up to this high point, preferably alone, and seeing what there was to see. Why was he risking his chance at making it into the Mars program? Part of it was that reticence about his classmates; he found them hard to be around, with all their boasting and confidence and ambition, not to mention endless immaturity. Peter had ambition, too, but it wasn’t about grades or achievement. He was one of the top students in his class, but he would never have bragged about it. He didn’t consider the grades or the status they conveyed to be at all important. They were a game, a means to an end. What drove Peter was more like a yearning, a pure curiosity. A sense that he felt every day, like he was searching for something, some kind of understanding, of awareness, almost like there was a larger meaning to the world that nobody else knew about—definitely not his classmates—that he could nearly perceive, and yet not quite. The sensation made him feel big and small at the same time, like he was at once an infinitesimal speck, but then also the most important person in the universe.

Of course, we all feel this sense of importance from time to time. It can be helpful, for motivating us to make great discoveries about ourselves and the world around us, and yet it can also be harmful, when our actions end up hurting others. In his future, Peter would both make great discoveries and do great harm, but what was different about his version of this feeling, compared to that of his peers, or indeed nearly anyone on Earth, was that, in terms of the fate of this universe, he was shockingly close to the truth.

He climbed on, the terrain growing steeper, the switchbacks tighter, and soon entered the relic forest. The trail smoothed out and curved between short, rounded trees, the shadows a welcome respite from the heat. A sweet, herbal smell greeted him. The trees had gnarled trunks curved like question marks, with peeling bark and leaves that looked strangely reptilian. Utah juniper, Peter thought to himself. These trees had been all over this landscape a hundred years ago. Now they only huddled at the highest peaks, where the cooler temperatures provided just enough moisture for them to grow. Little islands of life. Peter heard a warbling birdcall. There had been nothing but vultures during their stay at the cadet program. A little farther up the trail and stubby round pine trees began to mix in: piñon. In a hollow, an orb of jewel-colored leaves: manzanita. Peter was probably the only member of his class who had actually read the ecology primer; who cared about the plants and bugs of a mostly abandoned wasteland. But to Peter, a plant was just as wondrous an organism as a human, if you looked at it closely enough. Maybe more so. You didn’t hear these pine trees bragging about grades or internships or awards.

As he ascended, Peter felt himself opening up. Peaceful, complete. So much of the planet was damaged or ruined these days, spoiled by humanity’s relentless growth and greed. Peter bristled when humans described themselves as something separate from nature, like they were above it somehow. Weren’t they actually part of it? Of the design of this planet, this star system, this corner of the universe? Everybody forgot about that. Even when it came to Mars: Ariel and the rest of them just thought of it in terms of achievement, the next step in human conquest. But Mars was part of the design, too. It had once had oceans. Maybe there had once been Martian pines.

He ducked through the cool shadows, juniper fingers scraping his arms. Soon he broke free onto the bare crest of the mountain. He scrambled up the last steep slope, a succession of slanted sandstone slabs, and reached the summit, where he was greeted with a 360-degree view of the vast empty desert.

Picture Earth, the way you know it, mostly: the sun, searing but still yellow in the sky, the southwestern deserts of the North American continent a scribble of branching canyons striped in cinnamon and cream, though the sparkling rivers at their seams have long since dried up. The sky blue overhead, fading into a rim of chocolate haze: the ever-present pollution that cloaks the planet, yet in this desolate corner of the world it is still thin enough to see to the horizon. Here, the dust whorls from the great mining slags. There, the plumes of the omnipresent wildfires. The largest one, to the north, has been burning for two years, marching its way through what remained of the Rocky Mountain forests.

Peter spread his arms, closed his eyes, and breathed deeply. A mix of hot rock, sweet juniper, and sour wood smoke. Wind whipped around him, almost toppling him. Made him smile. Being up here, so close to . . . what? God? Was that what it was, this thing he felt? Not exactly. But something. The grand design, he’d called it in his journal one time, by which most people might have thought he meant God, but Peter preferred to think of it as the universe at work. Around him, inside him. From a cell to a mountaintop to a distant planet . . .

It was so quiet. None of the silly jokes and dumb video streams. When Peter imagined being on Mars, this, right here, was what he yearned for: a world so silent that you might hear the whisper of true meaning. Except it would be impossible to actually find that there, stuck with your pod of teenagers the whole time. And while this solitary moment was nice, the strip of pollution and the dust and smoke reminded you that Earth had already been ruined. No, what Peter truly dreamed of when he closed his eyes was a world far beyond their inner solar system, somewhere untouched, somewhere new, that he alone could discover.

Peter removed his link from his belt and turned on the camera. He took a selfie with the great spread of country behind him but frowned when he viewed it. The image looked a bit too flat, too still to really capture how alive this moment felt. He switched the camera to its video setting, held it out again, and pressed record. The wind whipped around him, his black hair blowing this way and that. He turned in a circle, so you could see the whole panorama behind him. . . .

It could be said that what happened next was coincidence, but that would rule out the power of curiosity. Simply put, Peter had an inspiration, and yet, is it that simple? Does that spark in our minds come merely from some interaction between our interests, emotions, and the world around us, or could it in fact be something more: perhaps our faintest perception of some energy that our earthbound senses can’t quite perceive, or even an awareness of some higher dimension of reality?

Whatever the true cause, Peter imagined how much better this video he’d just taken would look if it was slowed down. He didn’t even think that much about it. Just activated the slow-motion setting on the camera, began to record, and then spun around a few more times.

When he was finished, he caught his breath and watched what he’d recorded. It was too bright up here to properly see the screen, but it seemed to have worked.

Peter stowed his link, spent another moment with his eyes closed, and then started down the trail, through the shade of the relic forest, back down the switchbacks in the blistering sun. He returned to the ledge, got out his virtual reader, and read for some of his assignments. Soon after, as they’d promised, his classmates and his teacher returned. Peter didn’t even mind.

It wasn’t until later that night, in the dim light of his bunk, that Peter had a chance to revisit his slow-motion video, and it was then, in the playback, that he saw the strange blurry shape that was flickering not far behind him on that mountaintop.

Someone had been standing there.

A figure, one that was clad in long black robes, with dark blue skin and more than two legs. It had been right there, looking upward, as if gazing directly at the sun.

Peter replayed the clip, then again, and each time, the figure was there, like a ghost. He checked the still photo he’d taken, which featured the same view. No figure. The video he’d taken at regular speed: no figure there either.

But in the slow motion, there it was.

Peter had one friend on the trip, a boy named Darius. He showed him the next morning, but Darius, his attention equally divided between Peter’s link and a trio of girls walking by, just shrugged. “It’s probably a VirtCom artifact,” he said. “People say they see ghosts and stuff, but it’s really just malfunctioning packets getting beamed to the wrong nodes. Maybe there was some magnetic rock up there catching a signal fragment. I heard about that happening somewhere else.”

“Maybe.” But Peter didn’t think so.

A week later, as the cadet program drew to a close, there was a second chance to practice with the MGS suits. Once again, Peter signed up. Once again, the suit made him “sick.” Once again, he hiked to the deserted mountaintop.

He came to the wide vista and stood in what he thought was the exact same position he’d been in last time. He aimed his link at the spot where the figure had appeared. He had since downloaded an app that allowed for even slower motion capture, though it drained the battery quite fast. He was only able to shoot twenty seconds of video before his link died.

That evening, after recharging . . . there it was again. The figure was even clearer this time. It had large milky, pearlescent eyes. It seemed to have two noses, one above the other. And four legs, perhaps even many extra fingers. On one wrist, it wore a large silver watch. It was still gazing up into the sky, same as it had been last time.

What could it be? Over the following weeks after he returned home, Peter searched the VirtCom for any kind of character from a movie or stream that resembled this one. Any costume you could buy, any drawing that someone had done. He searched for mentions of VirtCom artifacts that only appeared in slow motion—by the way, how did that even make any sense? He searched for mentions of strange phenomena in the Utah Extraction District; there were many, alien and UFO sightings of all kinds, even claims of a whole town that had briefly vanished, in what used to be Arizona, but all those episodes had occurred over one hundred years ago, back before the area had been largely abandoned. Moreover, those accounts sounded far-fetched, at best. And yet . . .

Could this be some sort of alien being?

Whatever it was, Peter never shared his video with anyone after Darius. He wasn’t the type to post much on his virtual profile anyway, but this felt strangely private, a secret all his own. Even more than that, over time, Peter began to believe that maybe, just maybe, the figure had been there specifically for him—like it was sending him a message, or it was the message, if only he could understand what it said.

The school year marched on, and afterward, life for Peter, as is often the case in one’s teenage years, became busy. He didn’t end up spending a semester on Mars, but he did finish school with a flurry of perfect grades, after which he went off to university to study advanced space travel mechanics and physics. He’d always been interested in the space program, but now it felt like a purpose, perhaps even a design . . . as if the stars were calling to him.





EARTH YEAR: 2167

50 KM SOUTH OF THE MARS COLONIAL TRAINING ACADEMY—MOAB STATION

UTAH EXTRACTION DISTRICT

NORTH AMERICAN FEDERATION

“Explain to me why we’re going here again?”

“I just want to check something out.” Peter led the way up the slope. Around them, deep red evening light bled over the sandstone.

“You know I was looking forward to sleeping on the subsonic, right?” said Mariah, trailing behind him. “Also, I packed for the beach, not for hiking.”

“We’re almost there.”

They were on their way to vacation in Chile, where the oceans were still cool enough to swim in summer. All of their friends, who were also, as of today, fellow Academy graduates, had gone straight there on the subsonic transport, but Peter had insisted on flying in an old thruster that could barely clock six hundred kilometers per hour.

“This better be quick,” said Mariah.

“It will be,” said Peter, not really listening.

Crossing the UED, he’d begun to worry that he wouldn’t remember the spot, but every contour was familiar to him, burned into his memory from hours of studying maps and rewatching his old videos.

He’d wanted to get back here for years. Finally, this evening, there’d been an excuse.

The juniper forest had been burned to black stalks at some point during the six years since his cadet days, but the view from the rocky mountaintop spine was still the same: magnificent folds and towers of earth in all directions, painted in burning hues as the sun settled into the polluted haze blanketing the horizon.

“Okay,” said Mariah, arriving beside him, not breathing that hard—she’d always been more serious about keeping in shape. “This is pretty, but so are the beaches at Valparaiso, and there I could have a cervezarita.”

“You know the reefs are fake, right?” said Peter, smiling at the familiar sensation of sand-bristled wind on his face, that smell of the hot rocks.

“Who cares? You can’t find real ones anymore, and snorkeling is fun. Also they’re supposed to have the best fish clones. Even stingrays.”

Peter was busy getting his link ready and positioning himself. When Mariah saw him aiming it in her direction, she put her hands on her hips and smiled.

“Can you move?” Peter said, watching the screen and waving his hand.

She slid over a step.

“No, I mean, like, behind me. Out of the shot.”

Mariah arched her eyebrows. “How romantic.” She shuffled down the rocky slope.

“Hey,” said Peter. “Listen, you know how people always ask me what the secret was to graduating top of our class, or why, when I could have had any other position in the fleet, I put in for the outer planet survey training?”

“You’re brilliant, ambitious, and . . . eccentric,” said Mariah. “You don’t really need me to tell you that again, do you?”

“There’s something else,” said Peter. He held his arms out. “This.”

Miranda looked around. “What do you mean? This wasteland?”

“No. . . .” Peter started recording a video, using the latest ultra-slow-motion app. It might have been stupid to say what he’d just said, since there really was very little chance this would work again—

And yet didn’t he know, somehow, that it would?

He recorded a clip and then played it back, his heart racing.

There it was.

The figure was still standing there, ghostlike. All these years later. Black robes, blue skin, too many legs. The only thing that had changed was its pose. Now it was looking down at its wrist, at that silver watch. The other hand was positioned over the watch, as if about to press it.

“It’s really here,” said Peter.

Miranda reluctantly peered over his shoulder. “What on earth is that?”

“Actually, I don’t think it’s from Earth at all. I saw this exact thing, this being, when I was here six years ago. In this exact same spot.”

Mariah gazed up the slope, to where the video indicated the being should be. Then back at the screen. She crossed her arms. “You’re telling me you brought me out into the middle of nowhere to see a VirtCom artifact? Of some weird cosplayer?”

“I don’t think that’s—”

“You know what, Peter? You’re always playing your little mental games, and I’m usually fine with it, but this . . . whenever you’re done making spooky videos, I’d like to go. You could have come and done this on your own time. And now I’m missing time that’s really important to me.”

“Mariah . . .”

She trudged down into the charred forest without looking back. Peter watched her for a moment. He should probably go after her.

Instead, he readied his link to make another video.

The sun had set, leaving a cooling world of magentas and lavenders, canyons settling beneath their shadow shrouds. Heat fled the world in gusts. Peter recorded, and then watched. The being still stood there, hand poised over its watch. The watch itself seemed to be giving off a faint blue light.

Peter looked back at the empty ridge. “I see you!” he shouted over the wind. It made him smile, in spite of his shivering.

Below, the thrusters of their ship grumbled to life. Mariah would kill him if he didn’t get down there. He took one more look around this place, admiring its peace and emptiness. One more look at the spot where the figure was hidden by . . . time? Maybe. Now that he had finally graduated from the academy, perhaps he could find some serious scientists in the fleet to show these videos to. This could be his big discovery. Maybe he could even bring them here sometime. . . .

Of course, Peter couldn’t possibly know that there would be no next time. At least, not here on Earth. Because barely twelve short years later, as Peter was just returning from his second deployment in the Saturn moons, the world would be halted in its tracks by the stunning news that the sun had begun to change, that a supernova was mere decades away, that they had to evacuate Earth—first for Mars, and then for Aaru-5. All at once, everything changed.

Two years after that, when Peter heard from one of his commanding officers that the sun’s changing state was confounding even the top scientists in the field, and that whatever had happened to it had apparently begun years before, he would think of that being, standing there on the mountaintop.

Had it known about the sun? Had it even had something to do with it?

Peter would wonder briefly whether he could have prevented the supernova by sharing his videos or leading a research team to the ridgeline, but on that night in 2167, such concerns had been far from his mind, and just as when he’d been younger, Peter decided to keep his discovery to himself. This time, however, it was because of something very strange that happened next, just before he returned to Mariah and his ship.

Peter had stowed his link and taken a last look around the vast landscape, enjoying the feel of the sandy breeze on his face. He’d just taken his first step down the trail—when he glanced at the ridgeline again and had another idea, this one brazen, dangerous even. He scrambled up to where, on his video, that figure appeared to be standing, and put his hand into the exact spot.

Did he feel something there? Almost like his hand began to tingle . . .

He took another step, moving completely into the space where the being in the video seemed to be.

And then he surely did feel something. A sort of buzzing. The energy of whatever was here with him—or was it just the humming of his nerves? No, it had to be more than that.

He began to stretch, to fade, but also to intensify. As if his senses were miles away. Like the universe was expanding around him, or like he was expanding into it. He was no longer on the Utah ridgeline. Instead, he found himself surrounded by a field of stars, so many stars, but also so much blackness in between, uncountable presence and unfathomable emptiness, beginnings, endings, all without a true up or down, all swirling. . . .

And then a shadow fell over him. Something loomed, beckoning, drawing him in. He could see it clearly now: a large, dark structure. It looked like a doorway, with towering metal sides and a roiling black center. The sight of it froze him from within. As he drew closer, the sides of the doorway began to sparkle with silver circuitry, as if it sensed him coming—

“Peter.”

Something was beside him now, in the vast dark space. Something that shimmered with pale greenish-white light, something he couldn’t quite see out the corner of his eye, unless he strained to turn as hard as he could, and even then still not quite—

A figure. But not that tall being with the robes and the many legs. This one was smaller, younger. It looked like a girl, except she seemed to be made of a million tiny mirrors reflecting starlight.

“I can show you,” she said. Her voice was like glass, her words like an icy breeze that at first chilled him but then lit up inside him like energy.

“Show me what?”

“What you seek.”

“The grand design?” Peter said instinctively.

“The higher viewpoints. I need your help, Peter.”

He shivered. The doorway had grown larger and continued to draw him in. And now Peter spied something through it. On the other side was a great complex of circular black arms, bathed in iridescent green light. A machine, a space station . . . and yet he felt certain it was more than that: that it was also alive.

“Is this my future?” he asked.

“It can be,” said the girl.

Whatever that structure was, it seemed so massive, so beyond anything he’d ever known, that anyone had ever known. . . .

“Follow the space-time distortions,” said the girl. “Trace the signal, written in gravitational waves. An event will happen soon in your timeline. No one else will know its source. That is where you must begin.”

Peter’s vision started to swim. He began to blur—no, it was more like he had many arms and many legs, branching in all directions, like he was at the center of many possibilities, perhaps, oh perhaps, all of possibility.

Older selves, younger, alternate histories and futures and beyond all of it,

Always looming,

That doorway, and the giant shadowy structure in the green light.

“Find me,” she said again, “and all of this can be yours.”

“I will,” he answered.

The light grew, and so did the variations, branching and branching, all of it spinning faster as he sank into the great doorway. . . .

Peter came to and found himself lying on the rocky slope. Blinking at the field of stars, not all around him anymore, just the normal night sky overhead, Venus gleaming, the brushstrokes of the Milky Way.

Back on Earth. But from where?

His hip and shoulder ached. Throbbing from the back of his head. Peter found blood there. He propped himself up on his elbows. He was lying a few meters down from the spot on the ridgeline. He felt like he’d traveled a great distance, and yet there was the pink rim of the horizon, the sun having just set. There was the sound of the thrusters from his shuttle. Barely a moment had passed. . . .

He winced and saw the doorway behind his eyelids, the great structure beyond it, heard the glassy voice of that girl, like a dream.

Find me.

“Peter!” Mariah’s voice echoed up the hillside.

He got to his feet, checked to be sure his link was in his pocket, and then, with a last look at the empty ridgeline, stumbled down the slope. Ducking through the burned forest, trudging down the trail, his mind far off.

“Finally,” Mariah said as he entered the cockpit. “I swear I was about to—what happened to you?”

“Nothing,” said Peter, his heart racing. “Just tripped. Total klutz. Ready to go?”

“Uh, yeah.” She held out her link. It was playing a clip of their friends Rian and Jaime singing. “The subsonic had karaoke.”

“Sounds fun.” Peter strapped in and activated the liftoff sequence.

“They’ll be in Valpo in under an hour.”

“Nice.” What were they talking about?

Mariah slouched in her seat. A minute later, she huffed and left the cockpit.

They flew across the twilit Utah desert. Across the midnight Gulf of Mexico. They spent a week in Valparaiso and afterward moved in together at the Helsinki officers’ station. They broke up a year later, and the next time Peter saw her, they were in the virtual auditorium as Secretary General Wells made his fateful speech about the end of the solar system, Mariah fighting tears, while Peter tried not to smile. Six years after that, Mariah died on a rocket test mission, her craft burning up in the Martian atmosphere. Peter saw the streak of fire as he was prepping a flight team up at the orbital docks, where the superstructure of the prototype starliner Artemis was nearly complete. He only learned later that she’d been on board.

He had never told anyone about the strange being, or the girl made of light, the vision she had showed him. Instead, he’d worked his way up the ranks of the starliner program. Hard, relentless work, and some luck—or was it a grand design?—earned him command of the Artemis.

And four years later, while on board the great ship en route to map the rogue planet Kazu-4—a prime candidate to be the first waypoint designated Delphi—Peter revealed to his crew that they had a second, top secret objective: to analyze the source of mysterious space-time distortions and gravitational wave emissions, which, in the rush to evacuate Earth and plan the colonization of Aaru-5, had never been properly investigated.

Nor did he mention that these orders to investigate had not in fact come from ISA command. Sometimes Peter laughed to himself, when he thought of where those orders had really come from.

Throughout all the years between that Utah night and the moment when the Artemis encountered the great doorway in space—a discovery that would lock him and his crew on a course of events that would determine a good deal more than just the fate of this universe—scarcely a day went by when Captain Peter Barrie did not rewatch those old videos on his link and think of that great structure in the green light and the shimmering girl who had called to him from across the stars.

Indeed, every now and then, some fellow officer would notice him speaking quietly to himself as he stood on the bridge or studied the navigation charts.

“What is that little thing you’re always muttering?” Lieutenant Lyris had even asked him once, as they neared their mysterious destination.

“It’s nothing,” Captain Barrie replied. He smiled, and she smiled back, and though they’d become quite close, she didn’t ask again. Later, when it was too late, she would wish she had.

On they sped through the dark of space, and as the great doorway, and his fate, drew ever closer, Captain Barrie kept repeating those same words to himself, like a vow:

“I am coming.”





TIME LINE

2175: Humanity discovers that, contrary to all previous scientific understanding, the sun will soon explode in a supernova. The International Space Agency devises a plan to first evacuate Earth to colonies on Mars, and then leave the solar system altogether for the distant planet Aaru-5, a journey that will take 150 years.

2194: The Starliner Artemis, the prototype of the colonial fleet, is lost, eight years into its test voyage.

2209: Phase One of the ISA Colonization Protocol is completed. On Aaru-5, known by its inhabitants as Telos, the resulting firestorm destroys the surface of the planet, leaving only a handful of Telphon survivors.

2213: The last colonists depart Mars on the Starliner Scorpius.

2216: The sun goes supernova, obliterating humanity’s home.

2223: The Scorpius arrives at Delphi, the first waypoint on the journey to Aaru, and is immediately attacked by a Telphon strike team. The Scorpius sustains massive damage and charts an emergency course to rendezvous with the rest of the fleet at Destina, in the Alpha Centauri star system.

2256: The Telphons intercept the starliners Scorpius, Rhea, and Saga in the Centauri system. After a fierce battle, the three starliners attempt to escape before Centauri A goes supernova. . . .
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EARTH YEAR: 2223

WAYPOINT STATION DELPHI

Perhaps the greatest talent of the human species is the ability to convince itself of nearly anything. To tell yourself something is true and to believe it, sometimes even in spite of the facts. This is a skill both useful and dangerous: useful when it can provide hope, courage, and understanding; dangerous when it is used to deny the truth, to deceive, or to justify. Your history on Earth was a pageant of examples both grand and terrible. And yet there is no doubt that this human talent is essential when traveling across the vast depths of space.

To imagine you are walking on solid ground, when really there are scant meters of material between you and a fathomless, frigid void. When that certainty of gravity is, in reality, just the product of your spacecraft spinning. To imagine that the light on your face is from your home star, and to forget, even if only for a moment, that your sun, the one that made you, is gone. To ignore how many forces just outside the window could knock out those lights, could stop that spinning, could tear a hole in your spacecraft and leave it just another cold, dead object, floating endlessly through space.

To believe you have a destination, one that will welcome you.

To imagine that, soon enough, you will feel like you are home again.

Faith, trust, belief in yourself—there would be no crossing the local arm of your galaxy without it.

And yet: no matter how strong your power of imagination is, in this universe, a reminder of the truth, of the odds you are really up against, can arrive at any moment.

“Red alert! All passengers report to your cabins and prep for emergency stasis lockdown. Repeat! Red alert! We are under attack. This is not a drill.”

“Go!”

“Wait!”

Mina gripped Arlo’s hand. She wanted to hug him one last time, but he pushed her hard toward her walkway and leapt onto the staircase that led to his own, thirty flights up.

The elevators had shut down, solar lamps out, only red emergency lights flashing all around.

Mina backed away, her gaze still locked with Arlo’s. How could this be happening? Just a moment ago they’d been standing there in line, smiling, arms around each other, waiting for the next drop shuttle to the surface of Delphi, when the first blasts had rumbled through the Scorpius. Wearing their neoprene bathing suits beneath their clothes for their scheduled turn in the thermal steam baths, so happy to be with each other again after that strange, formless decade in stasis. Everyone around them had been smiling, too, brimming with hope. One interval down, fourteen to go on the way to Aaru-5. Sure, there had been that trouble back at Saturn—most people had accepted that it was some kind of terrorist attack—but that was nearly a light-year ago, far behind them now—

“Mina, GO!” Arlo shouted again. “I’ll be okay.” And with a last look he turned and bounded up the stairs.

“All passengers report immediately—”

Mina fell in with the crowd around her scrambling to get to their compartments. Oh my god. Oh my god. They were going to die. The thought was like a knife slicing through her mind—but no. She had to focus. One thing at a time.

The floor shuddered again, more distant booms of explosions. Parents dragging wailing children, younger people slamming into elderly folks on their hover walkers.

Smash! One of the spherical cable transports tore free and crashed into the wall.

A whump of fire and smoke. Mina was thrown against the wall, her shoulder barking in pain. She shoved herself upright, kept going—

And then a searing, humming sound, a brilliant flash of light and a deafening explosion above her. Screams, alarms, the lightening in her limbs as the ship’s rotation ground to a halt and artificial gravity failed, the roar of wind as air sucked out of core. Mina looked up and saw a giant circular hole with melted edges, debris funneling out of it into the dark void of space.

Arlo’s deck was up there.

People around her stumbling. Her feet losing connection with the floor. She dragged herself along by the railing, slammed the controls to open her compartment door, and tumbled inside and spun and hit the close button.

No response.

Wind howled. Her guitar toppled over, sliding across the floor and smashing against the door frame. She grabbed the manual handle, struggling to move it, her head already starting to feel light from the lack of oxygen—

The door slammed shut.

What about Arlo??

No time. Not now. As Mina shoved herself toward her pod, she performed that special talent: He’ll be fine, she told herself. If he made it to his compartment in time. Got into his pod. . . .

And yet, even then, didn’t she know?

Shutting the door had quieted the roar from the core somewhat, and now Mina heard the urgent announcement flooding her compartment:

“Core integrity failure. All passengers prepare for stasis pod ejection.”

They were shooting her off into space! How would she survive? It’s okay, the pods have life support systems. She knew this from the on-board orientation. You could be in space for months, years even. . . . Or forever.

Mina changed into her thermal wear, scrambled over the side of her pod, beside three others that were closed and dark—where was Liam? Where were her parents? Would they ever find out what had happened to her? She was going to die in space, she—

Come on!

She fumbled with the wires for the muscle stimulators, attaching them at her wrists and ankles. Another deep rumble and the red lights in the room died out, along with the warning voice. Only the mellow amber light from inside the pod remained. But beyond, tearing and crunching sounds, now a shriek as the door itself began to curl up from the floor, being ripped out into the depressurizing core.

GO!

Mina held the fluid line with trembling fingers, trying to press it into the port that had been surgically implanted in her forearm. Faster! The rumbling and tearing getting louder, like a wave. She finally secured the line, buckled herself in and slammed her fist against the power button.

Screaming wind. As she lay back, she saw the door frame peeling apart, the whoosh of everything sucking away—

The pod sealed shut. All those terrible sounds distant, just the hiss of the stasis gas and beneath that, the thundering of her heart.

“Pod evacuation system engaged. Launch in three, two, one . . .”

A whine and a crash, a blur and a shove and a flash of thrusters—

But everything around her was fading away, the stasis gas pulling her under. The last thing Mina saw, through foggy vision, was the side of the starliner core, alight in flashes of ejecting pods, and then the dark of space, stars everywhere, and bursts of light, explosions in the sudden silence, a brief glimpse of the shadow-blue world of Delphi.

Please find me, she thought. Arlo . . . Liam . . . Mom and Dad . . . Please be okay. . . .





EARTH YEAR: 2223

DISTANCE FROM DELPHI: 9.3 BILLION KM

The core is tearing apart, but Mina doesn’t make it to her room, is instead sucked away, arms and legs pinwheeling, through the gaping hole in the starliner core and out into the darkness and cold, breath getting tight as she reaches in vain for the ship, as she freezes—

“Miss, please lie back,” a voice said, as if from a far distance.

Forms in a brightening fog. Movement. Faces . . .

“This is just a routine check of your vitals and your pod. Assuming all is well, we’ll be putting you right back in stasis.” The voice sounded closer now. Beyond it was a babble of sounds: other voices, machinery, someone wailing.

Mina blinked and saw the crisscrossing beams of a ceiling far above. The outlines of ships in the corners of her vision. A blurry silhouette beside her.

Frantic, terrified shouting somewhere nearby. The urgent beeping of a grav lifter.

“Where are we?” Mina asked, not even sure the words had left her lips.

“Four days out from Delphi,” said an older woman’s voice. Mina blinked and saw a medic leaning over the side of her pod. She was pressing a bio scanner to Mina’s arm. “Your pod was salvaged from space after Core Three was destroyed. We’re en route to Destina, the emergency rendezvous location near the fourth waypoint, at Centauri B. Hopefully, the rest of the fleet can interpret the few transmissions we were able to send before comms went down, and meet us there.” She moved the scanner to Mina’s forehead.

Mina pushed herself up onto her elbows and saw that she was in a hangar. The huge space was dimly lit, only a few of the light banks glowing, maybe to save power. There were hundreds of other pods interspersed among the smaller ships, making haphazard aisles. Most were closed, while teams of medical personnel hovered over open ones here and there. The moaning, wailing, and questions were coming from these open pods, the voices echoing.

Mina winced at a dull throbbing pain in her head.

“Headache, some nausea, muscle cramps,” said the medic, “all normal symptoms of the rapid stasis procedure you went through when evacuating.”

I was in space, she remembered, like it was a dream. But they’d found her. And yet, looking around the hangar, that couldn’t have been the case for everyone else who ejected. There were far too few pods. “Who attacked us?”

“That is unknown at this time,” said the medic. “It was a single ship, but with advanced capabilities and weaponry unlike anything we’ve ever seen.”

“More like didn’t even think was theoretically possible,” said a younger man, a medical assistant, who was standing behind the medic, busily swiping a large tablet screen. “And those reports from the one ship of survivors who escaped the surface of Delphi? About the enemy soldiers’ faces?”

“None of that is confirmed,” scolded the medic.

“Are you saying they weren’t terrorists?” said Mina.

“We don’t think they were human at all,” said the assistant.

The medic frowned at him.

“Where are they now?” Mina asked.

“We don’t know.”

“Are they attacking other ships in the fleet?” Mina thought of her grandparents, asleep on the Starliner Osiris, not to mention countless other friends and acquaintances scattered throughout the fleet.

“We can’t be sure. We have almost no information from the other starliners.” The medic put away her scanner and started tapping at the control screen on Mina’s pod. “If they’d wanted, they probably could have destroyed the whole ship, but they broke off the attack almost right after it began. Knocked out the refueling station, disabled our comms, and destroyed Core Three, and then just . . . vanished.”

“But why? They—”

“You’ll receive a full debriefing when we reach Destina,” said the medic. “For the moment, we have thousands more pods to check and clear, and a thousand more injuries throughout the ship. The best thing you can do is let us get you back into stasis.”

The medic held her link close to Mina’s pod controls, her fingers moving from one to the other. She noticed Mina’s gaze. “We’re updating the software protocols for the upcoming journey. There we go.” She shuffled through a shoulder bag, turned back to Mina, and held out a foil packet. “Eat this while your pod is rebooting. It’s slow fuel with an extra vitamin and electrolyte concentrate. It’s a thirty-three-year trip to Destina.”

“Thirty-three . . .” Mina’s heart started to race. “Is that even safe?”

The medic smiled darkly. “None of this is safe anymore.” She stood.

There was a clunking sound beside them. Two zebra-striped bots had activated the magnetic levitation system on the stasis pod next to hers and were pushing it toward a large lifter with a stack of pods. Mina realized she would soon be just another body in that stack, and a shudder racked her body. Suddenly the walls of the pod were too narrow, the space too cramped.

“Here, take this too,” said the medic. She held out a lozenge. “It’s a relaxant.”

Mina nodded and let the medic put it on her tongue.

“As soon as the reboot is complete, please reengage stasis so we can get you safely stored. I know all this is overwhelming, but take my word for it, you’re one of the lucky ones. If all goes well, we’ll see you in a blink.” The medic motioned to her assistant and they turned toward the next pod.

One of the lucky ones . . . Mina couldn’t avoid the dark, painful cloud any longer. “Wait. I need to know . . . one of the passengers from Core Three. If he made it . . . Arlo Breton.”

The medic frowned. “Family?”

“No, my boyfriend, but we’d been together over a year,” she added, as if she needed to justify the terrible hammering of her heart.

The medic glanced at the assistant. “Check the manifest.”

He ran his finger over his tablet, frowned, loaded another screen. . . . “I’m sorry.”

Mina’s breath hitched with fresh tears.

“If you want,” said the medic, “there’s been an impromptu memorial set up.” She motioned toward the far end of the hangar. Through the gaps between ships and landing gear, Mina saw an area of wavering golden light, a few silhouettes in front of it. A wide spread of electric candles, video clips blinking from portable frames here and there.

“I can light a candle for him there,” the medic added, “if you want.”

“Thank you.” She shuddered, her breath halting in her throat, and fought back the oncoming tears. “One more thing . . . my parents and brother, they were in a ship that was en route to Delphi, behind us, a Cosmic Cruiser. Is there any way to find out if they’ve caught up, or been in contact, or—”

The medic shook her head. “Like I said, comms were completely knocked out in the attack. We’re flying blind. I know all this is difficult. We all lost people back there . . .” A shadow crossed over her face. The assistant looked at the floor, blinking at tears.

“I understand.”

There was a beep from the pod controls and the medic stood. “Your settings are all ready. Stimulators are engaged, fluid line in. So, just eat your slow fuel and engage stasis. All right?”

Mina nodded, her throat tightening, a hole tearing open inside her, all her hope sucking out—NO. Arlo might be gone, but she wasn’t giving up on her family yet.

As the medic walked away, Mina gulped down the pasty, bland slow fuel, but then instead of lying back down, she checked her link. She scrolled through her apps and opened a special one that Shawn’s dad, Wesley, had designed for her as they were leaving Saturn, after they’d sent a link through space for Liam to pick up. A fresh flash of worry: Had Shawn and Wesley made it? Or were they lost too? She should have asked. . . .

The app opened. It used her link’s light sensor to monitor the blinking of Mina’s necklace: a silver chain that held a slim rectangular pendant with a rounded, green glass button at the end. Liam wore its twin around his neck. The necklaces were paired radio beacons, and Mina and Liam had been communicating with tap code, a laborious but effective method of using flashes of light to send messages, one letter at a time. The beacons were made of such retro technology that they did not save the messages they received, simply blinked in real time. This was part of what was supposed to make them cool, and why Mina had gotten the pair to share with Arlo. Just so they could blink at each other now and then, when they were on each other’s minds—oh, Arlo . . . She’d given one to Liam just for the day on Mars, to test them out while she was on the Scorpius and he was stuck at the research station, never imagining that it would be her only link to her family across the galaxy.

When Mina had awakened at Delphi, before the attack, she’d found nine messages recorded by the app. The first ones had been from over six years earlier, as Liam was refueling. He’d said their parents were doing all right, and that their ship was steadily catching up to the Scorpius but also having trouble with their navigation systems—apparently they kept drifting ever so slightly off course for some reason—so they kept having to refuel. They were still going to make it to Delphi, but not until the fourth day after the Scorpius arrived.

His most recent message had been from about three months ago:

hi

If the Scorpius was four days out from Delphi, Liam and their parents should be arriving there at any moment. If the enemy ship—the alien enemy? Was that actually possible?—had really broken off its attack almost immediately, then her family might be safe. And yet what would they make of the wreckage? And would they even know where to go next?

“Miss . . .” Mina looked up to see the two bots approaching her pod. “Please engage stasis so that we may load you.”

“One sec.”

Mina pulled up the tap code key and began quickly
















OEBPS/images/CDS3_cover_v2_titlepage.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780062306791_Cover.jpg
LS “THRILLINGLY AMBITIQUS AND IMAG'INATIVE.”
—SOMAN» CHAINANI, New York Times bestselling author of The School for Go

¥ /f"

CHRONICLE OF THE DARI( A

THE SHORES
BEYOND TIME

KEVIN EMERSON






OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
THE SHORES BEYOND TIME

Book Three of the
CHRONICLE OF THE DARK STAR

A

\n Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





