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“This is the Genesis Ship, Arkhaven,” a garbled transmission crackled over the speakers on the bridge. “Identify yourself, over.” 

The fact that the massive ship only visible as a gleaming speck of high albedo mass from his bridge was identifying itself as the very ship that Captain Matthew “Sully” Sullivan commanded was disconcerting. The fact that it was on a collision course with his own—a fact that the alarm klaxons blaring across the bridge would not stop alerting him to—raised the situation from frustrating prank to life-or-death problem.

The Arkhaven was designed for two purposes, first to build a Krasnikov Bridge enabling superluminal transit to a habitable star, and second to be the vanguard of humanity to the stars. It was a technological Noah’s Ark containing enough life—human, animal, and vegetable—to sustain a foothold on an extrasolar planet. Sully simply could not allow whatever it was that was masquerading with his callsign to snuff out the lives in his charge with its unrestrained burn trajectory.

“Your window for a missile launch is closing.” Commander Daluxo’s dark uniform was as crisp as it would be before any inspection. Unlike some attached to the Arkhaven mission who coped with the certainty of never returning to Earth with minute lapses in discipline, Daluxo never flagged with even the tiniest details. “We need to launch, or we need to leave.”

“Are we ready to leave? Is the cargo secure? The Krasnikov Engine primed?”

“Every last embryo.” Daluxo said, his fingers drumming against a digital timer counting down the time until the calculations suggested a missile strike would merely create a cloud of debris that would destroy the Arkhaven in a rain of small impacts rather than a single catastrophic one. “The Engine is… lacking its final test, but every simulation agrees that it’s ready.”

“Open a channel.” Sully waited for the telltale click in his earpiece that denoted an open frequency. “This is the Genesis Ship, Arkhaven. Identify yourself, over.”

“Captain.” Daluxo rose from his console took his place by Sully’s side. “That’s us.”

Though the shining speck grew larger with every second, Sully looked from the viewport to the screen where Daluxo was pointing at an optical scan. The ship on a hard burn for them was identical to the Arkhaven.

Sweat beaded on Daluxo’s brow and his lip trembled. “Captain, the timer. We need to launch now.”

Sully lifted his fingers to tent them over his mouth. How could the ship on his scan be the ship on which he stood? He needed to protect the Arkhaven, and it took only one simple word and a missile to do so. All it would cost was… what exactly? Seven million human lives frozen and waiting to be incubated to take their place ensuring the lifeboat of human civilization? Were those lives even still aboard the phantom bearing down on them? How was any of this even possible?

“Captain. We need your orders.”

He couldn’t do it. If there was even a chance that the phantom Arkhaven was real and contained the same cargo as was in the one beneath his feet, he could no more destroy it than he could allow it to destroy him. The timer on the screen ticked ever closer to zero, and the speck of light grew larger and larger as it loomed toward them.

“Prime the Krasnikov Engine.”

“But what if—”

Ten seconds.

“Engage it,” Sully said.

Five seconds.

The order rippled across the bridge, a warning blared through the vessel and commanded all hands to prepare for an interstellar transit like nothing any human had ever attempted. The Arkhaven shuddered as fusion reactors shunted all available energy to the torus in the center of the craft that would tunnel through space time and allow them to attain superluminal speed.

“It’s finally happening,” Daluxo breathed. “What do you think we’ll see as we slip the bonds of time?”

One second. The timer froze. The bulkheads flexed and whined under the strain of the Krasnikov Engine, and the false Arkhaven receded.

Sully exhaled. His fingers slipped from where he had clasped them together, sweaty, trembling. The strain of the near collision echoed through his body. He closed his eyes and let his body simply relax. The millions of lives entrusted to his care were safe. Seconds ticked by—seconds that Sully knew were dilated into years outside the boundaries of the Krasnikov tube created by his ship. When he opened his eyes, he wondered how long it had been in real time since their narrow escape.

“What the hell is that?” Daluxo asked. “That’s the destination star. It can’t have intelligent life. We’ve spent decades studying it, why would something appear now?”

Sully snapped his eyes to his XO, triggered as much by the gravity implied by they typically proper Daluxo’s minor profanity as anything else. Interference from the exotic matter churning in the Krasnikov Engine radiated in chaotic waves and made the ship’s sensors dance and scream, but a single stable signature read out amid the noise, unmistakably artificial, and directly in their path.

“And why is it so… recognizably human?” A pit formed in Sully stomach as he opened a radio channel and spoke into the distortion of spacetime that surrounded his ship. “This is the Genesis Ship, Arkhaven. Identify yourself, over.”

He closed the channel and awaited the reply.










Jonathan Ficke lives outside of Milwaukee with family. See more of his work at jonficke.com or on twitter @jonficke.
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When the end of the world started, I almost missed it. 

I was staring at the chessboard, my brain spinning like a hamster on its wheel, trying to figure out what options I had left. None of them were good, and I looked up for just long enough to see Vanya’s half-smile, half-smirk staring back at me. Of course he was winning. The Russki bastard always won, or at least often enough that I could guess the outcome before I ever floated over to the board. Often enough that I suspected the rare times he let me escape with a draw were just to keep me interested.  

I rolled over as I began to float away, reaching out to pull myself back into place, grimacing as I lifted a knight and set it back down in front of my king. It was the best move available, but that was very faint praise indeed. All I was doing at this point was delaying the inevitable, but I didn’t really mind. Even when you know the end, the journey still matters, or some similarly Zen aphorism about destiny. My wife likes those. I personally tend to go more for pop-culture references, like “there is no fate but what we make.” It seemed appropriate when playing chess against the Terminator. 

Looking down at the tiny figures spread out between us, I almost missed the little flash, just a single spot of light in the dark. I frowned and blinked, wondering if I had imagined it. And then the light burned again, a bright flash that, for just an instant, outshone all the others. It came from about halfway up the East Coast, about where Washington should be.

Exactly where Washington should be.

I barely even noticed Vanya floating up beside me, his eyes wider than I’d ever seen them as he stared down at our world. More and more pinpricks of light burst into being, scattered across the entire map. Over and over the cycle repeated, light and then all-consuming darkness, until I couldn’t watch any more. For three, four, five seconds, I simply couldn’t speak, countless possibilities, explanations, prayers racing themselves through the corridors of my mind. “The radio. There’s got to be some kind of transmission, right? Something to tell the world what’s going on?”

Without waiting for me, he flipped it to “ON”, to the preset Mission Control channel. Nothing. He turned the dials, faster and faster, his breath coming in short gasps.

And then, the sound of a human voice, so quiet I thought for a moment that I had imagined it. A soft, mechanical beep followed by a single sentence. It was in Russian, but that was irrelevant. “Systema ‘Perimeter’ aktivirovana.” “Perimeter system activated.”

“That’s impossible.” Vanya’s voice was almost a whisper, then it suddenly, sharply grew into something much louder, into a scream. “What did your people do!?” I knew what the Perimeter system was, every American officer who specialized in Russia did. It was a relic from the Cold War, a relic supposedly dismantled decades ago. A colossal nuclear dead-man switch, an automated system meant as the final defense against a first strike, the USSR’s ultimate insurance policy. Even if all of mankind went down with them.

I could see desperation morph into disbelieving rage in his eyes, and I took a deep breath. “My people? What the hell are you talking about, Vanya? My home is the one getting nuked to hell right now, not yours!”

He shook his head from side to side, his face melting into a mask that somehow seemed to be cold, sad, and angry all at once. “We both know what Perimeter is. If it’s firing, then I don’t have a home anymore.”

It suddenly hit me what he was saying, hit me with the force of a truck, and I stared dumbly for a moment. “Or there’s a circuit loose somewhere in the machine that hasn’t been maintained since the Soviets.”

“Maybe.” In that instant, he looked so much older than his forty years. He looked like the picture he once showed me of his grandfather, the one who taught him to play chess, the weight of decades bearing down on him. “We’re over America now, not Russia. We can’t see what’s going on there. And it doesn’t really matter, does it?” He laughed, a short, mirthless sound. “It’s not
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