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      The escape capsule was falling. The interior was tiny, accommodating only one individual. Only one individual was required. Most of the bulk of the capsule was made up by the thickness of the hull. The capsule had no landing gear and the hull was designed to absorb the shock of impact on a planet surface. The thick shell was also designed to protect the occupant from the high temperatures generated by falling through an atmosphere.

      The capsule had drifted into Concordia’s exosphere without incident. At this point, the small vessel was already trapped by Concordia’s gravity and impact on the surface was inevitable. It was only a matter of time. The thing inside it remained motionless, waiting. Its artificial mind calculated the predicted velocity of the capsule’s descent and estimated the peak temperature of the outer hull.

      According to its calculations, the capsule would not heat up sufficiently to destroy the occupant, though burn damage might be inflicted. More importantly, the high temperature would not cause the capsule to disintegrate. If it did, the occupant would not survive the remaining fall.

      The force of the impending impact was another consideration. Could the occupant survive the shock? There was dissatisfying variance in the answer. The probability of unimpaired survival was only thirty-two point nine two eight four percent. However, the probability of functional survival was seventy-three point four zero eight three, rounded up. Nevertheless, that meant the probability of annihilation was twenty-six point five nine one seven.

      The individual would have preferred better odds. If it was destroyed its mission would fail. But there was nothing it could do to improve its chances. The intelligence thought it was odd that its creators had not designed a more robust craft, but it was forced to accept it could not know their motivations or intentions.

      Time passed, and the capsule entered Concordia’s thermosphere. Its velocity increased as the tug of the planet’s mass grew stronger. Where would it fall? Its trajectory was not yet entirely set. The capsule was light and would be subject to the forces of the jet stream when it dropped deep into the stratosphere. At that point it would also be on fire.

      Given the predicted high temperature of its hull (what remained of it at that point), it would be preferable if it landed in the ocean, even considering the fact that the sudden drop in temperature might create a differential in thermal expansion sufficient to cause the hull to crack. If the capsule crashed into land, it would cool down much slower, reducing the heat differential and maintaining the structural integrity of the hull. However, the force of impact would be greater. Overall, the probability that the capsule would break open, reducing the likelihood of the individual’s survival, was lower for an impact on water than on land.

      When the capsule reached the mesosphere, its exterior rapidly heated up. The metal alloy forming the outermost layer began to glow. At first, insulation protected the capsule’s interior from the heat, and the occupant registered no rise in temperature.

      That state quickly changed. One-tenth of a second later, the capsule’s hull was melting and burning, sending out a long tail of flame. A human on the surface looking at the right part of the night sky would have seen a streak of light and thought they were looking at a meteor.

      Another tenth of a second passed, and the individual registered the rapidly increasing temperature of its surroundings. Fortunately, it did not breathe air, or it would have discovered its throat and lungs scorching. Its skin was a manufactured substance designed to mimic human skin. If it had been organic, it would have been bubbling and peeling away.

      By the third tenth of a second, the capsule was a fireball and its interior was a furnace. But it maintained structural integrity. The occupant waited as its circuits heated. The artificial hair on its head dissolved and evaporated. The ends of its faux fingers crisped.

      Estimated time to impact was point two nine⁠—

      The capsule hit. Against the probabilities, given the comparative volume of water to landmass on the surface of Concordia, the capsule had come down on land. Its innermost wall shattered, but for the most part the vessel remained whole. One reason for this was the fact that what was left of the hull was molten and the liquid, more flexible structure absorbed some of the shock.

      The occupant completed a damage assessment of itself, revealing a considerable number of breakages. Its inner frame had broken into many pieces and some of its wires had dissected. Self-repair automatically activated. As the hull cooled, the individual healed itself. Not all parts were able to be saved, but it would be functional. When it had repaired to the greatest extent possible, it would find a way out of the wreck.
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      Cherry lifted a whistle to her lips and blew it so hard her ears rang. “Exercise over. Get in line!”

      The troops shuffled slowly to their positions in the training yard. Some didn’t even seem sure of where the line was.

      “MOVE IT!”

      Her missing arm was itching, which did nothing to improve her mood. She didn’t think she’d ever seen such a bunch of useless recruits. If they weren’t dropping their weapons they were bumping into each other, and if they weren’t bumping into each other they were screwing around when they thought she wasn’t watching.

      Dammit! Where was Aubriot?

      The face of his subordinate officer had been a picture when Cherry had turned up unannounced. Then the woman had tried to make up excuses for her CO, stuttering out some lame explanations for Aubriot’s absence. That had only made Cherry madder. Loyalty was a virtue but not when it extended to covering up irresponsibility.

      From the corner of her eye, she saw a tall figure striding toward her. The sight of Aubriot finally arriving only made her more irritated. She glared at him as he approached.

      “I’ll take over, General,” he said as soon as he was within hearing distance.

      She waited until he was close enough for her to speak without the recruits overhearing her. “Where the hell have you been?” she hissed. “You should have been here two hours ago. What kind of an example do you think you’re setting?”

      “Hey! I⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hear it.” Cherry pulled the whistle over her head and thrust it into his chest. “These men and women are a disgrace, but now I see the attitude of the person responsible for training them I’m not surprised. You’ve got one week to whip them into shape. I’ll be back to run them through an exercise of my choosing, and if they don’t behave like something resembling soldiers, you’re discharged.”

      His handsome features darkened. “You don’t mean that. You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I wouldn’t dare?” She struggled to keep control of herself. “Try me, Aubriot. Just try me. The Scythians could return any day, and when they do, we’ll be relying on these idiots for our defense. Stars help us! If this is an example of the best you can do, our military is better off without you.”

      She walked away before she had to take any more of his attitude. The man was beyond exasperating. She knew why he’d been late. Antisocial as she was, even she had heard the rumors. He was late because he’d been with some young woman, one of the latest in a long line to fall victim to his charms. He was disgusting—working his way through the female half of the colony like a bad algae sandwich.

      She’d heard he’d been fraternizing with recruits too, though she had no evidence to prove it. His behavior in that regard was bizarre. He was the one who had written the rules for Concordia’s defense forces, basing them on his memory of armed service regulations back on Earth. Now, he was the one flouting them.

      She should have given him a dishonorable discharge a year ago, when his attitude had started to slip. And she would have, except for the fact that when he concentrated on his job, he really knew what he was doing. He knew stuff about military training and tactics that wasn’t in any of the colony’s data banks. He also knew how to manipulate people into doing what he wanted.

      In the early days, he’d been too authoritarian and overbearing, pissing off the independently minded Gens. But she had persuaded him to tone it down, and the nature of the people he was working with had altered too. This later generation had not revolted against Woken and Guardian control. They were softer, more malleable, and more tolerant of being bossed around.

      When he put his mind to what he was doing, Aubriot produced excellent results. When he put his mind to it, and he wasn’t giving priority to that other part of his anatomy.

      She swung herself into her autocar and told it her next destination. The vehicle locked its doors and pulled out. The Concordian countryside rolled past her window as the car headed east toward the site that was formerly Sidhe, the underground settlement.

      Was Aubriot’s deteriorating attitude only due to the fact he was getting older? She wasn’t sure exactly how old he was. He didn’t seem to show any signs of aging, but she guessed he had to be in his late forties or early fifties. He’d expanded his family’s already huge business empire until it was vast before sinking all his assets into the Nova Fortuna Project. Then the project had taken many years to complete. Kes would probably know Aubriot’s age when he left Earth. The xenobiologist was the only other living Woken who had embarked on the Nova. But since then, how much time had passed for the man?

      Aubriot had spent a hundred and eighty-six years frozen aboard the colony ship—did people age while in cryo? She had no idea. A little more than a year after Arrival, Aubriot embarked on the mission with her to the Galactic Assembly. Six more Concordian years or roughly three Earth years had gone by since their return.

      But while they’d been away, time on Concordia had moved on another one hundred and six Concordian and fifty-three Earth years. How old did that make Aubriot now, or her for that matter? It was confusing.

      Still, however old he was, aging didn’t justify his bad behavior. Whatever the reason was, it was up to him to fix it. He was a grown man. If he continued to be more of a liability than an asset, he had to go. She wasn’t going to place the safety of tens of thousands of men, women, and children in his hands.

      After her car arrived and parked itself, she climbed out and walked to the stairs at the side of the parking lot, stepping over the crack running around its outer edge. The line in the pavement was the only sign of the vast man-made cavern beneath her feet. She descended the long flights of stairs leading to the cavern’s entrance and passed through the security door.

      She regularly inspected Concordia’s armament depots. Everything always seemed in order when she carried out a visual inspections, but she liked to meet face-to-face with the officers in charge. People tended to be more open and honest when communicating verbally, often saying things they would not commit to writing. She perched on a camp stool and balanced an interface on her knees as she double-checked that month’s report from the officer responsible for Cerberus.

      Putting aside the interface, she rose and went to the nearest missile launcher. The points of four missiles protruded from the ground and rose to the ceiling. The frames holding them upright were sunk into the ground far below.

      “General,” said a voice. “Welcome to Cerberus.”

      A fresh-faced young man in uniform was approaching. She squinted, peering through the dim lighting and shadows. The man was a colonel and therefore the person in charge. She didn’t recognize him. Aubriot must have reassigned the previous officer but hadn’t informed her.

      “Colonel, please don’t call me General. Ma’am is fine, or even sir if it’s easier to remember. What’s your name?”

      His stiff posture eased. “Fletcher, ma’am. I hope you’ll find everything as it should be.”

      “I’m sure I will but it doesn’t hurt to check, and also to meet new staff. You didn’t write this month’s report, so you must have taken up your new post recently.”

      “I’ve only been here two days. I received my promotion last week.”

      “Well, how about you take me on a tour and show me what you know?”

      “It’ll be a pleasure.”

      Fletcher took her to the pulse emitter first and explained what it was and how it operated. An entirely different construction than the ground-to-space missiles, the emitter had been built according to plans Faina, captain of the Guardians’ ship, Mistral, had dumped into the colony’s data banks before crashing her vessel into the Scythian flagship.

      The silo also contained a ground-to-air missile launcher to be deployed if the Scythians made it into Concordia’s atmosphere. Stacks of missiles sat beside it.

      As Fletcher led her around the other armaments, her mind turned to her long day ahead on her bi-monthly visit to all the four military sites, code-named Cerberus, Minotaur, Medusa, and Hydra. Cerberus was the oldest, built in the earliest days of the colonization. Work had begun on the silo not long after she had left to go to the Galactic Assembly.

      Minotaur sat deep within the cliff face several kilometers from Oceanside, the second major settlement to be built. Medusa lurked beneath the mountain range bisecting the main continent, an offshoot of the extensive mines that riddled the mountains. Hydra held the title of the newest of the four. Built with the permission and help of the Fila, it lay in wait beneath the shallow waters of the continental shelf offshore from the largest continent and original site of colonization, Lyonesse.

      Hydra would eventually lose her status of the most recently constructed depot. Work was underway on Chimera. The fifth silo was being constructed on Suddene, the second largest and recently colonized continent.

      At the end of his tour, Fletcher returned to the four ground-to-space missiles. Dust lay thick on their metal surfaces. Despite the dust, the silvery hue of the metal shone through. The missiles had been constructed from the search-and-destroy spiders the Scythians had sent down to kill the humans in their second attack. First to be built, the missiles had sat in place for more than eighty Concordian years, awaiting the return of the Scythians.

      Eighty years was a long time, and no missiles had ever been launch tested. When the moment for their deployment came, would they work?
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      Wilder reached armpits deep into the guts of the pulse emitter and slipped a wrench over a nut. She’d lost count of the times she’d serviced the Cerberus emitter and those at the other depots, but Cherry had asked her to carry out yet more maintenance checks on top of those carried out by the regular crew.

      She understood Cherry’s concern but the work bored her. It irked her too. Humans had lived on Concordia for a hundred and twelve Concordian years. They had spread across the planet’s surface to both of its continents. They had built roads and railway lines, schools and hospitals, factories and offices. They had built a new civilization. If that didn’t give them the right to call Concordia their home, she didn’t know what did. It seemed unfair that they were forced to go to this effort to defend themselves.

      There were so many more interesting things she could be doing than servicing pulse emitters, like⁠—

      “Hey, Wilder,” said a voice behind her.

      Startled, she dropped her wrench. The tool clattered into the depths of the machine. “Damn!” Straightening up, she turned and saw Kes.

      “Sorry,” he said, “I thought you heard me come in.”

      “No, I didn’t, but it’s okay. I was lost in thought.” She squatted down next to her tool box and riffled through its contents, pulling out a magnetic gripper and placing it on the emitter’s shell. “I didn’t expect to see you in here. Things getting boring over at the Aliens Office?”

      “You mean the Department for Extra-Planetary Affairs?”

      “Exactly. The Aliens Office.” She ducked down again and picked up a rag to wipe her hands, hiding the smile creeping over her lips. She enjoyed teasing Kes, whose love of his job bordered on obsession.

      “Well, I guess you’re half right,” he replied. “I have been learning a lot about other members of the Galactic Assembly. But my job entails…” He paused, then laughed and punched her on the shoulder.

      She grinned. “Seriously, though. What brings you here? It isn’t like you to venture out during daylight on a work day. Is a big disaster brewing? Have the Fila decided to emigrate?”

      His eyebrows rose in alarm. “The Fila leave us? Don’t even talk about it. What a disaster that would be. No, it isn’t anything as serious as that. It’s probably nothing, in fact. I would have comm’d you about it, but you turned off your button. I thought I might find you here.”

      “Whoops.” She turned on her ear comm. “I don’t like to be disturbed when I’m working.”

      “No problem. I do that too sometimes. So, someone brought part of an object they’d found into the office today, and I was wondering if you might help us identify it. They found the thing way out beyond the mountains a couple of weeks ago.”

      “What does it look like? Did you bring it with you?”

      “It’s metallic, and it appears to have been burned, but that’s as much as I can tell you. It doesn’t resemble anything I’ve ever seen. I couldn’t bring it with me unfortunately. I’m not allowed to take it out of the building. The director is worried it’s something dangerous. Would you mind coming over to take a look?”

      “Sure. Any excuse to get out of servicing these emitters. Give me a few minutes.” She reached into the emitter with the magnetic grip. The wrench hadn’t fallen far. It was caught between two parts of machinery. But bumping the tool could send it clattering into the depths, which might entail days of taking the emitter apart in order to reach it. She opened the jaws of the gripper and delicately closed them around the wrench, feeling a satisfying clunk as the magnetism took hold. “Do you have any pictures of this thing?”

      “I do. The person who brought it in also took pictures of the whole object, not just the piece they picked up. I’ve already sent the files to you.”

      “I’ll take a look at them on the way over. I’m nearly done. I just need to close this thing up.”

      After she had returned the emitter to a working state, they took an autocar to the government buildings where Kes worked. Concordia was governed from its capital, Annwn, which lay between Cerberus and the original farming district. Annwn was a small place. Mostly only government workers lived there. The Leader at the time had chosen it as an administrative center in order to discourage larger cities from vying for control.

      Despite its small size, the capital was Wilder’s source of groceries and other supplies. Not long after returning from the Galactic Assembly, she had built herself another tree house in the small patch of forest that remained after the construction of Cerberus. Many of the trees had been cleared or had died due to the fitting of the military depot’s underground dome. She loved the quiet and seclusion of her little forest home, though living there sometimes made her nostalgic about the days when Tycho, Stephie, and other friends had shared the dream of building an entire settlement beneath the canopy.

      Now, Tycho and Stephie were married and had grandchildren. They lived out at Oceanside and Wilder rarely saw them. Their differences in age and experience had created a gulf their former friendship couldn’t cross.

      “Are you going to look at the pictures I sent?” Kes asked.

      “Oh, yeah.” She had forgotten what she was supposed to be doing. Wondering why she seemed to be becoming more absent-minded, she took out her interface and opened her files.

      The larger object was the first thing she saw—the thing too large for the finder to bring back. It was an irregular lump of buckled, twisted, scorched metal. The dimension measurements overlay the image. It was two point eight-seven meters at its widest point, one point eight meters deep, and one point five meters tall. Lush vegetation surrounded it.

      “The person who found it suspected it might be alien in origin,” said Kes. “That was why she came to my department. What do you think?”

      “I guess it’s strange that something we made could get burned up way over on the other side of the mountains. Unless it’s a crashed aircraft? But we would have heard about it on the news.”

      “That’s what I thought too.”

      Her gaze shifted from the unidentified object to the greenery encircling it. She touched the image and widened it with her fingertips, revealing greater detail. “Look at that.” She pointed at an area next to the mysterious artifact.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “The surrounding area was burned by the heat and flames from the object. You can see the scorched soil. But new shoots are growing. Judging by the object’s dimensions, the shoots were about ten centimeters tall when the picture was taken. We’re in the warm season now and everything’s growing fast. I would guess the area was burned about three weeks ago, though it’s hard to be exact without knowing the plant species.”

      Kes smiled. “I knew I’d come to the right person.”

      “You said the finder of this thing waited two weeks before they came to you?”

      “That’s right. She’s a miner and she only recently had enough free time to bring it to Annwn.”

      “That makes it five weeks ago that thing was on fire. I’ll check the news reports.”

      There was no mention of any aircraft crashes, fires, or any other unusual occurrences in the wilderness beyond the mountains around the time she’d estimated, or within two weeks.

      They arrived at Kes’s place of work. He took her to his department on the first floor. It was an open plan office. She drew some curious glances as he led her through the desks.

      The object the finder had brought in sat on an empty table. She picked it up. It was clearly bent out of shape, but even mentally unbending it and imagining the original form gave her no clues as to what it had been. A sharp edge indicated it had been sheared off, probably due to damage to the larger object it came from. The edge hadn’t melted and then cooled and re-solidified, which was what appeared to have happened to the rest of the object. But even the edge was somewhat scorched like the rest. She wasn’t sure what to make of it.

      Kes’s colleagues had come over and gathered around. Two were peering over her shoulders.

      “I thought perhaps it was Scythian,” said one of them, a young, balding man. “Remains of some of the spiders, melted together. We’ve certainly found plenty of those over the years.”

      “None of them were burned, though,” said an older woman.

      “Perhaps a container burst in the upper atmosphere and the spiders heated up as they came down.”

      Wilder felt the object’s weight. “It isn’t part of a spider.” She’d handled enough of the search-and-destroy devices to know how much the thing should weigh. It was too heavy. “Though I think it’s a metal alloy.”

      The woman said, “The chief engineer from Civil Works volunteered to test it and find out its exact composition.”

      “That’s great,” said Wilder. “Knowing what it’s made from will narrow down the field of possibilities.” She turned over the object in her hands a few more times before returning it to the table top and asking Kes, “Are you busy with work at the moment?”

      “I’m always busy. There’s always something to do, but why are you asking?”

      “Do you fancy coming on a heli ride?”

      “You want to go out there?”

      “I do. This mystery is going to bug me until I’ve figured it out.”

      “I can make time for that. We can take a government heli.”

      “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”

      He smiled. “Let’s go tomorrow.”

      Unable to glean any more information from the object, Wilder decided to call it a day. Kes accompanied her to the outer doors. Before leaving, she said, “What I don’t understand is, how did it get there? It’s in the middle of nowhere. It couldn’t have been taken there by truck because there are no roads. We’ve ruled out the possibility of it being a downed aircraft. The only other vehicle capable of reaching that location is a flitter, but they’re all locked away, even the one with remaining power.” A sudden thought struck her and she sucked in a breath.

      “What? Have you figured out what it is?”

      “Uh, no. I was thinking about something else.”

      He looked at her inquiringly. When she ignored him, he said, “Something entirely unrelated to this object that made you gasp?”

      “Look, it’s personal, okay?” It wasn’t personal, but she couldn’t think up a better excuse at short notice for not telling him the truth.

      “Personal,” he said. “Right.” Folding his arms he leaned on the door, gazing at the view. Several awkward moments passed in silence. He glanced behind them into the empty lobby before saying, “You know, if you’re doing something under the radar, so to speak, you can tell me. Just because I work for the government it doesn’t mean I would turn you in.”

      “Oh, I know you wouldn’t.” She touched his arm. “It isn’t that. It’s something I can’t talk about yet, to anyone, that’s all. And I don’t think it’s related to this burned up thing the miner found, okay?”

      “Hmm, if you’re sure. You know I’m only trying to look out for you.”

      “I’m sure, and I appreciate your concern.” She was moved. Kes had always been there for her, ever since that day he’d brought her sluglimpet repellent to spray on the trees in her settlement. He was the closest thing to family she had. She hugged him before leaving.

      On her way home, she thought more about the connection between the mysterious burned object and her little project, until she was convinced there was none. She’d thought perhaps the object was a failed experiment along the lines of ones she’d been attempting.
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      It was getting dark. The sunset colors that had brightened the office where Kes worked had disappeared and the encroaching gloom alerted him to the lateness of the hour. He turned off his interface and slipped the device into a bag, then rose from his desk and stretched.

      The office was empty. All of his colleagues had already gone home. He was the last to leave, as usual. He walked to the exit, going over the day’s events in his mind. He smiled and gave a slight shake of his head at the memory of his encounter with Wilder.

      What secret lay behind that gasp she’d given? What was she up to? His young friend had clearly embarked on yet another project that skirted the border of legality.

      Out in the hallway, he turned his steps toward the rear of the building. The front doors would already be locked and he would have to let himself out of the fire door. Not for the first time, his tired brain dwelt on how remarkably similar the shadowy, quiet building was to the kind of places he used to work at on Earth. If he didn’t look too closely, he might have imagined he was back there, and the intervening centuries and light years of distance were nothing but a fiction of an over-excited imagination.

      He pushed on the bar that opened the door and let himself out into the coolness of late dusk. He descended the steps and walked out into the office parking lot, which he wasn’t surprised to see was empty of cars. They had all been taken by departing government workers.

      Sighing, he sat on a low wall and ordered an autocar via his ear comm. As he did so, he saw three messages from his wife. A twinge of guilt hit. He knew what the messages said and he didn’t answer them, deciding to cross that bridge when he arrived home.

      While he waited for the ordered car, he wondered about his growing sense of déjà vu. He hadn’t felt that way about any other place on Concordia. It had only been in what he saw as the second phase of his life here that the mental shift had appeared, after he’d returned from the trip to the Galactic Assembly.

      Experiencing events that later turned out not to be real but a simulation artificially generated in his mind had had a profound effect. He’d felt psychologically destabilized and left with a distrust of what was real and what was not.

      Then, when he’d returned to Concordia and discovered that the planet had moved on by more than fifty Earth years, he’d undergone another psychic shift. This second effect had occurred more slowly. In the beginning, he’d been amazed and delighted. The colonists had worked wonders in just a few decades. And when he’d found out about the secret military depots they’d constructed in anticipation of the Scythians’ return, he’d been even more impressed.

      But within weeks a sense of displacement had set in. The new Concordia was nothing like he’d imagined it would be when he’d signed up to the colony expedition. He’d imagined a lifetime of enormous challenges, hardship, and toil as the generational colonists and scientists fought to survive. Instead, after returning from the Assembly, he found he was living a reasonably comfortable existence with all his immediate needs catered for.

      He had a nice home, a wife and child as well as another on the way, and an office job. If it weren’t for the fact that he was studying alien sentient species, he could easily have thought he’d never left Earth.

      The whirr of an autocar drew him from his musings. The vehicle pulled up and the doors unlocked. He shivered as he stood up. The evening was turning chilly. He looked up at the clear sky and overhanging starscape.

      “You’re different,” he told the stars. “I can say that, but not much else.”

      He opened a door and climbed in, telling the car his destination. The interior was warm. The heater had activated—yet another example of an Earth-like luxury. It added to his sense of alienation. He would almost have preferred the car was cold, the windows stuck open, and rain pouring in.

      The autocar purred as set off in the direction of his home on the outskirts of Annwn.

      Thinking about his life on the new Concordia and its similarity to his memories of Earth brought him to a sad recollection that often popped up unbidden when he sank into this mood.

      When he’d returned from the Galactic Assembly, the first place he’d gone had been the Leader’s Residence. He hadn’t realized at first that the Leader was Meredith, Cariad and Ethan’s child. Cherry had been the first to spot that.

      At that time, Cariad was still alive and living with her daughter, but dementia had taken over her mind. Meredith had warned him before he’d gone to see her. However, the knowledge hadn’t prepared him for what he encountered.

      Against his expectation, she’d recognized him. Her eyes had screwed up to focus on him as soon as he’d entered the room, and then her features relaxed in recognition. “Kes, where have you been? Are you here to go into cryo too? I thought maybe you’d been taken to the OR already. Come and sit down.”

      He’d perched on the bed, a little shocked at the toll time had taken on her appearance. He’d known she would look older, naturally, but to see it with his own eyes was another thing.

      Cariad beckoned him closer. He leaned in. She clutched his arm and whispered, “Kes, please help me. I changed my mind, but they won’t let me leave. There’s a nurse here who hates me and she won’t let me go.” Her grip became tighter. “I changed my mind. I don’t want to go on the Nova Fortuna any longer. I want to give up my place to someone else. I can do that, can’t I? It isn’t too late? Someone can take my place. They can’t force me, right?”

      He had heard that the best way to deal with the delusions of the mentally ill was to go along with them. Telling them the truth would only make them agitated and unhappy and wouldn’t help them at all. He took her other hand in his. “No, they can’t force you. You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”

      “Good, good.” Cariad’s hold on his arm softened. “I decided I can’t leave my family. I can’t do that to them, and I’ll miss them too much.”

      He bowed his head. “I know how you feel. But don’t worry about it. I’ll speak to the doctors and tell them not to prep you.”

      “Thank you, Kes. Thank you. I knew I could rely on you.”

      Though she appeared to have forgotten everything that had happened since she woke from cryo, her memory of the years leading up to the departure of the expedition was vivid. As he sat and talked with her, she referred to many aspects of that time he’d entirely forgotten. The snatched moments of intimacy they’d shared, the utter exhaustion of the long days of work, office politics and gossip, and the escalating strength of the public protests.

      By the time she’d become tired by their conversation and fallen asleep, he had been transported back into the past. He’d also felt anew the same doubt and indecision that now plagued Cariad’s aged brain.

      If he had his time again, would he decide to remain on Earth? If he’d known how much his expectations would be thwarted, it was possible he would.

      The autocar drew to a stop. His house was small and fronted by a yard covered in the rubbery, low-growing Concordia ground cover plant. He exited the car and walked up the path. The front door opened before he reached it and yellow light silhouetted the pregnant figure of Isobel.

      She waited until he was inside and the door was closed before she began her admonishments. “You promised. You promised you’d be home early today.”

      “I know, I’m sorry. Someone brought something into the office, and I had to⁠—”

      “I don’t want to hear it. Whatever it was, you could have at least comm’d me. You could have replied to my messages.”

      “You’re right. That’s what I should have done. I got carried away, I guess. Look, why don’t we do something special this weekend? I want to make it up to you.”

      “It isn’t only me, it’s Miki too. She hasn’t seen her Daddy in three days. You leave before she wakes up and come home after she’s gone to bed. Three days is a long time to a two-year-old.”

      “I know.” He hung his head. “I’m sorry.” He reached out to hug his wife, but she stepped backward, avoiding him.

      “I’ve never said this before.” Her chin began to tremble. “If you continue like this, always working, never making time for me or our children, our marriage isn’t going to survive. I know that sounds like an ultimatum, but it isn’t. It’s the truth.” She turned around and walked into the kitchen at the back of their house.

      She didn’t want him to see her cry. He stood in the hall, his arms hanging loosely, feeling like an absolute asshole. What was going on with him? The amount of work he had to do was overwhelming. He was studying information on members of the Galactic Assembly, learning as much as he could about the anatomy, behavior, environmental conditions essential for life, history, and culture of more than two dozen species. Realistically, it was several lifetimes’ work for everyone in his department, let alone himself.

      Yet none of it was as important to him as his family. Why was he neglecting them?

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/jjg2flatebook.jpg
J.J. GREEN

.»,é

JPACE [.I]Ll]NY [I}\F

/HUMANITY "3 FIGHT





OEBPS/images/infinitebook.jpg
INFINITEBOOK







