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On Aurora, humanity's final outpost is heading for disaster
In 2080, the starship Exodus left Earth, carrying some 1600 people, to give humanity a second chance. Now, in 2245, the colonists are trying to build a future on distant Aurora. But the doomed world that sent them on their long voyage had turned authoritarian and repressive, leading a small group to form a plan to let those sent on the Exodus choose a different path.
While Kenneth Taylor struggles to accept his self-imposed silence even on the new world, Thomas Dunn is slowly subverting the colonial administration. Governor George Havelar, on the other hand, plans to make sure the mistakes of the past are not repeated as he proposes a radical plan for human expansion. In the north a simmering discontent is threatening to break up the unity of the human settlement on Aurora, and former scramjet pilot Tina Hammer realizes she cannot stay out of the conflict. Maria Solis, torn between loyalty to her father's faction and her own desires, is suddenly being forced into the conflict as she witnesses a terrible crime.
With an entire planet to discover, tensions rise as opposing forces work their plans. While the leadership of the colony tries to affirm its control, others are working to regain lost liberties.
Will humanity’s final outpost survive the confrontation, or succumb to destruction?
Prologue
A thousand ships rose through the clouds as Lifebringer’s day came to an end. For three centuries, they had known this day would come, when the waiting and struggles to save as many as possible would finally end. The ships heading for the unknown would populate new worlds as the old one faced its inevitable death. This was an end, but also a beginning. The older generation would stay behind, while the next generation would find new worlds to settle, far beyond known space. Lifebringer’s legacy would live on, on hundreds of planets, spread throughout the galaxy like seeds blown by the wind.
Ghaaratha was sad to see them go. They were the future, the survival of their species ensured by the colossal arks, yet they represented the end of an era. Lifebringer had been good to them, and they had already spread out to other systems nearby. This moment was the culmination of generations of scientific discovery, technological innovation, and a common purpose.
She wondered what would happen to Lifebringer’s children. Would they colonize planets, and make the natives their slaves, or would they manage to coexist with other intelligent species? Or would they be chased off by warlike civilizations? Or perhaps they would find inhabited planets to be more rare, and instead be forced to populate empty planets? They had the means, certainly, to terraform planets within the habitable zone of a suitable star.
She shook her head, and turned away, wiping a single tear from her face. She was old, and she would get no answers. Soon she would die, knowing nothing of her children’s fate. Her own children, Oahna at twenty-six and Jurghaan at thirty, were lost to her. They would sleep through however long it took to bring them to their destination, but if all went well, they would find a new home, where they would have children of their own. Her grandchildren. The thought lifted her spirits somewhat, but only for a moment.
Ghaaratha ought to be happy to see her bloodline continue, but it broke her heart to see them leave. Decades might still pass before the inevitable cataclysm. By then, Lifebringer’s children would be scattered across the galaxy, populating worlds beyond the farthest reaches of civilization. Life would go on.
Chapter 1
THOMAS DUNN
The night was warm, and there was a sweet scent to the air, even through all the filtering and decontamination, clean and almost flowery. Aurora was a beautiful place, an Eden for those who cared to notice. Thomas Dunn had a task that demanded his full attention, but he also had the ability to take in his surroundings in full. Nothing escaped him. As he approached the building, he grinned at the guard standing outside the door. The guard recognized him, and immediately looked to see if anyone else was around.
“You’ve got the booze?” the guard almost whispered. Thomas nodded, and brought out a gray canvas bag. A clinking sound escaped it when he — a little carelessly — handed it over. The guard smiled nervously and licked his lips.
“It’s been years you know… I almost forgot how much… How good it can be…” Thomas cocked his head and looked at the poor drunk. He’d snatched a few bottles of moonshine from the private stash of one of the soldiers a few weeks ago, and had kept it hidden since. With full access to the personnel files, he knew the strengths and weaknesses of the men and women — civilian and military. This guy had been sober for so long, ever since before they left Earth, but once an alcoholic… So he’d chatted with him, and casually mentioned his little secret stash.
“Now you owe me one, Pete.” The guard nodded eagerly, as he put his hand inside the bag. Then he took out one small bottle and slipped it inside his jacket. The other went down the pocket on the side of his pants. Thomas slapped him amiably on the shoulder as he turned around.
“Save a little for after duty then,” he said as he walked away. He didn’t wait for an answer. He’d been surprised this guy hadn’t been kicked out in Selection, back on Earth, until he connected the dots. Richard Thatcher, the mastermind behind the conspiracy had time and time again proven his foresight. And when Thomas though about it, he chuckled. They needed a few weak links in the chain, and Pete was just that. Placed on the Exodus, where he’d have no access to his little vice, he’d be an obedient soldier, but here… He didn’t know all the instructors involved, but he knew that even Senator Joe Buchanan had been involved, and he headed the entire project back on Earth. He could only imagine the trouble they had gone through to secure Pete’s place on the Exodus.
Thomas rounded the corner, and walked into the administrative building, where he had a small office. He threw his jacket onto his desk and sat down to play around on his tablet for a while. No one noticing the light in his windows would react to it; he often worked late, and sometimes even pulled all-nighters. Layers upon layers of deceptions hid his true intentions, and while some might suspect there was something amiss with his front cover as an administrative assistant, no one really knew who he was. Some in Havelar’s inner circle might know Thomas was his personal spy, but his true mission remained hidden. Just as he’d planned all those months before the day he finally stepped into the role of Thomas Dunn. It was a role he’d become accustomed to, and it was all part of him now. He lived, breathed, and thought Thomas Dunn. It was the only way, to immerse himself into this fictional character, to such a degree that even he sometimes wondered who he really was.
He’d had a lot of these musings lately, and every time, he pushed himself out of it. It could drive a man crazy, thinking like that. He looked at his watch. Half an hour had passed; that ought to do it. He had no way of knowing just how quickly Pete would jump into the bottle. From what he’d learned about the man, he didn’t expect it to take long, but to be sure, he’d spiked the booze, just enough to make sure. A few sips would be tasty; a few more, and the guard would fall asleep.
He went outside again, and as he rounded the corner, he grinned. Pete sat slumped against the wall, the bottle lying beside him. Thomas looked around before he darted over and quickly spilled the rest of the bottle on the ground. He laid the bottle back as it had been, and checked Pete’s pulse. He’d be fine. In a couple of hours, he’d wake up, confused, and Thomas chuckled as he thought of it. Of course, if someone discovered the poor drunk, he’d be facing a shitload of trouble. Oh well.
Thomas took out an access card he’d stolen earlier, and held it up against the lock. He had reprogrammed it, resetting the code, and now he pushed the eight digits. The lock clicked, and he opened the door. The lights were out, and he didn’t dare use a flashlight, so he waited for a moment to let his eyes adjust to the darkness. He knew exactly where he was heading; after all, he’d been part of setting up this compound. He followed a short corridor until he reached another locked door. He fumbled a little in the dark before he found the other access card. This door had a double lock, with two ten-digit codes. It was basically an archive, although it held a few pieces of advanced electronic equipment as well. Thomas had no interest in the gadgets; it was information he was seeking.
There, he quickly spotted the server he’d known would be here. It was just an ordinary computer, but it was the only way he’d be able to access Alphanet, Havelar’s private network. The server had a sophisticated firewall protecting Alphanet from the other networks on Aurora. Even the network run by the powerful servers on board the Exodus, covering most of the northern hemisphere, was completely separated from Alphanet. Only a small number of devices were connected to Alphanet, and every single one of them was tightly guarded. This was the weak spot, though it had taken some planning to make sure it would be accessible. He would never have been able to breach it if not for his privileges from working so closely with Havelar himself. And Pete, of course. Now, by hardwiring his tablet to the server, he’d be able to bypass the firewall, and using a slightly modified stealth program, he’d gain access to the information he sought.
He searched for a few minutes, his heartbeat almost too loud to concentrate. He felt a trickle of sweat down his back, as he impatiently went through file after file. Each file name seemed to be random letters and numbers, no logical organization to go through. Damn, it was taking too long. Someone might come by and discover Pete outside. A muffled sound made him start. He heard it once more, and recognized it was just the main drive of another server working. His presence had probably already increased the temperature of the room, making some of the older machines react by speeding up their fans.
There. He recognized the file just as he opened it. The numbers were obvious; coordinates, dates, times. He thought of the containers smuggled along on the Exodus. Who knew what they held, but he’d always suspected it would be bad. Now he finally had a way to find out. He quickly copied the file. Then he deleted a temporary file that had been created the instant he breached the firewall. He erased a part of the drive as well, ensuring there would be no way to recover the file. When he disconnected, there would be no way to trace the breach, no record of time, nothing to lead to suspicion.
He carefully locked the doors as he exited the building, and made sure everything was just as when he’d come. Then he patted Pete on the head and whispered softly.
“I won’t tell if you don’t. Promise.” Then he walked away.
GEORGE HAVELAR
George Havelar was pacing back and forth, red-faced and fuming, while his closest aides waited. They knew better than to interfere when he had his moods. Actually, he should have been celebrating by now. Less than a week ago, Admiral Greg Hamilton had formally transferred command of Aurora into his hands, as decreed by the late President Andrews, rest his soul. George Havelar was now Governor of Aurora, and likely the most powerful man alive. Of the sixteen hundred colonists, he was the one who should be calling the shots, laying out his plans for building a sustainable society that would not only survive the hardships of the coming months and years, but thrive to become as powerful, or even more so than the world they had left behind.
Yet here he was, less than a week in the chair, and already people were complaining and grumbling, as if they knew better. As if they had better solutions to the challenges of building a new world. Initially, it was just quiet murmurs whispered in dark corners questioning his legitimacy. He’d known they would be coming sooner or later. After all, he’d been appointed, not elected. Not that it should make much of a difference. The way he saw it, these were extraordinary circumstances, warranting extraordinary measures to keep things together. And besides, he’d been appointed by an elected president, as democratically as any other government-appointed leader. No, he didn’t let the quiet murmurs ruin his mood. But the defection of several would-be members of his senior staff was an entirely different matter.
First, it was the admiral himself. When offered the position of Commander of the Armed Forces, the admiral had politely but decisively declined, giving his unsolicited “advice” of holding elections as soon as possible, to establish “legitimacy.” Supposedly Hamilton would rather farm or fish or something, who could tell. The insult to the governor was unspeakable.
Then it was the former executive officer of the Exodus, Tina Hammer, going off to build boats! The first human ever to set foot on the planet, now building fishing boats and dinghies instead of honoring herself by climbing the ranks of the Aurora Administration.
And even Ramon showed doubts these days! Although Ramon Solis had never spoken a word about it to his face, Havelar recognized the signs. He knew he had to keep him on a tight leash if he was to keep his old business companion in the fold.
All in all though, there had been little opposition so far, but he knew it would surface sooner or later. He had vowed to make sure this colony didn’t repeat the mistakes of Earth. The way he saw it, Earth, and especially America, had reached its finest hour when disaster had struck. So his mission now was twofold: first, it was a matter of recreating the laws and establishments of the world left behind; second, it was to make sure this new world was held so tightly together that it would develop faster than Earth, without all the detours and misguided social experiments that had hampered development in such a way that when disaster had struck, they’d been unprepared. If anything like that were ever to happen here, they would be prepared to deal with it. That was why he’d had to accept certain elements he’d rather have rooted out before launch—certain scientists of doubtful loyalty and families of intelligent people who, though they might not agree with his politics, would, given the proper incentives, breed intelligent children who in time could be given a proper education to see further than their politically naïve parents.
Havelar had made his decisions on how to rule, and why, before the project was even named, because even back then, he had known that the only solution, the only hope for mankind, was to start anew. And the responsibility he’d taken on was one that would demand both wits and careful planning, and even a fair share of ruthlessness when necessary. As for opposition, he knew he would be able to deal with them in due time, when the colony was fully established, and the immediate needs of the colonists were taken care of. Come next spring, the farms should be fully operational, all the basic services functioning, and both power supply and stockbreeding programs would be up and running. At some point this winter, he should have a fully equipped army at his disposal, and be able to squash anyone who dared oppose him. He knew well the dangers of trying to suppress opposition by force, but damn it, building this new world was his responsibility, and he’d do whatever it took to get it done. And by next summer, the Human Expansion Program would be up and running too. He didn’t expect any problems whatsoever with the part concerning geographic expansion. At least not anything serious. After all, they were all here to make this a new Earth, a new home for the species. The other part, the secret part, the one only discussed with his inner circle, would be another matter entirely. That would take both whip and carrot to get started, but he already had eyes and ears screening the candidates. When that came out, he would have to be absolutely certain that he could hold on to power and crush anyone who didn’t comply. That would be the time when any who might represent the opposition would have to make themselves visible or forever hold their peace. Acceleration of evolution. He pondered the phrase for a moment. No, the words felt wrong. Human Expansion then. That would introduce the plan in a more subtle way, more humane in a way. After all, what was the goal if not humane? His goal was the survival of the species, no less. Of course, those not convinced by either whip or carrot would have to be eliminated. There could be no other way.
His pacing was interrupted by a knock on the door.
“Enter,” he barked. The door opened slowly, and Thomas Dunn, his favorite spy, peered in, obviously noticing the mood of the room. Havelar broke into a half smile then. Of course. Thomas Dunn was one of those exceptionally perceptive people, who just seemed to be able to sniff out anything. Sometimes he’d swear the man had clairvoyant abilities. The FBI had never been able to unveil the conspiracy that had taken place before launch, involving such prominent figures as Trevor Hayes, the National Security Advisor, and even Senator Joe Buchanan, the man leading the entire Exodus project. But Thomas Dunn had found the leads and connected the dots. One man had done what the entire government apparatus had been unable to do. To have such a man on his team was invaluable.
“Ah, Thomas! Just the man I was hoping to see. Please, come on in. The rest of you, leave us. Now!” The room was cleared in seconds, leaving Havelar and Thomas alone. Thomas gestured vaguely at the door after he’d closed it.
“Awfully anxious to get out, sir...” he said. Havelar chuckled, taking a seat behind his desk.
“You don’t miss much, do you?” Thomas grinned back at him, but said nothing as he took a chair from the far corner and placed it closer to the desk. Havelar waited for him to sit down before pushing his tablet over to him. Covering the screen was an image of a young woman. A face he knew the younger man had seen several times, and more of late. Havelar eyed him carefully as Thomas seemed to think hard on what was to come.
“Sir... Don’t tell me she’s a dissident. I don’t know her all that well, but honestly... It’s Ramon’s daughter.” Havelar shook his head, and motioned for him to calm down.
“Don’t worry, Thomas. I don’t suspect her of being a dissident. And you would know.” He waited for a couple of seconds before he continued.
“She’s one of the candidates for a program I have planned. It’s too early to discuss yet, but I want you to have a look at these files.” He swiped across the screen, and a folder with a list of names appeared.
“I want you to see if there are any weaknesses in our analysis of each and every one of these candidates. I want you to focus especially on medical history, not just the candidates themselves, but also their parents and grandparents, however far back you can get. And hereditary traits, such as intelligence, personality, and so on.” Thomas looked puzzled, so Havelar decided to explain a little. Not too much though.
“I know it’s a little different from what you’re used to. But this time, it’s not about rooting out disloyal members of our colony. I don’t think loyalty would make much of a difference in this matter. No, I just want to make sure the candidates are healthy and smart. That’s all,” he said, with a cheerful smile. He knew Thomas well enough not to expect him to believe that there wasn’t more to this, but as long as the spy did his job, Havelar would be content. Thomas had shown himself to be trustworthy, and in time, he would be given access to his inner circle. Ever the cautious man though, Havelar had a habit of selecting his closest associates carefully, and over time. So for now, he kept his most inner secrets to himself.
MARIA SOLIS
Maria Solis was striding across the field in front of the campus, passing along the greenhouses where she would usually stop by to check up on her experiments. Even though, she was in a hurry, she allowed herself a moment to take in her surroundings. The field was covered by grass, and flowers painted the landscape around it in a hundred different colors. It was early morning and 55 Cancri A was still creeping upward, bathing the landscape in its warm, yellow glow, which seemed to make every color more vivid and every contrast sharper. Aurora’s summer was truly something. Not as warm as she’d been used to in Los Angeles, but that was just fine. The rays warmed enough that she could wear her short sleeves, and had she wanted to dress up for a party, she would have no problem wearing a skirt or a dress. She didn’t even mind the facemask much anymore; she’d gotten so accustomed to it. She looked around, still impressed with the growth of what had been their landing site just a couple of months ago.
Fort Andrews was becoming a town. Small, yet very town-like, with features such as distinct divisions between the different districts. At first, they had simply called it the camp, although after a few days, someone decided that they needed a real name for the place. She didn’t know how they had decided on the name, but for whatever the reason, and though some people resented it, the camp now carried the name of the last president of a nation long gone, on a planet far away. The town was located in eastern Verdi, not far from the coast. An hour to the north, a wide river called the Trickler had proven to be rich in small wildlife.
One creature, the river snake, looked more or less like snakes on Earth, except for their grey fur and the two small “arms” that ended in a small claw from each one. Then there were the dragon fish, which were as long as a human being and as wide as two, with six fins on either side, and a strong, wide mouth with razor-sharp teeth that, at first, had puzzled the biologists. There didn’t appear to be any natural prey for the dragon fish, and the biologists wondered whether there was some yet-to-be-discovered species that would prove to be further down the food chain. They discovered that it built land-based nests out of the tall trees on the northern bank. As they continued studying the dragon fish, they realized that the dragon fish were herbivores that used their teeth for sawing, and that they used their fins to actually climb up the trunks to their own length and thus reach the lower branches. It was these observations that made them reconsider their earthly notions that had caused them to classify the species so falsely, as the dragon fish was an example of an Aurora amphibian.
Fort Andrews stretched over an area of more than two square kilometers. There were already several housing areas, and all living quarters had at least one airtight room by now. The communal air-filtering facilities provided clean filtered air to the living quarters. The fusion reactors just north of town produced electricity and power for everything from greenhouses to air filtering to light and heating, come winter. Havelar’s headquarters were located south of the reactors, right next to the hospital. The hospital was still the only building that was completely airtight. The shuttleport, where the first shuttle from the Exodus had landed, was located at the southern end of town. It was a fenced area, and currently held a storage facility along with a communications center. It also housed a barracks for the security forces. Originally, the plan had been to keep a small security force, but as soon as Admiral Hamilton had relinquished command of the colony, new recruits had been taken on, and although Maria didn’t know how many they had at the moment, she knew there would have to be more barracks built to house them all.
On the far side of the Trickler, and a ways to the east lay the camp where Major Tina Hammer, the former executive officer of the Exodus, had started a boat-building project along with a few of her friends from Selection. They had already built a small shipyard from timber and some supplies from the Exodus, and the plan was to get a few fishing boats and a larger exploration vessel ready before next spring. They already had orders from several who pictured themselves as the future fishermen of Aurora, and the exploration vessel was something the administration was planning to use for exploring the Verdi coastline. Further exploration would obviously demand larger vessels, which would come in due time. Maria thought the former scramjet pilot might one day be the richest person on Aurora, and her enterprise could turn out to be a stroke of genius.
North of Tina Hammer’s camp, their immediate world was bordered by a string of mountains, already called the Rockies by some and the Himalayas by others. Time would tell who won that argument. There were plans to exploit the rich mineral deposits there, and geologists were already exploring and mapping the most promising sites on the southern slopes. As soon as the planned bridge across the Trickler was ready, sometime next summer, mining would commence. Whatever lay beyond the mountains no one could tell yet. All they had were the images from the Exodus, the mother ship that had carried them through space to their new home on Aurora. The starship now acted as their satellite, and would provide them with reconnaissance and weather data for years.
West of the settlement were a mixture of grasslands and forest in between lakes and hills. There were mountains as well, but none very close. Beyond the first lakes, whatever they knew came from images sent down from the Exodus. Maria thought she stood a decent chance of being part of the first team to explore the western region. The expedition was due to set out just after harvest was done, and would be led by Professor Jeremiah Lowell. They had been teammates back in Selection, and Jeremiah was someone she trusted 100 percent. However, he was also a loud mouth, and she just hoped he didn’t botch it. It was common knowledge that you shouldn’t be too vocal criticizing the way things were handled by the administration, and Jeremiah did have a tendency to cross that line now and then. So far, it had been overlooked, but since Havelar’s takeover, he ought to be more careful, she thought.
The colonists were still restricted to the immediate area surrounding Fort Andrews. They still didn’t know enough about what lay beyond, and so the administration had deemed it safer to place certain restrictions on movement. They had defined a perimeter that surrounded their settlement, and the restrictions were tighter to the south and west than to the north. On the northern end, they were usually allowed to go as far as the Trickler, which was a popular spot to go for bathing and private excursions. And there was a bit of traffic going between Tina Hammer’s settlement and Fort Andrews as well.
The time for first harvest would be here soon. With luck, they would have time for two harvest seasons before winter. They needed everything they could manage to grow in that time, or winter would be very uncomfortable. Luckily, everything grew faster here. The climate was a little cooler than most of them were used to, but it suited the genetically enhanced seed well. They had large stocks of seed, and in time, Aurora would bear potatoes, apples, corn, grains, and fruit. They even had a decent stock of animal embryos, which was still stored on board the Exodus. They had decided not to start breeding animals until next year at the earliest. Animals needed to be fed, and until they had a surplus, there simply wasn’t enough food for animals of Earth origin. Sure, there were grasses in abundance, but they also needed to feed them through winter. But in a year or two, hopefully there would be a small number of cows, sheep, and pigs around.
Maria shoved thoughts of winter to the back of her head, giggling at the sight of a fullerfly, colorful little creatures about the size of large butterflies, buzzing across the field going about their business as if they were all by themselves. Summer was perfect, she thought, and it wasn’t just the climate and the sense of discovering a new Eden with its wonders and marvels. It was the overall mood, the spirit. Hope and optimism permeated the community, and everyone was slowly settling in. Nothing could take that away.
Especially not today. She was on her way to see Jeremiah and a few other scientists, who were franticly planning for an expedition scheduled to go south within days. The expedition hadn’t been approved yet, but Jeremiah insisted there was no way they could say no to this. Maria wasn’t as certain about it, but if it was to happen, she wanted to be a part of it. So far, the Havelar administration had been very strict about sticking to the overall plan, not deviating in the slightest. Most proposals that weren’t part of the original plans were therefore denied, but it was worth a try. This time, the arguments to go might be strong enough to convince even Havelar himself.
The reason for all this was an image received from the Exodus six days ago. South of Fort Andrews, a vast expanse of grass stretched as far as the eye could see, with scattered lakes and probably some marshlands in between. None of the patrols that had been sent out to explore the area had ventured far enough south to see the end of it. But they knew there were large forests beyond the explored lands, stretching as far as the southern coastline. The earlier images produced by the Exodus hadn’t revealed what lay beneath the forest canopy, but the image received just six days ago had turned the entire scientific community upside down.
The image was one of many picturing the forest, but with one difference. It showed a thin plume of smoke rising through the canopy. Maria didn’t know what to think. Of course, it could be a forest fire, but Jeremiah had been adamant. There was nothing to support such a claim, and subsequent images showed nothing to indicate there had been a forest fire in the area. No, he claimed, whatever produced the plume was contained, controlled.
So, could it be human? A few eager beavers going off on their own? She didn’t think so. As far as Maria knew, no one had even ventured that far, and the rules set even before landing had been clear: No unauthorized expeditions that might endanger them all, because no one knew what they might find.
But if not human, what then? An intelligent species? That was the thing everyone spoke of, and to be truthful, that’s what had gotten her so excited about it as well. Of course it might be something entirely unexciting, such as a geyser or some sort of volcanic phenomenon, although Jeremiah, being a geologist, claimed it couldn’t be. Whatever it was, the thought of actually going out there into the unknown, to explore, gave her butterflies. It was simply too exciting not to be a part of it.
Chapter 2
KENNETH TAYLOR
After coming to Aurora, Kenneth Taylor had often contemplated the twists and turns that had divided his life into three distinct parts, and the differences and similarities between these parts. He saw them as three different lives, and he himself as three different people living these lives. In his first life, he’d been the cocky and sometimes over-confident young man on his way to the stars. The space cadet watching Scott and Reynolds putting down the flag on Martian soil, making him immensely proud, and quite a bit jealous as well. That young man still had his own goal well within range, since his goal had been to be among the first colonists to build an outpost on the red planet. Then he had made one critical mistake, one that was to shape his life for years to come, and lead to his downfall, and kill his dream of ever going to Mars. His mistake opened his eyes to the way fear and paranoia were destroying the ideals upon which his entire life was built. That same mistake had saved his life, too, because the Mars colony ended in disaster. But, by then, the young, enthusiastic man had been replaced by another, more careful and quiet Kenneth Taylor. His second life was one of personal solitude, academic success and growing estrangement from the society he would once have been willing to die for. While his success as an academic was undisputed, he chose to keep his political views to himself. From bitter experience, he knew that the wrong word in the wrong ear could end his career, and he even saw other skeptics fired, or even sent off to jail on account of minor offenses and hearsay. Then Devastator appeared, and his third life began. He still didn’t know how it would turn out, but so far, it had brought him from Harvard to Aurora.
He had taken to the habit of wandering off, out by the perimeter where military patrols kept a vigilant eye out for balders, terrible furry beasts taller than a human being, with sharp claws, fangs the size of a man's arm, and an aggressive demeanor. There had already been several balder attacks, and although no one had died yet, it was only a matter of time before someone was taken unaware by the frightening predators. There could be other dangers lurking in the forests outside human control as well, since the area was largely unexplored. So on a couple of occasions, when he’d walked too far out, armed men had caught up with him in their quad bikes, and brusquely told him to go back to safety. He’d complied, but it still irked him in a way he recognized. He had a problem with anyone telling him what to do, and he wanted to explore this new world for himself.
So one day, he decided to take matters into his own hands and venture out into the unknown by himself, whether the military goons liked it or not. He started watching the patrols, and noticing their habits and routines. It turned out they varied their schedule every four days, but by observing their routines for two days, he could easily anticipate where they would be at any given time for the next two days. After that, he was able to go wherever he wanted, as long as he planned it a couple of days beforehand.
One day, out beyond the perimeter, he encountered a creature he’d never seen before. Its short fur covered most of its body, which was a deep burgundy, with dark brown stripes, and a long wagging tail. Its head held two saucer-like eyes, a wide snout, and large rounded ears, and it didn’t appear to have a mouth at all until it screeched in a high-pitched voice; three short shrieks, as if telling him something urgent. Then it cocked its head, and it seemed to Kenneth that it was waiting for him to answer. He was too entranced to even think of trying to communicate with the creature, and after a few seconds passed in silence, the creature bounced off. Kenneth thought it looked funny. He didn’t think it was dangerous, and he was fascinated by its apparent curiosity and the way it seemed to try to communicate with him.
After a while, he had sat down to rest and have a snack. He didn’t have a lot to eat; the rations were enough to sustain them, but not a lot more, and it would take some time for the colony to be self-sufficient. For now, they were still reliant upon provisions brought down from the Exodus. He unwrapped a high-concentrate energy bar, and bit into it. It tasted of honey and butter, with a hint of chocolate. As he chewed on it, he thought back on when he had been a young man, and realized that he’d actually come quite far. If he’d known back then what lay ahead, he wouldn’t have believed it. But still, the young Kenneth Taylor would probably have been fascinated by all this. It was NASA astronaut, combat fighter pilot, and national hero John Scott who had first set foot upon Mars, but it was the man who had followed Scott, Oliver Reynolds, who had been Kenneth’s big hero. Dr. Reynolds, the geologist and second man to walk the surface of the red planet. And while Scott went on to tour the world, and eventually won himself a seat in the Senate, Reynolds had slowly disappeared from the spotlight as he went back to academia to pursue his greatest interests. Both heroes in their own ways, but somehow Kenneth had resonated more with the quiet academic than the brash jock. And then, after building a career of his own, with no prospects of ever fulfilling his true dream, he’d ended up here, more than forty light years into deep space. The dream of his youth, only a million times further. The bitter parts of it, such as leaving a doomed Earth were always there, and then there was the issue of government… But even so, he had reached so much farther than he’d ever dreamed.
Of course, after every man, woman, and child in the first permanent human settlement outside Earth had perished, and the history books were rewritten to fit the new order of things, Dr. Oliver Reynolds had been largely forgotten. The history of the first men on Mars still held a place in the collective memory of the nation, but only as a warning and an example of the naiveté that had eventually led to the disaster.
Every time Kenneth though about that, he shuddered. To think that the fatal disaster should be used as leverage to cripple the constitution and dismantle democracy was nauseating. And even worse, what if it hadn’t happened? What if the Mars settlement had been a success, and NASA and all the other agencies had been allowed to continue their work? Could the greatest disaster of all time have been averted? Could they have discovered the rogue planet earlier, possibly even saved Earth? Or at the least, saved more lives?
When Kenneth was first summoned to join the Selection for the Exodus, he had found a purpose. He had decided early on that he would do whatever he could to prevent the star farers from making the same mistakes that had changed his country into something unrecognizable, something ugly. But here he was, with the Havelar administration tightening its reins and gaining more control with every day that passed, and still he had no idea what to do. He didn’t know of any sort of opposition, even though there had to be others like him. Some habits were hard to kill, and caution seemed second nature to him. It had served him well so far, but he knew that at some point he’d have to let go of some of that caution, and open up to someone. If everyone kept silent and played careful, Havelar would transform Aurora into the image of Andrews’ America unopposed. But who could he talk to, who could he trust?
Kenneth looked at his watch and decided it was time to walk back, lest he be out here in the woods as darkness crept upon him. He had about an hour to cross the perimeter if he wanted to avoid the tighter security of the night shift. He got up and brushed a few crumbs from his lap. Then he stretched his back and picked up his small backpack before he turned east.
It took him about fifty minutes to reach the perimeter. He approached carefully, watching for anything out of the ordinary. The patrols shouldn’t be here for another half hour, but you could never be too careful. When he decided it was safe, he leapt forward, crossing an open field as quickly as possible. His movement would alert the motion detectors, but by the time the guards got here, he’d be long gone. From observation, he knew that the guards were alerted by movement several times a week, and it would just as likely be contributed to a balder or a pack of rat monkeys moving a little too close to the perimeter. He chuckled to himself as he ducked down behind a pile of rocks and waited again. He loved it when he outsmarted the guards. When nothing happened, he decided his assumptions of the guards’ schedule still held. They would be on their way, but he knew the time it took them to reach this area, so he continued. Now he walked through an area where small streams wove between the low trees and brushes. He waded across the narrow river that people considered the border of human territory, but the water was low, and his high boots kept his feet dry. After a few minutes, he reached the trail used by the patrols. From here on in, it wouldn’t be too difficult to explain himself if anyone noticed him, as a lot of people would occasionally venture this far. Here, there were fewer restrictions on movement, and he would quickly blend in.
Just as he reached the first buildings, tents actually, he noticed a familiar figure pass into a group of trees nearby. It was Thomas Dunn, the enigmatic figure he’d talked to from time to time. He wondered what he was doing out here, and why he seemed to be carrying a heavy pack on his back. But the younger man either hadn’t noticed him, or perhaps didn’t want to be noticed. Either way, Kenneth thought it odd that he was moving west at this time of day. He knew there was more to Thomas than he let on, but had no idea where he stood. He thought back on his musings earlier and decided that maybe it was time to have a little chat with Thomas Dunn. Not this day, of course, but soon. Carefully though. Always carefully.
THOMAS DUNN
The ground was wet from the hard rains of the previous week, but it would dry up soon enough. For now, it kept the balders off his track, since they used mainly smell, and their eyesight was poor. He’d rather stay away from them, as they had proven damned hard to kill. Not even his powerful 12.7 caliber rifle, a military issue SMG-A2, could guarantee survival if he encountered one of those beasts, let alone a family or a pack. No, Thomas was content to feel the ground sucking at his boots as he walked through the forest, alert for anything out of the ordinary.
He remembered how he used to go hunting in the woods with his dad, back when he was a teenager. He’d been innocent back then, nothing to hide, no lies or schemes. Just the thrill of the game and the awareness of his father watching how he’d grown to be a decent hunter for his age. The game had been squirrels, grouse, and sometimes deer. He hadn’t been hunting since his father died, and hadn’t thought much about it, but now it all came back to him. He was a different man now, of course, and those memories were treasured secrets from another world. Another life.
Aurora was different. He was different. The last few years back on Earth had changed him, transformed him into a character he’d never dreamt of becoming. But here he was. On a new world, playing his most important role ever, and dead set on changing the course of history. Not just for himself, but for what was left of mankind. One thing was for sure; no balders or anything else would get in his way. The mission was far too important.
As he climbed a low hill, the forest cleared a little and allowed him a view of the landscape in front of him. As far as he knew, no human had seen it before. 55 Cancri A, or just Cancri as they had started calling it just a few days after landing, would soon set. He looked around to see whether he could find somewhere to set up camp for the night. He spotted the perfect site after a few seconds, and smiled absently to himself. It was a patch of trees and bushes, surrounded by open ground where he’d be able to see whoever or whatever might be closing in on him, and it had two possible escape routes if needed. There was no water supply that he could see, but he’d stocked up on water for the night, so that shouldn’t be a concern. He allowed himself a minute to take in the beauty of it all. In front of him, a valley spread out, a sparsely forested landscape with open ground here and there. In the distance, he spotted a lake. Best to stay away, as lakes tended to attract the local wildlife, and there were worse predators than balders. He knew he had to find a way past it, if he was to get to the container in time. Six hours ago, he’d seen a shuttle in the sky, most likely checking up on the container. He was sure there would be others behind him, looking for the same thing as he. Before he’d set out on this trek, he hadn’t understood why they couldn’t just airlift the containers or whatever was inside, until he looked it up on his tablet. The shuttle specs were available to him because of his role in Havelar’s administration, and it didn’t take him but ten seconds to figure it out. There had to be something preventing the shuttle from landing nearby, and it was incapable of dropping passengers off from the air. He’d realized that, although the shuttles were in many ways able to act as military transport planes or helicopters, there were a lot of differences. All in all, without a safe landing spot, it would only be useful as an aerial reconnaissance platform.
Thomas Dunn considered his options. There weren’t many. He had lots of theories on what the container held, but there was one thing he was certain of. He needed to get to it before Havelar’s people. He also knew he had to get some rest at some point, but he still felt strong. If he continued now, he might be able to reach the container faster, but he’d be just as exposed to heat-seeking devices, and more importantly, more tired once the time came for his evasion. If they caught him, he’d be a dead man. For a second he wavered. Then he decided to take his chances, and started walking again. He was under no illusions. This was the first of the secret containers to land on Aurora, and there had been too little time to prepare properly. This was not the time for stealing whatever the container held. His primary goal was to find out what it was. Then, if it was, as he suspected, some kind of weapon, he might get a chance to render it impossible to use. He had some very powerful electronic equipment, smuggled on board the Exodus during those last chaotic days. If he did manage to destroy it, it would definitely raise the stakes, since so far no one had done anything to sabotage Havelar’s regime, or openly opposed it, although he knew there was a lot of simmering discontent here and there since his takeover.
Four hours later, he reached the far end of the lake. He had taken a big risk by moving this close to the lake, but it would be worth it. He took a moment to listen. Nothing out of the ordinary. Then he walked closer to the spot where the container should be. He knew the exact location, but there had been no way to observe it from a distance, as the forest was thick here. He would have preferred to spend a few minutes making sure there was no one else around, but he would just have to approach it carefully.
Then he saw it. Half buried from the rough landing in the soft dirt, and with an overturned tree hiding its features somewhat from the top. There were scratch marks on its side, probably from some curious beast, and the paint was scorched from atmospheric entry, but otherwise it seemed unharmed. His heart beat faster, and he felt the adrenaline pumping. He approached it carefully, one step at a time, all the while alert for anything out of the ordinary. As he reached out to touch it, he jumped at a twig snapping nearby. Then he almost laughed as a rat monkey scurried past him. Funny little creatures, and smart too, although completely harmless. The rat monkey paused and cocked its head at him for a second, before dashing into the bushes again. Thomas shook his head and smiled while taking out a small piece of equipment he’d carried in his bag. It was an instrument that would let him see inside the container without breaching it, like an x-ray. He turned it on and tuned it until he had a clear image. He had to move it across most of the surface on one side to be able to make out the contents. When he saw the rocket on its platform though, his worst suspicions were confirmed. The markings on the side only reinforced them. It was nuclear.
So Havelar obviously thought he could bolster his regime by having nuclear weapons available to him. As disgusted as he felt, Thomas was by no means surprised. And he hadn’t come unprepared. He reached down into his bag and took out his Geiger counter. For a few seconds, he held his breath, until the device showed normal readings. So, the journey from Earth, atmospheric entry, and landing had presumably left the weapon unharmed, and there were no leaks. Then he put the Geiger counter away and took out a device that he connected to his tablet with a thin wire. It could be done wirelessly, of course, but if electronic surveillance of the area was already active, that would alert anyone watching. Then he readied his tablet and connected it to a control panel on the container. As expected, the container was one of the latest models, with smart-technology sensors hooked into the cargo itself monitoring the well-being of its contents. A fact that Thomas knew could be exploited. The interconnection between the container and cargo enabled him to send a specificially designed virus through to the device. The idea that something designed to protect the warhead was now in fact making its destruction possible made him smile. He watched as the screen showed a lot of meaningless numbers and letters, until he got two options. He tapped YES once, then once more, and then he heard a soft hiss from within the container. He packed up everything and without hesitation started moving through the forest, heading northeast. He had just incapacitated the weapon. It would be launchable as a conventional rocket, and it would even contain nuclear materials, but it would cause no chain reaction. It would be able to do some harm, of course, but Thomas didn’t expect it to pack much more punch than an ordinary anti-tank missile. As he dashed through the forest, he wondered how far the radiation would spread, and how fast. He had caused what could be considered a small meltdown in parts of the warhead, and there would be contamination in the vicinity. He didn’t think it would leak fast enough to harm him though, and the damage to the local wildlife would probably be acceptable. The best part was that there would be no way to tell there had been sabotage. One down, three to go, he thought, grinning.
BEN WATERS
“Catch,” someone called. Ben turned, but he was too slow. The ball caught him right in the face, and he was knocked backward. He immediately checked his mask, and found it was okay, even though it had a dent where he’d been hit.
“Oh shit... I didn’t mean to...” Harry mumbled, as he jogged over to his older friend.
“I thought you were ready. How’re you doing? You okay?” Ben just waved him off. He felt a thin trickle of blood running from his nose, but he was the oldest around, and bit his lip.
“It’s nothing, a little nosebleed is all. Been worse.” Of course. Benjamin Waters had been to war. He never mentioned it himself, but everyone knew. Every kid on Aurora knew that Ben was the boy soldier who had saved them all, taking the shuttle New Discovery to the safety of Earth orbit. Thirty-five kids between the ages of six and seventeen, sent by General Hayden’s rebels on the last shuttle ever leaving Earth.
“Sure,” Harry said, fishing out a hankie for Ben to hold up to his nose. Harry was one of the few who respected his reluctance to talk about it. Not like most others, kids and grownups alike, who constantly nagged him, pushing him to open up, ripping off the scar tissue of half-healed wounds. Never once considering his needs. Sometimes Ben couldn’t stand to be around people. The kids looked up to him, expecting him to be some kind of hero, while the adults seemed to be waiting for him to finally break down.
Yeah, he’d seen some ugly things, and he knew it affected him. But he was neither the hero nor the victim. He’d just been in an extraordinary situation, doing what needed to be done.
Harry was another one of the kids from the New Discovery. The son of a congressman who’d sided with General Hayden, he’d been among the lucky few to be put on that shuttle, while his friends and family had no options but to wait for the inevitable. Everyone knew that those left behind were long gone by now. Most likely from the impact of Devastator, although a few might have survived impact itself to eke out their lives in the aftermath. Not a pretty prospect. Whatever. They were all dead by now, more than a century and a half later.
Ben carefully lifted his facemask, careful not to breathe. They said the air might be breathable, but so far, the doctors and scientists had placed strict orders on them not to remove the masks. They said there could be trace elements or parasites they hadn’t discovered yet, that might prove harmful to humans. So he held his breath as he wiped the blood off his face. Then he tore shreds from the hankie, which he twisted until they fit into his nostrils. Damned uncomfortable, but at least it stopped the bleeding. Then he replaced the mask and pressed a button on the left side, which produced a hissing sound for a few seconds. Sterilization procedure.
“You good?” Harry asked. Ben waved it off as he filled his lungs with air. One day someone would breathe Aurora air, if not by design then by accident. Then we’ll see, he thought. He looked around. Cancri was still high, and a warm eastern breeze made the leaves of the ancient hardwoods rustle.
“Wanna go for a swim?” Ben nodded. Harry waved for Lisa, Drew, and John to come over, and they all picked up their stuff and walked toward the Trickler.
The Trickler was wide, and sometimes the currents proved dangerous. At first, the kids hadn’t been allowed to swim there, but that had proven a futile mandate soon enough. So, instead of having kids swimming in places that could be particularly dangerous, the adults had given in and made them promise to stay within one of two areas that were deemed mostly safe.
There were three kids and one adult there already, and soon they were all splashing in the cool water. Ben though that this could be paradise, if they could only get rid of those demons that seemed to haunt them all the time. The adults seemed mostly fine, but the kids... The kids of the final shuttle were all psychologically damaged in some way or another. Some, like himself, had been soldiers, and seen unspeakable horrors. Some may even have done some pretty ugly things themselves. Ben knew at least one kid, just fourteen at the time, who’d shot an unarmed prisoner and laughed about it afterward. Others, like Lisa, had been spared the cruelty of war, only to be brutally separated from those they loved. Lisa had been the only daughter of General Hayden. Everyone knew the rebel leader had shot himself when the rebellion had fizzled out, but no one told Lisa. She found out by studying the history files on her tablet, close up pictures and all. She’d been real quiet afterward, until one day she exploded and cursed them all for not telling her. Several of the kids, Ben among them, had cried with her, and those quiet moments afterward were probably the first time he’d shared in the feeling that everyone talked about here on Aurora: hope. They were the future of this planet, the future of mankind, and they were slowly mending.
Chapter 3
THOMAS DUNN
Yawning, he had almost decided to call it quits for the day. He’d been working for more than ten hours straight, being Havelar’s spy and henchman, and the one job was demanding enough. If anyone knew he had another, they’d be amazed at his stamina. But he had no one to confide in. Thomas Dunn was still the lone operative working his web of lies and deception, and the strain of it sometimes got to him. Lately, he’d been so exhausted, he’d started doubting his own abilities. Who was he to change the fate of humanity, all alone?
It was only a matter of time before the situation would blow up, if his suspicions proved correct. He still couldn’t be certain what Havelar’s Human Expansion Program was all about, but the reason it was being kept secret, and the task he’d been assigned, gave him a vague idea. It would take more research though, and until he had hard evidence, there was no point in taking it any further. What he suspected though was ugly; something mankind hadn’t seen in two centuries. And Havelar, from what he could tell, thought he was their savior!
There was a knock on the door, and as he turned around Maria Solis, smiled at him. She was beautiful, despite the lines from the facemask around her nose and mouth. Inside the administrative compound, they were now able to walk around without their masks. He waved at her to come in.
“I wasn’t sure you’d come,” he said. Cancri would soon set, and he hadn’t expected her to come this late. But she was here, so he logged into the personnel file, and entered her ID number.
“I wasn’t sure I’d make it today,” she answered, as she took a chair and moved it closer. He thought she smelled like almonds. A sweet smell, but not obtrusive, just a hint. He coughed, staring intently at the screen.
“So… Let’s do this, shall we?” She gave him a quick nod. He tapped lightly on the screen and a questionnaire opened. He hesitated for a second.
“It’s all routine, you know. Some of these questions are… Well, a little intimate,” he said. She laughed, but there was a hint of something… Distaste perhaps, although it could just be something he imagined. He shook it off, and they started filling in the form together.
Afterward, Thomas leaned back in his chair, not knowing what to say. Maria sat quietly beside him. His cheeks felt hot; there had been a few awkward moments, to say the least.
“So, Thomas… I guess you officially know me better than my own parents now…” she finally broke the silence.
“I never planned on telling anyone about that episode with the instructor…” she said. He shook his head, and looked up at her.
“Don’t worry… This is strictly confidential info. It stays here in the file.” Not entirely true, and she probably suspected, although he didn’t think she had a clue as to why anyone should have to answer such questions. Sexual orientation, detailed accounts of sexual encounters, grandparents’ health issues, eating habits. So many questions that didn’t make sense. Or rather, they didn’t, if not for his suspicions about the HEP. When he took that into consideration, everything fit, like pieces of a puzzle. An especially unpleasant puzzle.
Of course, he couldn’t discuss that with Maria. She was Ramon’s daughter, which meant she had a stake in Havelar’s camp. No, he couldn’t trust her.
They said their goodbyes, and she flashed him a smile as she left him by the door. Afterward, he didn’t feel like doing anything, so he just sat down with a cup of tea, rubbing his chin absently.
Who could he trust? Or rather, where should he start the careful process of linking up with the others of those placed on the Exodus because of Richard Thatcher’s plotting? He didn’t know a single one yet; a security requirement, but damn inconvenient. He’d had his eye on Kenneth Taylor, the shrink, for a while. A very private fellow, with a history of solitude. Thomas had done some research on him, and found very few details from his days at the Space Academy, back in his twenties. There should have been more, and Thomas suspected his late mentor had had a hand in removing vital information about the esteemed professor. Of course, there was always the other possibility, but still a likely candidate.
Then there was Greg Hamilton, admiral and commander of the Exodus. He had been openly opposed to Havelar’s takeover, Thomas knew. The former admiral had hid his disgust well, but Thomas Dunn had a nose for these things. Still, loyal to his instructions, he’d ceded power to Havelar once everyone was safely down on Aurora. Thomas smirked. He’d have to be careful with that one; military types often had some peculiar notions of honor, and he didn’t dare risk anything. Hamilton could end up on either side, and he had no way of knowing which.
The third one he’d been watching for a while was Ramon Solis, Maria’s father. Not the most likely candidate, he knew; Solis was one of Havelar’s closest associates, deeply entwined in the Consortium. The two men went way back, having developed a close business relationship back on Earth. However, those days were long gone, and while Havelar had risen to prominence, Solis had slowly grown irrelevant. Back on Earth, he’d been part of every major decision, since the beginning, and he’d played a valuable part in making the Exodus project a success. Now though, he didn’t have a clear purpose, as far as Thomas could tell. He suspected that Ramon wasn’t actually being pushed aside, but rather that he had chosen to distance himself from the ever more powerful governor. Thomas knew he could be wrong, but he’d keep a close eye on him.
TINA HAMMER
Tina shuddered from the cold gusts bearing down on them from the Rockie foothills. The weather had changed in the last few days. It was still nice, with only occasional rain showers in the evenings, but the temperature had dropped, and everyone knew winter was coming soon. The thought only spurred her on, because she knew once the first snow fell, that would be the end of building season, as everything still had to be done out in the open. It shouldn’t take more than a week to finish the fishing boat she was working on with Dean, so she wasn’t worried. But the one Henry and Kim had started last week was an entirely different matter. They would have to get some kind of shelter for it, or everything they had done so far would be destroyed come spring.
She smiled to herself. Back in Selection, they had discussed what to do once they were settled on their new homeworld. Dean had come up with the idea that they should build ships. Of course, at the time, they had only laughed about it. After all, they were soldiers. What did they know about building ships? But Dean had reminded them of it occasionally, and after a while, they had discussed it more seriously and figured it could be done. Dean knew a little about shipbuilding from having worked at a shipyard before joining the Navy, and the kind of boats they would need in the beginning would be rather simple. By the time they left Earth, Kim and Tina had bought into the idea, and they’d decided they would do this together. Henry was the hardest sell, and hadn’t joined them until they were safely down. Tina guessed he must have realized that his soldiering days were over. After all, with no wars, who was there to fight?
That wasn’t something that concerned her anymore. At some point her hopes and dreams had changed. She had given up on scramjets years ago, and piloting the shuttle had been a different matter altogether. She had been the first human on Aurora after all. What more was there? So she did her duties, and took pride in her job as the executive officer of the Exodus. The thought that her former vocation would soon be obsolete though made her look around, and she discovered there were a lot of other pursuits in life she would like to try.
“I guess there will be a lot of folks coming up here, the way that fucking pinhead is running things down in Andrews,” Dean suddenly said, loud enough to be heard by everyone around. Tina shot a quick glance over at Kim and Henry. Her friends were split when it came to politics, and Dean seldom passed up on a chance to rant about what he once described as “the oppressive bastards down in Andrews and that idiot puppet” — meaning the Consortium and Governor Havelar. She wouldn’t have put it that way, especially not when her best friend was adamantly defending the need for unity and the leadership of Havelar, but she was concerned about the development as well. She didn’t think Henry had heard Dean’s latest comment, or he would have shared an equally eloquent retort. Tina hid her skepticism well enough, but she had to admit Dean had a point. She couldn’t put it all away, like Kim did, but she tried not to focus too much on the bigger issues. Dean though, kept going.
“If you ask me, the admiral should be in charge. Yeah, I know we need a civilian government, and Hamilton is an officer, but he is also a human being, not like those fuckers who still think they’re back on Earth, having the FBI tapping phones and bugging rooms.” She noticed Henry narrowing his brows; he must have heard. Tina didn’t say anything, and motioned for Dean to stop, but he didn’t seem to care.
“You know, this is Aurora! We should have people out there right now, exploring in every direction, building their own farms and shops, not working communal projects. And the boss should be elected, not appointed by some dude who’s been dead for a century and a half!” Tina found herself agreeing with Dean. It shouldn’t matter who an old administration back on Earth wanted to run things here in this new world. It should be up to the people, right here, to decide. And she agreed whole-heartedly that Admiral Greg Hamilton would have been the best leader they could imagine. Having served with him, she knew that he could make the tough decisions, while he also had a gentle side. He had even discussed with her how power corrupts, and how the nature of soldiers in certain instances could turn well meaning, good people into tools of oppression.
Tina decided she didn’t want to take part in the discussion, as she saw Henry walking over to them. Lately these talks had tended to get uglier than she’d come to expect from her friends, and it was time to take a step back.
“Kim, wanna come with me and get some supper going? I’ve been thinking of chicken lasagna.” Kim complied eagerly, and followed Tina up the trail leading to her cabin. As they entered, they could hear Dean and Henry shouting at each other. Something had to be done about it, and soon. She had come here to find some peace, and perhaps even build something of importance. She had a growing feeling though that the politics of the colony was starting to get too close, and right now she needed something to take her mind off it all. In the back of her mind though, a small voice said that the political struggles had only just begun. Kim laughed, and disrupted her train of thought.
“Those two… Someday, it’s going to get physical.” Tina couldn’t help but smile, and the two women giggled like girls at the thought of the two headstrong men going on about their fucking this and bloody that. No wonder men started wars, while women tended their wounds afterward. Still, in some way, it was depressing: here they were, trying to build boats and find their way around in a new world, and politics were already tearing up friendships.
MARIA SOLIS
Maria straightened and stretched her back, inhaling deeply the smells filtered through her mask, as she took in the vivid red and orange hues of the autumn leaves that littered the ground on the edges of the field. There were evergreens to the north and east, but the trees around Fort Andrews had already started dropping their leaves, and the wind gently rustling the branches caused more leaves to fall. Looking around, she saw her friends nearby, and more people spread out in every direction. This was one of her projects, and the time had come to reap the rewards. A couple of months back, they had planted the genetically modified seeds, and the vegetables were now ripe for harvest. Right next to her, Geena and Tori also decided to take a break, and while Geena was sweaty and breathing heavily, Tori grinned from ear to ear.
“Not your average sci-fi idea of astronauts and space exploration, eh?” she said. Maria just smiled, and Tori continued.
“But this, this is life! We’re growing our own food, guys! I haven’t had this much fun since my teens.” Geena just muttered quietly, which spurred Tori on.
“Hey, I was a farm girl. Me and my sister Johanna used to work the fields every harvest. We were allowed to skip school for a week. Best times of my life.” As she mentioned her sister, she quieted down a bit, and Maria knew why. Tori and her sister had both been picked for Selection, but while Tori just seemed to float through, acing every test and impressing their instructors time and again, Johanna had been kicked out early on, when hundreds were cut every day to weed out those deemed unfit for the then-undisclosed mission. Little did they know it would be the last time they would see each other.
“Farming, bah!” Geena said. “All right, so it has to be done, I know. We need to eat. But what about your greenhouses, Maria? And how about automating all of this?” She flung out her hands, as if to emphasize the obvious. Maria just laughed, before lecturing her friend.
“Come on Geena, it’s just decent, hard work. Don’t worry, most of this will be automated, but this is the first harvest outside the greenhouses. We just haven’t had time to assemble and get everything working yet, and you know it. And if we’re able to use the land outside the greenhouses, too, there will be more room for the sweet stuff, such as kiwis, and grapes, and all the other non-essential produce.” Maria was the authority here, as agriculture had been her chosen specialty since Selection.
Geena had been a math and physics talent even before Selection, and spent most of her days in the astronomy lab, analyzing data collected from the Exodus, which was orbiting the planet. Farming was about as alien to her as… well, aliens.
Tori was more of an all-rounder, having specialized in mechanical engineering, information technology, and electronics. And she’d grown up on a farm. Maria hadn’t known that about her friend. There was a lot she didn’t know about her, since they had only recently begun hanging out together. Actually, she hadn’t known Geena all that well either, even though they met on the first day of Selection. They had been placed on different teams, and hadn’t really spent much time together before landing here. Now though, the two women were among her best friends.
It was funny, she thought, that so many had become close friends while in Selection. It seemed illogical somehow, to befriend your competitors like that. She had spoken to Geena about it once, and Geena had told her she had been wondering about the very same thing back on Earth. Geena had told her she talked about it once with her only friend left from her Selection team, Kenneth Taylor, the psychologist. He had said it only made sense when you let the notion of fully rational behavior go. He had said that humans were only rational, self-serving creatures to a point, and there were other factors that influenced us just as much, such as our social needs or the need to belong. People often need to have their worth confirmed by others, he’d said. Or they might feel the need to destroy something to be really free. Not rational, but profoundly human.
Maria was relieved she had chosen agriculture. Plants were so much easier to deal with than humans. Give them good soil, rich on nutrients, water, and light, and they’d be just fine. You could even tweak their genetic traits, and create new species with more vitamins and stuff that was good for you.
“Bet you two would like to go fishing, too,” Geena said. “You know, up in the camp on the far side of the Trickler, with Major Hammer and the rest of them. They do all that back-to-nature stuff.”
“Sure, I’d love to!” Tori said as she took a big bite of her apple, grinning at the idea. “But I’m needed here, so for the time being I’ll stay. But who knows? I might go up there and build boats. Maybe I’ll even be a fisherman some day. I mean fisherwoman, who knows?”
“Look, Geena, this is a new world,” Tori continued, “and if we are to make this something more than a lab, we need to farm and fish and explore,”
Maria found that she agreed with Tori. She didn’t just run farming projects, although that was her main assignment for the time being. She also hoped to explore Verdi once Jeremiah Lowell and his team set out. Although the expedition to the south had been promptly denied, there were still plans to explore the west. Once this harvest was complete, the plan was that Jeremiah would lead an expedition out, before winter set in. It would only be a few weeks, because they didn’t plan on doing much exploration during winter, but it would be a start. She though it was about time. So far, there hadn’t been much exploration outside the perimeter, because Havelar wanted Fort Andrews to be fully established first. A safe choice, in a way, but the result was that they knew very little of the world beyond the warning signs and quad bike patrols.
“Ah, you’re always so… right!” Geena exclaimed. Kicking at the dirt, she looked like a teenager still, just like Maria remembered her from that sunny morning back in Arizona, when they had first met. She remembered the pink pants, the silver belt, the golden movie-star hair, and the enormous sunglasses. The thing that had made the strongest impression on her, in that absurd situation, was Geena’s wide grin, perfect white teeth from ear to ear. Now, she looked almost grumpy. Maria was about to tell her how it didn’t become her, when she saw the twinkle in her eye. That was the old Geena, she thought. She started laughing softly, and it was as if they read each other’s minds. Geena grinned then, and those perfect teeth lit up the entire world, just as they had on that day so long ago.
BEN WATERS
Ben didn’t know this Thomas Dunn fellow very well, but he’d heard the rumors. They said he was close to Governor Havelar, and being summoned to his office couldn’t be anything good. He’d thought he was finished with being nervous, but something about this man made the hairs on his neck stand up. Maybe it was just the setting, as if being interrogated, or having an important exam. Or it could be the questions; several of them were way beyond intimate. He noticed Thomas staring at him, waiting.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch that last one,” he stuttered. Thomas Dunn repeated the question.
“Did you ever go any further?” he asked. Ben had no idea why he had to answer these questions, which were highly inappropriate. But he had been taught to obey, and to hold a low profile. He shook his head.
“No, sir.” Thomas motioned for him to continue, so he did.
“We never got the chance. I was… picked up by General Hayden’s men, and I never saw her again” Thomas’s hands danced across the keyboard as he entered Ben’s response.
“So you’re still a virgin then? I mean, technically.” Red faced, Ben nodded, staring down at his knees. Thomas must have noticed, because he stopped typing, and gave him a quick smile.
“Don’t worry, kid, your secret’s safe with me.” Then he reached out and got a soda can for himself and another for Ben.
“I’m sorry about all this, you know. But it’s for the good of the community.” Ben eyed him sideways, but said nothing. He opened his can and gulped it all down. Since landing on Aurora, he’d never grown accustomed to the facemasks, so being able to breathe freely felt nice. Downing a full can of soda, and not drinking it through a mask with a straw, felt even better. Still, something about all these questions made him queasy. The feeling of being interrogated wasn’t the only thing that unsettled him. It was also that so many of the questions seemed irrelevant to almost anything. Not to mention the fact that he simply didn’t understand what he was doing here. Why had Thomas Dunn—or rather his employer he’d guess, taken such interest in him? After all, he wasn’t even supposed to be here. The kids from the New Discovery were basically stowaways, and they were lucky to be alive. He knew there had been issues over whether or not to let them on board the Exodus, and if not for Admiral Hamilton and Major Hammer and probably a number of others, they would all have been shipped back to Earth. So if there was some sort of mapping or selection now, whatever could it be? He and the kids had already been through the sessions with the shrink, Taylor something, and also the “debrief” sessions with both administration and military. Their stories were already well known.
“Okay then. I guess that’s enough about sex for now,” Thomas finally said. Ben let out a deep breath of relief, which Thomas seemed to notice.
“So, let’s move on to the mental issues, shall we?” he grinned, as Ben slumped back in his chair.
MARIA SOLIS
The rains had come earlier than expected, and the second harvest had been only partially completed. Almost half the crops spoiled. With winter upon them, the extra supplies from the Exodus would come to good use; if not for them, everyone would be starving by spring. Despite the failed crops, there was still optimism in the air, Maria thought. The kids had been a challenge, and a lot of people were grumbling about the restrictions on movement, but still, most seemed content that their little community was slowly developing. And besides, they were safe inside the perimeter. There were predators out there; balders and who knew what, and most seemed to accept the restrictions as a safety precaution.
But at the moment, Maria was wallowing in disappointment. She’d originally been part of Jeremiah Lowell’s team of scientists, set to explore the area to the west, and she’d really been looking forward to it. Then, just half an hour ago, Jeremiah had entered her living quarters, red faced and fuming.
“The bastards won’t let us go,” he’d said.
“There was no explanation, other than saying the mission was canceled.” Maria had to sit down.
“They canceled it? But that makes no sense,” she said. Jeremiah nodded.
“Yeah, they sure did. And no, it makes even less sense now that the crops went bad. Hell, we could have discovered something useful out there, you know. Like food…” He shook his head. Neither of them said anything for a while, and just when Maria was about to say something, Jeremiah interrupted her.
“Well, I guess there are more important missions going on right now.” Of course. After Jeremiah’s original request to explore the south, where the photo from the Exodus had shown the single plume of smoke, a military detachment had been sent to investigate. There had been talk of intelligent beings being the only ones capable of producing it, even among the skeptics. The soldiers had come back empty handed, but they did find the origin of the fire. Weeks later, a team of scientists, including Jeremiah, had been allowed out to survey that very same area. Though the soldiers had dismissed the ash and charred sticks scattered on the ground, the scientists had brought them back to Fort Andrews to conduct chemical analyses of the remains. Upon their return, Jeremiah had proposed his own survey, and Maria knew he’d intended to conduct a much larger sweep, including large areas where no one had ventured so far. But so far, that had not been approved.
“You’re probably right,” Maria said. Jeremiah said nothing, and she was still upset about his original expedition being canceled, thus leaving her out of it, so she just kept on talking.
“There are rumors they’ve found traces of hydrocarbons. And from what I’ve heard, that got everyone all fired up, because there is nothing to indicate that hydrocarbons should occur anywhere near that spot.”
“Unless someone, or something, brought it there.” Jeremiah looked up sharply, interrupting her. Few people said it aloud, but Jeremiah had never been shy to speak his mind, even back on Earth. “Well, I guess this means the western expedition will have to be postponed for now, but look at the bright side, the larger sweep of the south is still on, isn’t it?” she said. Jeremiah gritted his teeth.
“Yeah, for now. But the longer we wait, the colder it gets, and given the speed with which those bureaucrats operate, you can be certain winter will be upon us before we get an answer. So it’ll probably have to wait till spring,” he said and exhaled slowly.
“So I guess we’re in for a long winter then,” Maria said, as she saw her dreams of discovery postponed once again.
Chapter 4
BEN WATERS
It had been Drew’s idea from the beginning, but he’d pulled out at the last minute, mumbling something about science lessons as he darted off. When John never showed up, that left Ben alone with Lisa and Harry. The three had decided to go anyway. Just yesterday the five of them had been sitting inside their warm cabin while the rains poured down outside, with nothing to do, quarreling over nothing, and growing more restless as the day went by. Drew had been grumbling about not being allowed to venture outside the perimeter, and finally said they should do it anyway. There was an entire world to discover, he’d said. If they didn’t explore their new world, who would? Both Ben and Harry had objected, while John remained silent. But boredom tore at them as well, and when Lisa said that if they didn’t do it together, she would go alone, the rest of them reluctantly agreed.
So here they were, the three of them, in the woods just southwest of Fort Andrews, watching as the passing patrol disappeared in the distance. The rains had slowed to a drizzle, and they were all eager to get moving. They wore several layers of heat-retaining, breathable fabric inside their rain-repellant shell suits, and they had stocked up enough supplies for a couple of weeks. They even had a rifle to share, so they could always add some game to the menu if the opportunity presented itself.
Ben thought they were as well prepared as one could expect. Even so, this was forbidden territory, and there were dangers out there, such as balders that could rip a grown human in two with a stroke of its clawed paw.
“All right, I think they’re gone now,” Lisa said, rising. Harry and Ben followed suit, and wiped mud from their clothes. They all picked up their backpacks, and trotted off, away from the perimeter.
Within two hours, they had already spotted a couple of rat monkeys, a shindie, and a few jerrybirds, small featherless birds whose official name was completely unpronounceable, commonly named after a comedian who used to be big back in the 1990s. The shindie was an especially peculiar creature, kind of a miniature cow that had the sharpest fangs ever, but with an undisturbed demeanor. Ben noticed the drizzle had stopped completely, and Cancri rays began to warm them nicely. He smiled as they plodded on. This was going to be an exciting journey.
After four hours of walking without anything but short breathers, they stopped for the night. Lisa and Ben put up their tent, while Harry prepared a warm meal from MREs. Soon after, they got a fire going and sat by it chatting about this and that for a few hours. As the fire died out, the stars became more vivid, and Cancri’s moon Rotane crept up past the horizon, bathing them in an eerie light. Something in the upper atmosphere added a greenish hue to the light from Rotane, which gave it an almost supernatural feel.
“Jeez, that is powerful,” Harry almost whispered. Ben only nodded.
“Yeah… You can’t see it like that back in Andrews,” Lisa said, almost reverently.
The next morning, they packed up their tent and rolled up their sleeping bags, and headed out. Soon enough, they reached a lake surrounded by marsh and a few rivers, and had to detour around it, which took them until noon. Once on the other side, they made a quick lunch before moving on. The weather was nice, though it had gotten colder over night, and none of them suggested any long breaks before it was time to set up camp again.
Throughout the next few days, the temperature dropped steadily, and one morning they woke up to a thin layer of snow on the ground.
“So what do we do? Turn back or move on?” Drew said as they peered out from the tent. Lisa laughed as she stepped outside.
“Come on, boys, this is beautiful!” she said. As they took in the magnificent vista, Ben couldn’t have agreed more. It was the landscape of a fairy tale, with naked trees that had just a hint of fresh snow covering the tops of the branches, Cancri light glittering off a thousand snow crystals, and most of all, silence. Not even birds chirping or the rustle of leaves in the breeze. The silence of snow muffling every sound in the world of winter. They eagerly packed up their belongings and moved further into the unknown, relishing the beauty and sheer awesomeness of the new world.
That night the blizzard took them completely by surprise.
KENNETH TAYLOR
“Come on in, girl, it’s freezing out there,” Kenneth said as Maria came in, brushing off the worst of the snow before entering. He held the door just long enough to feel the chill himself even though inside it was warm and cozy. Maria looked like she was thinking hard, and Kenneth didn’t know why she was here, so he waited as she hung up her coat and placed her shoes by the door.
“I’m sorry, Dr. Taylor, but I talked to Geena Travis, and she told me to speak to you…” Kenneth smiled. He and Geena went back to Selection and were close friends, even though she was almost half his age. Common experience can do that, he thought. He motioned for her to follow him into the living room / kitchen / office, and Maria sat down as he went over to the counter and got them both a nice cup of hot chocolate. He said nothing as he handed her the cup. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust her or anything, but he was a scientist at the core. He liked having all possible information at hand first.
“So I guess… I should tell you that it’s not because you’re a psychologist or anything…” she said. Kenneth motioned for her to continue.
“But Geena said you know so many things… That you sometimes see things from a different perspective…” She sat up a little straighter.
“Well, what I’m trying to say is that I don’t know why certain things have happened. And I desperately need to know, because it’s driving me crazy. Because it makes no sense to me! Because what is happening isn’t right, and nobody will listen!” She sat back and averted her eyes from him.
“I’m sorry. I got a little carried away.” Kenneth waved it off.
“Don’t worry about it. And by the way, I’m not that kind of psychologist.” She smiled back at him.
“More of a scientist actually. Such as studying how people cope with cutting off all physical ties to their past and building something new. Or how people adapt to new environments when old reference points prove to be invalid.” He paused.
“But enough about me. What has happened?” Maria told him how the Havelar administration had effectively stopped Jeremiah Lowell’s plan to explore the area west of Fort Andrews, and her hopes of joining such an expedition. She continued by telling him all about the postponed mission to the south, and how every attempt to get some exploration going tended to get bogged down or outright forbidden.
“You see, it’s not just that they stopped the expedition, though it makes you wonder.” Kenneth nodded. What are you hiding out there, Mr. Governor, he thought.
“What I’ve been thinking about lately is the fact that someone can just decide that you can do this, but you can’t do that, and so on. It’s not like we elected him or anything.” Kenneth didn't answer immediately. He didn’t know much about the inner workings of the Havelar administration, but he knew that Maria’s father, Ramon, was one of their leading figures. He would have to choose his words wisely. Still, he wanted to help the girl, and she seemed sincere.
“You think we should have an elected governor?” he asked.
“Yes. Absolutely. But that’s not…” she hesitated.
“Actually, I think that’s just part of it. I didn’t realize this back on Earth... Well you know I was sort of... pampered, I guess... But now that I think about it, I think it was just the same back there. We had President Andrews, and the rest of them were just to make it appear democratic. Everyone knew who’d win, almost like the old dictatorships, you know, China, Russia, Germany…” She trailed off, and he smiled at her.
“Not that bad, you cannot mean that. The U.S. never put people in camps, or mass murdered opposition, even after Mars. And thank God for that!” Kenneth said. Maria mused for a second, before speaking.
“You’re right, of course. As far as we know, the U.S. under Holloway and Andrews never went that far. But I wonder… If Devastator hadn’t shown up, how long would it have taken…” She shook her head, and put her still-full cup back on the table.
“I’m digressing. What I mean is that America has quietly, for years, been moving down the road taken by so many others before, a road that seems so even and smooth at first, but ends up in a deep dark hole. But I never realized it. I had no idea, and it wasn’t because Daddy’s rich or anything. I don’t think he realized it either. I think most people just went on with their business, and lived their lives, and felt a little safer every time the government told them that new measures were being taken to fight terrorism.”
“So you think it was terrorism?” Kenneth asked.
“Maybe. What do you think?” Kenneth thought for a moment before answering. He had blamed terrorism as well, until he thought about the enormous amount of power such a theory credited the terrorists with. A power he frankly never believed them to be capable of handling.
“For a long time, I believed Seattle to be the turning point.” He took his time. It had been a long time since he’d talked to anyone about these things.
“And in some ways, that’s probably right. After Seattle, things definitely changed, with new laws and the reforms, crackdowns on interest groups, leftists. Hell, even long-standing members of congress were ‘interrogated.’ Bet you didn’t read that in your history books in school.” He stood and turned up the heater. It was getting colder by the hour, and the howling winds outside made everything feel even colder.
“But I think everything changed years before that.” He sat back down. “I think it was the Mars incident,” he said. Maria looked puzzled.
“The Mars incident? You mean, the colony?” she asked. He just nodded.
“But why? I mean, everybody knows it was a disaster, but why should that…” He smiled sadly.
“I think the Mars incident was the turning point. Up until that point, there had been a lot of international cooperation, not just in space, but everywhere. Business, art, culture, politics, science. You name it.” He sighed heavily as he remembered how different everything had been back then.
“You know, the Mars colony would have been a huge achievement. And it would have belonged to all of humanity. It was a huge project; Americans, Russians, Chinese, Europeans, Indians, and a lot of others were involved. No wonder everyone cheered and celebrated when they landed safely…” Maria was sitting on the edge of her chair now.
“So it was the terrorists that changed everything,” she said, but Kenneth shook his head.
“Terrorists? We’d known terrorism for ages, and we’d dealt with it before. There were some hard blows back in the early 21st century, and we made a lot of mistakes, but in the end, we dealt with it. It never broke us. Or changed our basic ideas of liberty.” All of that had been before Kenneth’s time, but he’d read the books and heard the stories. And the fact that there had been controversy and changes in direction afterward told him that the attacks never broke the ideals upon which the country had been built.
“No, the terrorists never really changed anything.” He shifted in his seat. “I don’t know how much of the details you know about the whole Mars incident, but let me sum up a few major points, all right?” Maria watched him as he searched for where to begin.
“All right. By the time Scott and Reynolds first landed on Mars, the terrorists had infiltrated several of the space programs involved, including ours. So when the time came to establish the first colony on Mars, there were terrorists both among the colonists and on the crews running mission control. Well, at first everything seemed fine, and it wasn’t until three weeks after landing, when one of the colonists doing a routine inspection discovered that one of the return vehicles had been tampered with that suspicions began to arise. The broken return vehicle wasn’t anything crucial. It just meant that the technicians who were scheduled to return after their jobs were done wouldn’t be able to in a couple of years. Nothing they weren’t prepared for. Sadly, it was just a diversion, and what happened next took everyone by surprise.
“When the reactor blew up, things changed profoundly. With barely enough power to keep the oxygen levels up, time started running out, as life support systems started failing one after the other. The situation soon became critical.”
“They starved to death…” Maria said.
“Yes, in part, that’s what killed them. Although some killed each other first, thinking they had exposed the terrorists, or just fighting over dwindling resources. We’ll never know the whole truth, just that in the end, man’s darkest side showed itself in the red dust of Mars.” Kenneth closed his eyes, knowing that if not for his mistakes while in Space Academy, he might have been one of those who fought to be the last human standing on the red planet. He opened his eyes.
“Well, Maria, the rest may or may not be known to you. It’s nothing they hid, but it has become rather obscure in the history books.” Maria nodded.
“They said it was poor security that killed the Mars mission. That such a level of international cooperation naturally led to the opportunity for terrorists to work their way into the teams.” Kenneth shook his head slowly.
“It’s not entirely incorrect, but not entirely true either. Yes, the terrorists made it happen, no one else should be blamed for that. But there was a rescue attempt. Back at NASA, they calculated that some might survive for the two years it would take to get the rescue mission up there. That if the colonists pooled their resources and managed to keep essential systems going, air, water, heating, they could make the food last a while, and even resupply some of it, to make it last long enough. So a team was assembled. The Chinese wrote their people off from the beginning, and withdrew from the effort. I’m not even going to try to understand why. They have always made their own decisions for their own reasons. But soon after, the Russians followed suit, as the civil war claimed all their attention. So then it was just us, the Indians, and, of course, ESA. In the end though, an engineering failure in one of the rockets of the Mars lander kept the rescue team in Mars orbit with no chance of getting the lander safely down. By the time they were ready to try to get down to the surface, the mission was aborted. The colonists had been silent for weeks, and with the dodgy rocket, mission control decided they didn’t want to risk any more lives.” Kenneth shivered, thinking back on those poor souls stranded on a hostile, dead world. What must they have thought when no one came to their aid?
“In the end, no one ever walked the surface of the red planet again.” Maria looked at him, and cocked her head slightly.
“I still don’t get it though. Why do you think this changed everything? I mean, it was a tragedy, but…” Kenneth smiled back at her.
“When the astronauts of the rescue mission returned, they became fuel for those who had said NASA chickened out. That NASA had planned poorly, that we never should have worked with the other nations in the first place. They had some valid points, but these astronauts became puppets of those with political agendas that had nothing to do with Mars. NASA was just a beginning. In the next election, Holloway won a landslide victory, partially due to his stance on disbanding NASA. Of course, he also promised to fight terrorism by all means necessary, to extricate the United States from the bonds of weaker nations who never contributed. And people bought into it,” he said, remembering those last days of actual democracy, wondering how the world would have looked had they chosen differently.
“The Mars incident was a pivotal moment, in more ways than one. We chose our path back there, the path of Holloway, and later his darker shadow, Andrews. I believe that first election after the Mars incident was the point of divergence. The nations of the world took different paths from there, some for the better and some for the worse. Ours ended up governed by fear and institutionalized paranoia, weakening and eventually rewriting the Constitution into something unrecognizable.
“Havelar is just an offspring of the Andrews administration. The way he takes his power, his legitimacy for granted, as a natural consequence of having been part of the governing elite…” He suddenly stopped, remembering to whom he was talking. He’d gone too far. If her father ever heard about this…
“I’m sorry…” he said. “Sometimes I get so worked up, I don’t know what I’m saying.” her laughter cut him off.
“Don’t worry, Professor. I’m glad you told me. I’ve been having these thoughts myself; I just didn’t have anyone to talk to about it. And don’t worry about my father. I wouldn’t talk to him about this. Actually, I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d been having these thoughts too.” Maria got up, and extended her hand.
“Thank you for taking the time, Professor. I really appreciate it.” He smiled back at her, and took her hand.
“It was a pleasure. Don’t hesitate to come back.” She smiled, then went to get her coat. When Kenneth closed the door after having said goodbye, he let out a breath of relief. What was he thinking? To say those things in the first place, and to the daughter of one of Havelar’s closest associates! He smacked his forehead with his palm, swearing quietly. Nothing he could do about it though, and who knew, perhaps the girl was actually to be trusted. A light shiver crept across his back, as the cold from outside still lingered by the door. The only sensible thing to do in such weather is to stay inside with a hot cup and a good book, he thought to himself, as he walked over to the counter to pour himself another cup of chocolate.
BEN WATERS
Winter had come, and it was worse than expected. Ben chided himself for being naïve, as he tried to cover Lisa from the worst of the gusts. She didn’t react, but nevertheless her feet kept moving. For now. He didn’t relish the idea of carrying her, but if it was necessary he’d do it, of course. Harry seemed to cope better; although Ben worried that he might just be putting on a brave face. He tended to do that when things got difficult, which was generally a good thing. Out here though, it could be very dangerous.
Ben had lost track of the days, but still remembered the first day of the blizzard. It had surprised them all, and when Harry suggested they wait it out, they had all agreed it was a good idea. But the winds kept blowing, and soon the snow covered everything, including their tent. After a week, they were quickly running out of food.
“We need to get moving, or we’ll starve to death,” Ben had finally said, and so they had packed up what supplies remained and ventured out into the white hell that awaited them beyond the tent walls.
A few hours ago, they had discovered a lone balder, a fearsome creature they had learned to keep their distance from. They had managed to evade it, but in the commotion, they had to cross a river, and the strong currents had prevented the ice from freezing enough to hold them. So he and Lisa had fallen through into the icy water, and only managed to crawl back up after ditching their backpacks. Afterward, they had kept moving for an hour, before stopping. Harry had hurried to build a fire, and they slowly dried off. Ben had been carrying the tent though, so there would be no more shelter from the wind that seemed to pierce through their very bones. Ben could tell Lisa was hypothermic, and she wouldn’t be able to walk much further. But if they stopped, they would all surely freeze to death.
The perimeter shouldn’t be far off now though. If they could only carry on a bit longer. That’s what they had said hours ago, but there was still no sign of it. They could be anywhere for all he knew, everything looked the same. All they knew was that if they stopped, they’d surely die. So they kept moving, one step at a time, trying not to think too much, keeping despair at bay.
“I recognize this place!” Harry suddenly screamed through the howling wind.
“This is where we sat watching the patrol pass once we had crossed the perimeter!” Ben almost didn’t get it, his mind was working slower somehow. But then it dawned upon him.
“That would mean…” Harry nodded fiercely and tried to make some kind of contact with Lisa, who seemed to have almost passed out.
“We’re safe, Lisa! We’re safe now.” Ben and Harry helped each other carry Lisa, one on each side, as they stumbled over toward the perimeter.
A few minutes later, Ben heard Harry shout again.
“Hey! Hey you, we’re here! We need help!” He doubted anyone would hear, as the wind drowned all sound that was more than a few meters away. But it meant Harry must have seen something. And soon he saw the lights of the snowmobile. We’re safe, he thought, as it approached. And not a minute too soon, as he was holding on to consciousness by a thread. Then, as the figures on board became vaguely visible, he heard a shot pierce through the noise of the blizzard. Something heavy dragged him down, and he stumbled over and fell to the ground.
Chapter 5
TINA HAMMER
“Trigger-happy sons of bitches.” Dean grimaced as he tried not to let the pain show. Earlier that day, he’d been cutting firewood with Kim, when his axe had slid off the surface of the wide log he’d been trying to cut in half. The axe had slipped from his hands, and its head had buried into the shin of his left leg. Kim had helped him back into the cabin, and Tina had come minutes later. She had immediately seen that he’d been lucky. It was a flesh wound, the bleeding was easy enough to stop, and as long as the wound was kept clean, it would heal nicely in a few days.
“I mean, how do you not see the difference between a balder and three kids?” he continued. Henry shot him an angry glance.
“Come on, Dean, don’t be an idiot. You’ve been to war, you know this shit happens. Too bad, but it happens.”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Dean shot back. “In war, it happens. When people are trying to shoot you dead, shit happens. But here? What, like some balder is carrying a bomb vest? You see, I thought balders hunted with their teeth or their claws. Never heard they were packing.” When no one else said anything, Henry got up and went to the door.
“I’ll go get some more wood,” he muttered. As he slammed the door shut behind him, a gust of cold air blew across the room, almost blowing out the candle on the table.
“Can’t say I envy those poor suckers though,” Kim said. “I’m glad I don’t have to patrol that perimeter in this weather. Makes you almost sympathetic to them.” She smiled mirthlessly.
There was nothing to say, so the room went silent again. Tina understood Dean’s reaction, but she knew better than to judge some poor freezing soldier on guard duty who makes a mistake. It was a mistake, they’d said. The three kids had gone AWOL two weeks before, and two nights ago, they’d come back through the perimeter. The guards had been alerted by the motion detectors and rushed out in their snowmobile to meet them. Then, by some freak accident, one of the guards had shot one of the kids. The officer who announced it said the soldier was not to blame, as he’d thought it was a balder attacking them. Besides, he’d said, this was the very reason no one was allowed outside the perimeter. It was dangerous.
She had recognized the names of two of the kids, Benjamin Waters and Lisa Hayden, two of the kids who’d been on that last, unauthorized launch from Earth. The two were now hospitalized with hypothermia and frost injuries, but the doctors said they would recover just fine. The third of them though, Harry something, was the one who’d been shot. When he reached the hospital it was already too late, and he died a cold, miserable, and meaningless death. Tina shook her head at the tragedy. She’d seen war, but mostly from the bird’s eye view of a scramjet, which tended to make everything a bit too technical and impersonal to really take in the suffering. Besides, this wasn’t war.
Harry would be buried in a few days, just outside Fort Andrews. The kid was the first person to die on Aurora, and people were already talking about naming the cemetery after him. Won’t happen, Tina thought wryly. Too embarrassing. Thinking about it made her shake her head in disgust. Sometimes she felt immensely relieved not to be a soldier anymore. This was one of those times.
GEORGE HAVELAR
George Havelar sat in a lounge chair in his office, with Ramon Solis, Thomas Dunn, and his chief of security, Colonel Shoshana Quellar. No one said anything; they all seemed to wait for him to speak. One thing Havelar missed from the old days in the Consortium was the discussions. He didn’t feel he held anyone back, but the need for a clear chain of command, and the necessary security measures, had made people wary, it seemed. It saddened him sometimes to discover that his closest associates didn’t have more faith in him. Thomas seemed to be the lone exception though, with his brash behavior, often bordering on rude, but he suspected even he held back now and then. He looked at Ramon, his old friend, who sat silent, not even touching his cup of coffee. Ramon had been drifting away from him during the last few years of the project, and now only held his seat in his circle of friends because of their shared history. He missed the old Ramon though. If he could come up with some suitable task to put him back on track, he would gladly do so for his old buddy.
This accidental shooting was a setback, but Havelar expected it to blow over in a few weeks. The soldiers had just been doing their job. How could they have known the kids would be there, when they were expecting armed saboteurs? Major Quellar knew, of course, but Ramon and Thomas had no idea. He had decided it was time to tell them though. They both deserved to know. Not everything, of course, but most of it.
“I expect you to have guessed the official explanation is a pile of shit, right?” he barked, and both Ramon and Thomas started. He smiled wryly.
“Balders… Hah…” He turned toward Quellar.
“Couldn’t you have come up with something slightly more believable?” Her face turned red, but she said nothing.
“All right, I guess you need to know the truth.” He leaned back in his chair and noticed Thomas move a little closer to the edge of his seat. Good, he thought, I have his attention. Ramon only looked at him, and no one could tell what he was thinking.
“When the project first got started, a few of us, meaning the president, Director Shaw, and I, decided we needed to make sure the future colony would survive whatever it might face. One of the things we feared was intelligent life forms that might turn out to be less than friendly. So we decided to bring a few items, just to make sure we didn’t survive Devastator just to be wiped out by hostile aliens.” He didn’t say nukes, and he didn’t intend to.
“There were four containers. Throughout summer, all four of them landed in remote areas, away from what would become Fort Andrews. I cannot tell you what they contain, only that they were meant as a safeguard, and hopefully we will never need them.” He glanced up at their expectant faces.
“Just a few weeks after landing, one of the containers was sabotaged. I have no idea how anyone here could possibly know its location. Only Colonel Quellar and I have the codes to locate the containers, and only when these codes are linked together. But nevertheless, the first container was rendered useless, meaning we only had three left. Three weeks ago, the contents of the second container were destroyed as well. Naturally, the guards were informed there might be saboteurs passing though the perimeter, and their instructions were to act swiftly and use lethal force if deemed necessary. They were informed that the saboteurs would most likely be armed.” He slumped down into his chair, and shook his head.
“Damn kids… No one would fault the guards for firing if only they knew. But we cannot tell anyone, because the containers need to be kept secret for now. That is more important than whatever people think.” Ramon surprised him by speaking.
“I guess we all know the story of the Mars colony. I mean, it was terrorists back then, and now it seems we have brought terrorists here as well. Same story all over again. Shouldn’t be surprised, though I never saw it coming.” Havelar interrupted him.
“Yes, they are most certainly here. But now that we know, we’re going to smoke them out and give them what they deserve. I don’t pretend to understand their motives, and I don’t care. My responsibility is to make this colony viable, to give us a future, and that future has no place for terrorists or their sympathizers.”
Havelar was angry with all those ignorant people who didn’t understand what building something like this entailed. They needed to stick together, even when they didn’t agree. The burden of responsibility weighed heavily upon his shoulders. His job was to save them all, the last remains of humanity, and make them stronger than they ever were back on Earth. People like Admiral Hamilton, who spoke on and on about personal freedoms, rights... Bah! Selfish was the only word that came to mind. Only thinking about themselves and their own personal needs, when they should be thinking of humanity as a species.
“Colonel, although I believe most of this will blow over, we need to be firm, so no one else gets any ideas. I need people to do their jobs, and work together. We need to establish a curfew. Make sure the troopers understand how serious this is, that we cannot take any chances. But nothing about the saboteurs, of course. Just blame it on the weather, balder packs crossing the perimeter, whatever.” The colonel nodded firmly, and moved as if to leave. Havelar motioned for her to wait, and she sat back down.
“I also want you to prepare to arrest those who openly oppose us.” Thomas tried to say something, but Havelar dismissed him. He’d heard it all before. This was no time to make arguments about legitimacy or winning the favor of the people. George Havelar had made up his mind. Whatever spring would bring, if they were to make it through winter as a community, they needed to stick together, and he couldn’t allow political strife to take priority now, with so much to be done.
“If we are to make this work, we need to tighten the reins, or everything gets out of hand,” he said. He thought for a moment, and Colonel Quellar stood up again.
“Governor,” she said.
“Is there anyone in particular you want me to deal with immediately?” He smiled briefly at her, before shaking his head.
“No, not immediately. We need to make sure we round them all up at the same time. I want Thomas to have a list ready by tomorrow.” He turned toward Thomas, who had also risen from his chair, and now stood waiting for instructions.
“Thomas, I want the list comprised of no more than ten names, the most prominent potential dissidents, Hamilton for instance. I want their whereabouts, and I want you to keep track of them, what they do, where they go, who they speak to. I also need you to point out three or four incriminating actions. You’ll find something, I’m sure.” Thomas nodded, and when Havelar motioned for him to go, he left quickly. Then Havelar turned to Ramon.
“I need you on my side, old buddy. Now more than ever.” Ramon looked at him quizzically.
“All this… It won’t be forever. We just cannot take any risks before we’re safely established.” He paused for a second, wondering how far to go, how far to trust his friend.
“Besides, the Human Expansion Program will make great demands of us all, when the time comes. I cannot tell you everything. You have to trust me. Just know this: our task is no less than to secure the survival and cohesion of these last remains of the human race.” Ramon seemed to wait for him to say more, and Havelar didn't let the chance to speak go.
“I need you for this,” he repeated, taking a hold of Ramon’s shoulders, staring intently into his eyes. Ramon looked back, and then a smile broke through, as if he suddenly realized that their years of friendship still counted for something.
“Have I ever let you down, George?” Ramon said. The two old friends hugged, and relief washed over Havelar. They would soon have to face some very difficult decisions, but for now, it was just like old times.
KENNETH TAYLOR
Kenneth Taylor sat quietly watching the soldiers patrol the perimeter in their quad bikes, while the last light faded from the evening sky. He’d been out here so many times by now, and knew their routines in and out. He honestly didn’t know whether he did this because he actually enjoyed these excursions, or if he just needed the feeling of doing something illegal. He’d gotten more and more sick of the restrictions; new ones were being imposed on them every week. Last week, it had been booze. This fellow he only knew by name, Quentin something, had been interrupted while carrying a crate of booze from his own still that he’d intended to sell to the shipyard workers up in Port Hammer. Havelar’s goons had confiscated the crate, reprimanded him, and sent him off with a warning. Kenneth shook his head. There were no laws against moonshining on Aurora. The guy had just been creative, for Christ’s sake! The booze was probably being sampled by Havelar himself right now, as far as he knew.
It was cold as hell, and Kenneth could see his own breath steaming. Winter had come early. It was only October, but the Aurora calendar was different. Winter would last longer here.
Ideally, he should have been more careful out here on clear nights such as this. The snow wasn’t deep, but it already covered everything. His tracks would be clearly visible for anyone searching. It was as if he wanted to get caught, just so he could speak his mind. To finally let off some steam, after keeping everything bottled up for so long. If only someone else could see what he saw. They were heading in the same direction as back on Earth. Havelar had such a firm grip on them all now. Aurora was turning into a repressive, authoritarian place, just as America had been under President Andrews. And except for his talk with Maria Solis a while back, it seemed he was the only one to have taken notice. It was so frustrating, he sometimes wanted to scream.
His introspection was interrupted by a sound. A twig breaking just a few steps behind him, back where he’d left his small backpack. He spun around, just in time to see a shadow coming at him, knocking him backward. He tried desperately to fend off the assailant. He couldn’t say whether it was a man, or some native beast, and he didn’t care. It was all movement and shadows and something grabbing at him. He punched out with his fist as hard as he could, and he hit something hard. Then, to his surprise, he heard muffled laughter, and stopped punching. Someone, a man, was hunched over him, slowly staggering back on his feet, laughing with blood dripping down on the snow. The man held both hands up to his face, but the voice was familiar.
“Shit, Professor. You really do know how to throw a punch.” Thomas Dunn bent and scooped up a handful of snow. Then he held it up to his chin, grimacing. “Didn’t know you were such a fighter.” Kenneth opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
“So, Professor… What are you doing out here all by yourself?” The younger man cocked his head to the side. “Anything you’d like to tell me?” he pressed on.
Kenneth suddenly realized he should be asking the same thing. What was Thomas Dunn doing out here in the middle of the night? He ignored the question, as he had questions of his own. Offense had always been the best defense, in his opinion.
“So why don’t you call your buddies over there? All you need to do is step out there and shout. I bet they’d be happy to see what you got for them.” Kenneth realized he’d already said too much, but he hardly even cared. He’d had his suspicions about Dunn for a while, that maybe this guy was more than he let on. It was a gamble, but either way, he couldn’t keep it all to himself any more.
“You’re Havelar’s man, right? So come on, just do it! Be an obedient dog!” Thomas Dunn didn’t say anything though. He just peeked at the patrol slowly moving across the field. The soldiers were moving away from them, and soon they’d be too far to hear, even if Thomas decided to shout. Then the young man inhaled deeply. When he let it out, his shoulders slumped a little, and he smiled briefly.
“As a matter of fact… no. And neither are you, I think.” Kenneth held his breath, waiting. Thomas just stood there until the soldiers were out of sight, rubbing his bruised chin absently.
“Professor, I believe we have a common acquaintance. I don’t think you remember meeting him, if you ever did, but I remember him well. His name was Richard Thatcher, and he was a man of vision.” Thomas stared intently at his hands, stained from his own blood.
“A great man. If not for him, I wouldn’t be here. Neither would you, Kenneth.” Their eyes met, and suddenly Kenneth realized. He’d always thought it strange that he was picked for the journey. He’d never been a vocal critic of the Andrews administration, but he wasn’t naïve about how or why he got here. He knew he’d never have been selected, unless someone with clout — covert clout — had hoped to sway the outcome of this final human outpost. He’d heard about Senator Buchanan, and who knew how many others there were. And here he was, standing right next to someone he’d thought he knew, only to realize the younger man had to be one of these shadowy figures who’d infiltrated what should have been a mission to restore the old regime on a new world.
“Richard Thatcher, the architect behind the biggest conspiracy of all time. And you and I are parts of it, even though I don’t think you ever knew. Suspected, maybe. I take it you must have wondered. After all, you never did like it, did you? The way we deteriorated into a nation of restrictions and constant surveillance, the way people were treated if they disagreed. The way people, such as yourself, turned quiet... I am right, right?” Kenneth nodded, staring out into the night. He had no words. Then their eyes met again, and it was as if a heavy load lifted off his shoulders. He finally had someone to talk to, really talk to. It would take him a while to learn how to trust again. But in time, he would learn.
Chapter 6
MARIA SOLIS
Geena shut the door behind her, and Maria helped her with her coat, shaking off the snow. There were already wet pools on the floor from melted snow, and they tiptoed across to the living room, where the others sat comfortably, each with their favorite drink to keep them warm, and already chatting lively. Maria had lit candles, and the pizza was almost ready. The smell brought water to her mouth, and she realized how hungry she was. The facemasks would make the eating a slow and cumbersome affair, but she’d refused to serve soup, when someone suggested it.
“So, who’s up for some of my Pizza Solis Especial?” she asked, and everyone laughed and talked about the wonderful smell or how long it had been since they had pizza or how funny they all would look eating it. Maria smiled warmly. These were her friends, and she loved them. Jeremiah of course, the staunchest, fiercest friend you could ever have. Geena Travis, who would light up any room she entered, and always managed to stay optimistic and cheerful. Well, except when playing at farming. Tori Peters, who was Miss Practicality herself: helpful, reliant, and trustworthy. Sophie Breckinbridge, who barely managed to pick herself up from a deep depression when her boyfriend was cut from Selection, a student of law who now worked in the governor’s administration. She’d told Maria that her job was to make sure that every plan proposed by the administration was in accordance with the law, so she had finally found an outlet for her talents, it seemed. Finally, she had invited Kenneth Taylor, with whom she’d had several chats since the evening when he’d told her about the Mars incident, and made her think. Really think. None of their chats afterward had been as deep as the first, but she had come to like him, and it felt only natural to invite him to the party. The final guest had sent her a message just an hour ago, telling her that he wouldn’t make it. No wonder. Thomas Dunn seemed to be busier than ever. She wondered whether she was sorry he wouldn’t come. Even though she had become quite friendly with him, he had something unsettling about him. She liked him. Quite a lot actually. But there was something creepy about him. Something she couldn’t quite place.
“Maria, I’m just wondering…” Geena said, grinning.
“Why this party? I mean, I appreciate it, and I can’t wait for the pizza, but there’s something else, right?” Maria laughed, and shook her head.
“Geena, you nosy little… All right then.” She straightened, and looked at them, waiting for her.
“According to my calculations, and taking the time dilation effect into consideration, which is pretty weird come to think of it… I’m thirty today.” Geena smiled even broader, nodding knowingly. Everyone stood up to congratulate her, and Jeremiah brought her a beer, with a straw to insert through the mask. Since waking up on board the Exodus, no one had paid much attention to birthdays, and with relativity, cryo sleep, time dilation, and the fact that time was different on Aurora than back on Earth, it just became too complicated. She’d heard someone was working on a new calendar, but everyone had just been too busy.
“I’d have guessed twenty-nine,” Tori said.
“Oh shit, that would make me…” she paused and Sophie nudged in between them to give Maria a big hug. They all laughed and smiled, and Maria felt more content than she had in a very long time. She had been an insecure teenager back when all this began, and Selection had been too demanding to enjoy much of anything. Since coming here, she had seen her father change into a more quiet, serious man, and her mother seemed to be having a hard time coping with her new life. The first months on Aurora had been tough, and the death of that young boy and the restrictions placed upon them made it all less of an adventure. Now though, this very night, Maria felt like nothing could make her unhappy.
After dinner, they sat chatting, Jeremiah being the loudest as always, with Geena a good second. Everyone seemed to have a good time, and even Sophie looked like she enjoyed herself.
“So what’s with this curfew?” Jeremiah asked out of the blue, and everyone quieted down. “I mean, what’s the reason for it? I just don’t get it.” Maria noticed he’d had quite a few beers, and she laughed and patted him on the back.
“Come on, Jeremiah, it’s not the end of the world,” she said. Jeremiah shook his head though, and pressed on.
“What, we’re supposed to stay indoors, like we were ten or something? I’m an old man…” that brought cheers, and he broke off, grinning.
“All right then, I’m not as old as y’all think, but still…” He got a more serious look, and continued.
“We should be out there, exploring. For God’s sake, we’ve got an entire world to discover, and all we’re doing is hunkering down in this godforsaken little camp. I wanna see what’s out there!” That brought nods from more than one, and Maria found herself agreeing with her mentor. He wasn’t finished though.
“Hell, you’ve all heard what we discovered this summer. And I have no problem with the rule telling us not to go out all by ourselves. I see that it could be dangerous, and that we need to work together here. But it’s been months, and almost every expedition proposed has been stalled or downright forbidden, even though the strongest indication we’ve ever had of intelligent life outside our own species was discovered months ago. Nooo, we stay here, curfew and all, while all tracks vanish and whatever is out there moves on, possibly lost to us forever.” He slumped back in his chair.
“I’m telling you, Havelar and his folks don’t care one bit about science or human discovery. All they care about is control, control, control. Because, you see, those fools are paranoid. They are still scared of terrorists. They actually believe terrorists have managed to infiltrate us, and that someone might blow up the reactors or whatever.”
“And why do you think that’s so strange, when you think about what happened to the last colony?” Sophie interjected. Everyone turned around, surprised. Sophie never spoke up, and Maria was taken aback by her sudden fierceness. Jeremiah set down his beer and spread his hands, before answering.
“Maybe that was the problem, Sophie. A colony, dependent on some homeland on a planet far, far away. Our homeland probably doesn’t even exist anymore, and still people think of this as a colony! Y’all get that, don’t you?” He looked around.
“This should be our homeland now. We should make our own rules and choose our own path, not follow some plan set out back on Earth!” Then he belched, and someone laughed. As the others turned their attention to other topics, Maria sat down next to him and handed him his beer back. Sophie didn’t say anything, but Maria noticed her red cheeks and tight lips, and hoped she would make up with Jeremiah later, when everyone was sober. Then she looked over at Kenneth, who had been quiet throughout the exchange, and noticed him looking at Jeremiah, and she thought she could see a sparkle in his eyes. Or maybe it was just the booze.
TINA HAMMER
The winds had finally subsided, leaving a quiet that was intensified by the blanket of snow that covered almost everything down to the water. Tina Hammer stood on the north bank of the Trickler, watching the dinghy come closer with every stroke. Two men sat beside each other, backs bent over the oars dipping into the water in perfect rhythm. Sometimes the oars would crack a thin layer of ice that was trying to form despite the currents. A third man sat in the stern, with a heavy hood masking his appearance. As they reached the shore though, his gait immediately revealed his identity. Tina had grown familiar with the man during those years as his second-in-command. As executive officer of the Exodus, she had been Admiral Greg Hamilton’s closest associate, and he was one of very few she would have trusted with her life. After he relinquished command to Governor Havelar, she’d only occasionally talked to him, as he had been preoccupied with some project or another, while she had been busy building a small community around her boat-building business. But there had been rumors about him having a falling out with Havelar, and lately she’d started to believe them. As far as she could tell, he didn’t seem to have any role whatsoever, except for the science projects, where he was putting his physics degree from the Naval Academy to work.
“Careful there, sir. The water is cold.” She said as he leapt onto the dock. He straightened and threw back his hood, then gestured toward the river.
“Won’t be long until we can walk across,” he said. Tina smiled at her former boss.
“Yes, sir. And here we were thinking we could be left alone to build boats and fish, eh? Although with the currents here, you might have to go a ways upriver to stay dry. We’ll see when the ice gets thicker,” she said. He smiled back, a smile that only lasted for a second.
“Yeah, I guess time will tell. No peace and quiet to be had though.” He turned around, and squinted.
“Won’t be long until Fort Andrews spreads all the way up to the river, I guess. And long before that, this will be firmly within the perimeter.” Tina sighed. She had come here, with Henry, Dean, Kim and a few others, to start the shipbuilding business, just weeks after first landing. They had talked about it back in Selection, and after seeing the planet for what it was, they had immediately known there would be a need for such a business. The planet needed to be explored, and the rivers and oceans would be fished and harvested. So they had set up camp north of the Trickler, and started building. With the abundant woods, there was no shortage of materials, and Dean had worked on a small wharf before joining the Navy. He had learned enough to get them started here, and their first few endeavors were teaching workshops. Now they were able to work without him overseeing every little detail. So far they had built six fishing boats and one raft carrying supplies back and forth, as well as a few small dinghies. Four of the fishing boats had been sold, and they kept the rest. Tina and her people planned for the long term.
They had built themselves a nice spot here, and what people had started calling Port Hammer had already grown into a small village by first snowfall, as more people had joined them. Now it consisted of a cluster of cabins. A bit ramshackle and improvised of course, but those living here took pride in doing everything themselves, instead of relying on Fort Andrews. Of course, Fort Andrews lay just a few hours walk to the south of the Trickler, so it was close enough to regularly visit for supplies and trade.
Sometimes, and more so lately, Tina had wished they had been further away. Relations with the Havelar administration were chilly, to say the least. Of course, if Havelar wanted to come see this place, she would receive him as an honored guest, but somehow she thought that very unlikely. Just as well, she thought. The governor hadn’t exactly tried to stop them going off, but it was obvious that he didn’t like their stubborn independence.
Walking up the narrow path from the dock, they soon reached her cabin. It didn’t look like much on the outside, she knew. It was cozy enough inside though, and surprisingly spacious. It still needed better insulation; it would be far too drafty for what looked to be a rough winter ahead. In the middle of the main room, a wood stove, with a pipe that reached up through the ceiling, kept them warm. She grabbed the coffee pot sitting on top of it, and poured them each a cup. Then she motioned for him to have a seat, and they both sat down with their cups in hand.
Neither of them said anything. Tina waited for Greg to say something, but she could tell he was reluctant to speak his mind, even where only the two of them would hear. She understood. Years of serving had taught them both to obey their superiors, and although they were both officers, used to making decisions, there were certain boundaries none of them would cross easily.
“I’m afraid of what the outcome will be, unless someone steps up against what’s happening,” he finally said. She felt the relief washing over her. For a moment, she’d been afraid he would stick with loyalty, and side with Havelar.
“I’m glad you see it that way, Admiral,” she said, smiling briefly. His shoulders seemed to slacken, just slightly. Obviously he’d been unsure of her reaction as well. There was another moment of awkward silence before he spoke.
“The problem though, is what to do about it.” His lips twisted.
“It’s not like we can just announce that we don’t like what is happening here, and expect things to change,” he said. Tina finished her coffee and set down her cup.
“Of course. We need to organize some kind of opposition. When we have enough strength to be reckoned with, we can start making demands. Havelar can’t go completely against us if there are enough of us,” she said. Greg let out a deep breath.
“Maybe so, Tina. What you are suggesting makes sense. A political opposition… That should be the obvious answer, of course, but there is a risk as well. I can’t be sure that Havelar won’t try to simply crush us before we constitute a threat to him. Violently. This is Andrews’ boy we’re talking about, let’s not forget that.” Tina walked over to the stove and put another log into the fire. When she slumped back into her chair, he continued.
“Actually, I was to be arrested today, and I believe others may be targeted as well.” That made Tina sit up a little straighter. He motioned for her to relax.
“I got a message late last night, telling me to get up here. I still have no idea who warned me, but obviously someone close to Havelar disagrees with some of his ideas. So if it’s all right with you, I might stay for a while.” She nodded, surprised at the sudden turn of events.
“Do you think they will come for you? Here?” she said. He shook his head.
“No. Too many armed people up here. Besides, that would open up a whole new chapter, and I don’t think Havelar is ready for that. Yet.” He stifled a yawn, and Tina noticed he looked tired. No wonder, as he wouldn’t have slept at all through the night.
“But we can't hide forever. If he thinks he can get away with it, he’ll arrest anyone he sees as a threat. Had I stayed at home in Fort Andrews, I’d be snatched already. We may have bought a little time, but the fact remains that we need to gather some kind of opposition, and the need to organize is apparent. Especially now that we know how far he’s willing to go.” Neither of them spoke for a moment, before Tina broke the silence.
“We’re still no match for him though, if he decides to use force. If we are to be more than just a fly to be swatted away, we need allies, more people, organization, and whatnot. That means we have to expose ourselves.”
“And then we need to know who we can trust,” he replied, smiling now. “I’d start by looking around you, Tina.” He rose from his chair and walked toward the door.
“Come on outside with me,” he said and motioned for her to follow, as he stepped outside. As they stood side by side, he pointed at the cabins surrounding hers, the docks where a raft was being unloaded, a fishing boat floating downriver, a crew of four carrying a log toward the foundation of a new house.
“This is where we will find our first allies, Tina.” She looked around, as she realized what had been here, right under her nose, the whole time. Greg laughed out loud, and patted her on the back.
“These people are here for a reason, and it’s not just your business I’m talking about. I noticed it even as I stepped onto your dock. This place, Port Hammer, is the starting point. This is where the journey from colony to country begins.”
Chapter 7
THOMAS DUNN
Thomas stood next to George Havelar and tried to stand still in the freezing cold. Havelar had insisted they take a walk outside, and when Havelar insisted, Thomas knew better than to object. Obviously he had wanted to discuss something important. The blizzard had finally ended, weeks after it began, and it was nice to be able to go outside again. Cancri’s rays didn’t warm much though, so he kept his coat zipped all the way up and his cap drawn well over his ears. Havelar didn’t seem to be bothered as much, as he still kept his jacket loose and smiled.
“Few people know what I’m about to tell you, and I trust you to keep this to yourself,” he said.
“You’re a curious type, Dunn. I still think there’s more to you than you’ve let me know. I trust you though, and value you more than anyone. You’re the kind of guy to get things done, and the list of traitors you gave me will be very valuable as soon as everyone is rounded up. There have been a few setbacks, I know, but as soon as we have everything under control, it’ll be time to set the next phase of the Human Expansion Program in motion.” Havelar looked at him as though waiting for a reply, but Thomas hadn’t come this far by speaking more than he listened. When he said nothing, Havelar continued.
“The Human Expansion Program. It sure is a lot more than most people would dream of.” The governor seemed to weigh his words, as he stopped for a moment.
“Yes, we shall conquer Aurora. We shall spread out, and populate Verdi. We shall build ships and sail across the great seas, and in ten years, there will be human settlements on every continent of the planet. In time, we might even have a colony on Rotane. We are not going to repeat the mistakes of the past by putting all eggs in one basket, so the sooner we can spread off the planet, the better.” He paused, and Thomas sharpened up, looking away from the magnificent vista and right at Havelar. He still didn’t speak though.
“But the Human Expansion Program is more than just spreading out and taking this planet for our own. It is about evolution.” Thomas cocked his head slightly. He had a few theories about where this was heading, but he was far from certain.
“Evolution, sir?” he said. Havelar nodded.
“Yes, evolution. The process that eventually led to some of the greatest achievements in human history, that made us able to save our species when the need arose.” Thomas motioned for Havelar to go on.
“But our evolution took thousands of years, millions perhaps, we never managed to figure that out. Not in any accurate way.” He paused, and Thomas noticed something he’d never seen before, although he couldn’t immediately put words to it. It might be uncertainty, but that wouldn’t make sense. Havelar uncertain? No, it couldn’t be. Or could it?
“I’m afraid, Thomas. I know everyone sees me as some kind of tough leader, too tough sometimes I guess… But the truth of it is that I’m terrified. Imagine lifetimes, generations, humans coming and going, human history passing as man evolved, and suddenly a world of billions is wiped out by a rock that no one saw coming. And here we are. Sixteen hundred of us. In a few generations, there will be more, but imagine what would have happened if it had hit just a generation or two earlier.” Thomas could vividly imagine that, and he’d had those thoughts as well. He suspected his conclusions might turn out to be different from Havelar’s though.
“We need to make sure it doesn’t happen again, and it’s not just about cobbling up the technology. It’s about making us able to speed up technological innovation, and to do that we need to be smarter. We need the future generations to be better than ours.” Havelar fumbled in his pocket, dug up his mini tablet, and switched it on. Then he turned it toward Thomas. It was a graph, and on the X Axis along the bottom there were numbers from one to ten, and the Y Axis on the side showed different numbers. A line starting at a point in the bottom left corner of the graph rose slightly as it moved from left to right. Havelar explained.
“This is a graph showing how the average intelligence level in a certain demographic has risen through seven generations, the last three are projections.” He put the tablet back in his pocket.
“Did you know that the average IQ level has increased by approximately one point with every generation for as long as we’ve measured intelligence? Most people aren’t aware of course, as the average will always be a hundred, but an IQ of a hundred today is higher in our generation than in the generations before us. So we are in fact witnessing evolution with every generation. It’s just that the changes are so small that you wouldn’t notice. But that’s what evolution is about, you know. We just need to give evolution a nudge in the right direction, so to speak.” Havelar paused, and Thomas noticed he was eyeing him, watching for a reaction. Thomas decided to urge him on a bit. He wanted to know where this was leading. He nodded slightly, and Havelar continued.
“We need the best genes to help natural selection take its course. The candidates are on this list, a hundred young people, to breed the best quality babies. Lots of them. Twenty years from now, these babies will be the backbone of our emerging civilization. These will then breed another generation of prodigies. While others will also have babies, these special babies will be given the best education and training, to realize their full potential. Being among this elite will carry a lot of benefits, and there will be incentives to have many babies. These benefits will of course be withheld from those not chosen for the HEP.”
Thomas looked away, across the snow-covered fields, sparkling in the midday light from Cancri. It was beautiful, astonishing actually. A couple of Rahrahs, silvery wings spread wide, flew high above, gliding across the sky, unusually quiet. This could be paradise, he thought. A new Eden, its marvels apparent even in the harshest of times. The contrast to what he was hearing amazed him, and he had to concentrate not to tell the governor how insane his words sounded.
“How do you intend to get people to go along with this, sir? I mean, to be honest, I believe many will balk at these ideas. There will be strong opposition…” Havelar cut him off sternly.
“Do you think I haven’t thought of that? Trust me, I have. And don’t think for a second that I haven’t thought about just letting the plan go, and choosing the easier path. Let people go about their business, do their little things, so to speak. But you know where that leads? Nowhere! And if another rock turns up in our path a generation from now, or we finally discover other life forms and they turn out to be hostile, then what? We survived the end of Earth, barely. Do you think we’d survive the end of Aurora as well?” Havelar shook his head, set his jaw, and wrinkled his brow.
“No, there has to be a certain degree of coercion, force even. For this plan to succeed, we need to control whose genes are merged, and which traits we want to be strengthened. Intelligence is obvious, but of course physical qualities may also be quite useful. And appearance would make it all a lot easier, as the candidates might actually end up being attracted to each other.” Thomas surprised himself by laughing softly. He was appalled, but what the governor was implying was just too surreal.
“I guess that’s the hard part, right? Getting them to have sex with each other… I mean, Governor, we may be accused of rape here!” He cut off, having nearly revealed his disgust. Havelar didn’t seem to have noticed, because he just grinned.
“Oh come on, Thomas, don’t be such a backward hillbilly. Sex may not even be necessary, as long as they learn to cooperate. I wouldn’t expect any of them to have sex unless they wanted to. We have excellent technology to avoid all that messiness. In fact, I expect the first generation to be all test-tube babies. Later though, with all the good traits enhanced to the maximum, I expect many will choose their mates from the HEP in the old fashioned way.” He grinned and held up a hand when Thomas tried to say something.
“I know all this might seem radical. That’s why I want anyone capable of organizing an opposition to be held for as long as necessary. In time, more people will see that this is the best way to ensure our long-term survival.”
“I guess you heard about Admiral Hamilton,” Thomas said. Havelar didn’t have to answer, as Thomas continued. “I led the team myself, but he was gone already. It’s no secret where he went though.”
“Port Hammer. That place seems to be turning into a rallying point for dissidents,” the governor spat. “I am ready to use force if need be. We cannot leave evolution to chance, and we need to have the situation resolved before the HEP can continue. And the longer we wait, the harder it will get. The HEP needs a strong hand, or it won’t work, you know that.
“Of course, this will be different from what we’ve all been used to back on Earth. But this is a new world, and we need to make sure we develop and evolve quickly. We don’t have the luxury of time. It’s almost a miracle that humanity managed to survive for as long as it did back on Earth. We really need to have strong, intelligent babies to take us further than we can even imagine...” Thomas said nothing, as his mind considered the consequences. Sooner or later this would lead to violence. There was no way around it. Whether it came this winter, or next year, or the year after that, he couldn’t predict, but there was no way Havelar would be able to pull this off without some kind of major confrontation. It was just too far out there.
The political development and the reaction to it by a few very foresighted people were the reasons he had ended up here in the first place. But he had always considered Havelar to be a cunning leader and a worthy adversary. Now though, the degree of derangement surprised him. The man standing in front of him was a raving lunatic. There was no doubt in his mind. A very dangerous lunatic that might tear them all to pieces if Thomas didn’t play his cards well.
As they turned to walk back inside, Thomas felt an urgency he wasn’t prepared for. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together, and it was obvious that one of the candidates for the Human Expansion Program had to be Maria. She wouldn’t know yet, of course, and no names had been mentioned. But he clearly remembered the interview last summer, and she was still on the list. Good intelligence, good physical qualities, no family history of mental or physical illness, limited sexual experience. She was the daughter of Ramon, but Havelar probably considered that a benefit. He shuddered at the thought. He’d been thinking of her a lot lately, and he suspected there was mutual attraction there. He would continue working to undermine Havelar’s reign, just as he had when he anonymously warned Admiral Hamilton of his imminent arrest. Now though, he started to realize how little time he might have.
When Havelar left for another meeting, Thomas quickly entered his office and picked up his tablet. He made sure his signal was scrambled and activated an encryption protocol. Then he quickly entered a short message, We need to talk. Now, and sent it to Kenneth Taylor. He put his tablet away, as the encryption protocol made sure the message was erased, with no possibility of retrieval.
RAMON SOLIS
The room had gone silent. The critical voices had been heard, or rather, ultimatums had been given: Loyalty or immediate incarceration. Colonel Quellar stood easily in the corner, apparently aware that her presence made Havelar’s poorly hidden threat a very real possibility.
What seemed a lifetime ago, these men and women had been among the most powerful people in America. The Consortium. Their influence had run deep inside the Andrews administration, and major decisions had been discussed with these people before any public statements had been given. Now though, Ramon didn’t recognize any of them. The ones who had been critical of the Human Expansion Program, or with anything at all, were fully subdued. A few still stood staunchly by Havelar’s side. But no one could doubt that the balance had shifted. This was no longer a loose congregation of powerful figures with their own agendas and opinions. All power resided with one man, the one who had taken them from a doomed Earth to this new world, where none of the old rules mattered. This was Havelar’s time, and everyone in the room had subjected themselves to his reign. Ramon as well. He remained skeptical to this idea, but he could sympathize with his friend’s motives. He wondered who would be chosen for the HEP. At first the idea had appalled him, but after hearing the arguments, and Havelar’s reassurance that inclusion in the HEP would be voluntary and followed by benefits that might tempt quite a few, he’d come to accept it. Somehow they had to avoid becoming as vulnerable as it turned out they were back on Earth.
“I guess everyone is aware of the obstacles and ready to do whatever it takes to meet them head on. There are powers that will resist, and some of those will be very dangerous. We all know what happened on Mars. And we know there have been some serious instances of sabotage, which means we may have to use force.” The room was quiet, and everyone around seemed to take in the weight of the words. Havelar pressed on.
“We have taken measures to stop any serious opposition from organizing, meaning that we have arrested a number of people we considered possible leaders of such an opposition. Unfortunately, Admiral Hamilton managed to escape. And there was no possibility of capturing Major Hammer either, as the entire community up there would resist, I’m afraid.”
“I guess we can’t shoot everyone who doesn’t agree with us,” someone said, and got a sharp look from the governor. Apparently this was no time to try to be funny.
“No, we can’t. But make no mistake. I will use any means necessary to bring us back together, and the HEP is far too vital to our long-term survival as a species to have a few disgruntled individuals stand in its way.” Havelar looked as determined as ever, and Ramon recognized it from years of doing business together. George Havelar would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. Perhaps that particular trait was exactly what had gotten them all to Aurora in the first place. Sometimes though, Havelar needed a counter balance, and Ramon had taken that role more than once in the past.
“We may have to talk to our enemies though,” Ramon said, earning him an equally sharp look from Havelar. Ramon didn’t balk though.
“Except for the terrorists, I doubt anyone wishes for this situation to turn violent. If it’s necessary, well so be it. But we should try every option before we go down that road.”
“What do you propose, Ramon?” Havelar said.
“I believe the best thing would be to speak to a leader. Someone who can speak on behalf of the rest, who commands respect. Were we to reach an agreement with such a person, the others would follow. And I believe we should go far to reach such an agreement. The HEP is non negotiable of course, but there may be other issues as well.”
“And who do you propose we speak to?” Havelar said, eyes narrowing.
“Admiral Hamilton. I know you don’t like it, but a lot of people listen to him, and he is the one person who would be able to unite the forces that are apparently working against us. I don’t think we’ll be able to turn him around, but I’m sure he would see the dangers of this division.” Ramon waited for a reply, but Havelar only nodded slightly, and he saw a few of the others nodding as well, although whatever their previous positions, it was just one opinion that counted at this point.
“Yes, Hamilton is the man to speak to. He could unite them against us, or he could make sure everyone follows his lead, bringing us together,” Havelar agreed after what seemed an eternity. “I don’t like it, but it seems I have no choice.” Havelar bit his lip, and suddenly seemed uncertain of his next move. Ramon was about to speak when Havelar interrupted him.
“Ramon, I want you in charge. I would never be able to come to an agreement with the man. I can’t stand the sight of him, and it’s mutual. The colonel will give you an armed escort, not as large as to provoke anything, but enough to make them aware of what they are facing.” Havelar extended his hand, and Ramon took it.
“I won’t let you down, George,” Ramon said. Havelar smiled.
“I know you won’t. Our hope of unity rests with you now. If anyone can pull this off, you’re the one,” he said. Then he sat down and put his tablet in front of him, as Ramon knew he often did to record any ideas that might be useful later.
“All right, we need to plan how to do this. What terms to offer, how far we’re willing to budge, and how to respond to the most likely demands.” As they continued discussing the details, Ramon reflected upon their situation. He would do this, not only out of loyalty toward his old friend, but also because he believed it was the right thing to do. He could sympathize with the ones who felt they should go in a different direction. Ideally there should be more individual freedom and less control by the administration. But unity was important as well, and this was their one opportunity. How could they take any chances, remembering what happened to Earth? Of course there would be personal sacrifices, but if that made their common survival in the long run more likely, it might be worth it.
And the one thing they couldn’t afford was war. He feared that more than anything. The split was bad, but open war in a population of sixteen hundred? If it came to that, it would have to be settled quickly, or they might never recover. One strike to sever the head of the snake, to minimize the sacrifices. If that meant a hard, swift blow, he wondered if he had it in him to be as merciless as would be necessary.
No, this split was too dangerous to be allowed to continue. He could see the consequences, and although he had his doubts now and then, his faith in the unity of this colony was what steeled him for what would come.
MARIA SOLIS
The night was cold, and Maria pulled the zipper of her coat all the way up to her chin, quickly crossing the street, careful not to stumble on the uneven ground. With the curfew in effect, Fort Andrews was dark, with only the starlight to see by. Maria had stayed with Geena too late, and she had to sneak past the patrols to get back home. She didn’t worry too much about it though. She’d done it a few times before, and the guards hadn’t been too difficult to avoid. Besides, it was just a ten-minute walk, and she was already halfway there.
Just when she stopped to listen for the patrols, she heard noises coming from behind the next building. She contemplated going back the way she had come, but that would take her away from home, and she was dead tired. She just wanted to get home and crash on her bed. She decided to go around on the north side, keeping close to the building. If it was just loud teenagers, she’d probably slip by quietly. She had to make sure it wasn’t the guards though. If it was, she’d have to wait until they passed.
As she moved closer to the sound, it became clearer, but it wasn’t until she almost stumbled upon a frightened couple fleeing the scene that she heard the shouting voices. She moved closer to the edge of the building and peeked out. There were at least fifteen to twenty people gathered in the street, shouting at a small group of soldiers. The soldiers were armed, but didn’t seem to be threatening them. A tall heavyset man stood in front of the others, clearly taking the lead.
“Let them go, for Christ’s sake. They didn’t do anything wrong,” he said, fuming. A sergeant answered as he stared intently at each and every one of them.
“You all know there’s a curfew. Anyone caught outside will be punished.” Then he smirked.
“A couple of days in the brig would do them good. And the same goes for all of you.” That last remark brought curses and shouts, and Maria noticed the soldiers holding their rifles a little more tightly. She made herself as small as she possibly could. There was no way she could pass, and going back might bring attention to her. She didn’t think anyone had noticed her, and the couple she’d encountered was long gone by now. She was stuck here, and all she could do was pretend to be invisible. In the shadow, she almost was. She was thinking maybe she ought to close her eyes as well, when she saw a man, a skinny fellow with the shoulders of his olive green parka hunched up tight, throw a stone at the nearest guard. It all happened too fast, as she held her breath. The guard noticed the stone and managed to avoid it as he swung his gun up and squeezed off a round without aiming. A woman standing next to the skinny man bent over, clutching her leg. She screamed, and then time seemed to slow down as the events got out of hand.
The man who had thrown the stone froze with his hands held up high, and a couple of others followed his lead. As the soldiers seemed to turn their attention to the skinny fellow, the tall man who’d been talking to the sergeant less than a minute ago, reached into his pocket and produced a heavy knife. Shouting something, he threw himself at the sergeant. A soldier standing nearby managed to club him in the face with the butt of the rifle, which brought him to the ground, knife slipping out of his hand. Before he had a chance to get up, the sergeant stepped forward, unfastening his sidearm.
“Stupid fucking asshole,” he said in a slow, flat voice, pointing the gun at the man’s head.
“A knife to a gunfight? I never thought I’d see that one for real.” Then he fired. Once. Twice. Everyone stopped dead in their tracks. Maria had a hard time not screaming, but she found herself unable to look away from the blood seeping into the snow-covered ground, quickly coloring it a deep pink.
“Sarge, why did…” one of the soldiers started, before another pushed him and he fell quiet. The sergeant just stared at the dead body before he said anything. When he did, it was in a quiet voice, but Maria heard him clearly.
“These people attacked us. We defended ourselves. We made it out without military casualties. They all died.” A corporal nodded firmly, lifting his gun to point at the protesters. Then he emptied his rifle in two- and three-shot bursts. The sergeant followed suit, and moments later, the rest of the soldiers fired everything they had into the group. The sound was deafening, and Maria covered her ears as she leaned back as far as she could, letting the shadows cover her entirely. Still she could hear the whimpers and moans once the barrage ended, followed by single shots here and there. When the last shots had been fired, all she could hear was a deafening silence.
She lay there for a long time, shivering in the dark, even as other people came to witness the carnage. She had no idea how long she had been hiding, when a familiar voice spoke to her. She couldn’t make out the words though. She felt numb, and her brain seemed to be in a fog. She slowly lifted her head and looked up. It was Geena, wide eyed and with a shocked expression on her face.
“Th… They k… killed…” Maria stuttered, not able to finish. Geena looked around. Then she grabbed Maria by the arm and helped her up.
“Come on, we’ve got to get away from here. I think I know where to go, just hang on.”
Chapter 8
KENNETH TAYLOR
“I’m coming, I’m coming!” Kenneth shouted, but the banging on his door continued unabated. He threw on a worn sweater, cursing as it got stuck in his facemask. Then he unlocked his door, and let the cold night air inside.
Geena withdrew her hand from the door, and hoisted Maria inside. Kenneth, taken by surprise, stumbled upon his own words, and stepped aside. Once the girls were inside, he shut the door quickly and looked at them. Geena breathed heavily, as she let her almost unconscious friend slump to the floor. Maria looked pale, almost blue, and shivered hard, as Geena sat down next to her and began to rub her sides.
“What happened?” Kenneth said. Geena turned halfway toward him.
“Get her something warm to drink, and I’ll explain.” He went over to grab a cup, and a few minutes later was helping Maria take little sips of tea, careful not to give her too much the tea was steaming hot.
“I found her just minutes away. Thought about taking her home, but then I figured your place was closer. Besides, I wanted you to hear this.” She paused, then asked, “Did you hear the noise? The shooting?”
“Yes, I heard it. What about it?” He had a bad suspicion, but he tried not to show it. “Hell of a noise actually. It’s been just a couple of days since they shot that balder by the reactor. Was it another one?” Kenneth tried to sound inconspicuous, even though he knew this wasn’t about balders. Geena shook her head, as the words came out, hurried.
“There were dead people everywhere. The soldiers did it, I think. And Maria must have seen the whole thing.” He felt the hair on his back rising, as he looked over at Maria, still shivering uncontrollably. Hypothermia. He noticed a tear in the corner of her eye.
“Come on, both of you,” he said as he helped them up off the floor and over to his couch. Then he found them both blankets, and got a cup of tea for Geena as well. When he had poured himself one, he sat down on a chair across from them. By then, Maria seemed to be getting her wits back. She still shook, but not as hard as before, and she managed a weak “Thank you.”
“So, Maria… What happened out there?” he asked. She closed her eyes, and it seemed she had a hard time holding back the tears. She spoke, her voice shivering, and Kenneth had to move closer to hear.
“I was on my way home when I almost ran into a group of protesters. There were soldiers there, with guns…” Kenneth listened intently as she told the whole story, his disgust growing as he realized he was listening to a tale of cold-blooded mass murder. When her words subsided, Geena took over.
“I heard the shooting and wondered what was happening. And then, just as I saw the dead bodies, I found her. If the soldiers had seen her, they would have shot her too.”
“You did well to bring her here, Geena. I’m glad you did.” No one spoke for a while, until Maria suddenly broke the silence.
“They have to be arrested. They shot them, every one of them. Killed them.” Kenneth met Geena’s eyes, and it seemed she had come to the same conclusion as he had.
“Remember what happened to that kid?” Geena said softly.
“There will be some sort of investigation, surely,” he said. “But this is too big to explain away, so instead they will blame the protesters. They attacked, and the soldiers were forced to defend themselves.” Maria looked at him, wide eyed.
“But… but they were killed, all of them,” She stammered. He looked at her and saw the realization slowly dawning upon her.
“That’s what a cover up is,” he said gently. “A lie, presented with enough facts to be accepted for truth. There is only one problem…” he paused, emptying the last of his cup. Then he leaned forward, looking at Maria.
“You.” He leaned back again, before explaining.
“You were there, Maria. You saw the whole thing. You know the truth, and you’ve just told two others. Who knows how many others you could tell?” Geena suddenly got up and stepped over to the door, checking the lock.
“They will come for you,” she said, her face ashen.
“They will find out, and they will be looking for you. My God, Kenneth, what do we do?” Kenneth didn’t have an answer, so he did the only thing he could think of.
“Just wait,” he said, as he picked up his tablet, and typed a message. Then he encrypted it, using the software Thomas had given him. He pressed send, and laid the tablet on the table in front of him. No one spoke, but as the seconds passed, he could see Maria grasping the situation, and she sobbed as Geena held her shoulders.
They all jumped when the tablet buzzed. Kenneth grabbed it and read the message.
“What do we do?” Geena said slowly. Kenneth looked at them both and motioned for them to hold on. Then he made sure he had deleted the message before answering.
“We leave. Right now. Just give me a couple of minutes to pack up a few things.” As he stood up, Maria looked at him, and he noticed something in her eyes. Of course. It wasn’t just that she was in danger; it was also the fact that both her parents were here. Leaving meant more to her than to Kenneth and Geena.
“Where do we go?” she asked.
“There’s only one place we can go.” Geena said, and paused for a moment.
“Somewhere with a lot of people who won’t necessarily buy into the stories, who will protect us. Where the soldiers won’t get to us. The people there won’t let them.” Kenneth nodded. On Aurora, there were really just two places to be, if you didn’t want to take your chances in the unexplored areas surrounding them. It was either here, in Havelar controlled Fort Andrews, or…
“Port Hammer,” he said.
GREG HAMILTON
Greg Hamilton stood waiting for the Fort Andrews delegation to come inside. At first he had wondered what Havelar had been thinking sending Ramon Solis to lead the negotiations, but now he thought he’d figured it out. Greg and Ramon had always kept a friendly tone, and he figured Havelar had more faith in Ramon being able to broker some sort of agreement than anyone else. And he might be right. Greg hoped this could still be resolved peacefully, but the rumors that were spreading right now would make everything harder. He expected Ramon to ask about Maria, and he had decided to tell him the truth. Just yesterday she had come here, frightened and confused, and after hearing her story, Greg had promised to keep her safe here as long as she wanted to stay. He didn’t think Ramon knew everything that had happened, so he had no way of knowing whether Ramon understood the implications for his daughter.
He waited until Ramon had sat down on his side of the table before taking a seat for himself, on the opposite side. Right behind Ramon stood two assistants, a heavyset, stern-looking woman of perhaps forty-five and a younger man, tall with just a few wisps of hair, and a sleepy look about him. In the back of the room, two armed guards had been allowed in. The soldiers didn’t blink or show emotion, but being here, surrounded by potential enemies, he knew it had to be unnerving.
“We are worried,” Greg said as Tina joined him and took a seat beside him. “The way we see it, we are moving in the wrong direction. We should be exploring. Instead we are fencing ourselves in. People should be allowed their freedom, but instead, there’s a curfew in Fort Andrews and everything needs to go through administration. Whatever happened to free enterprise and the frontier spirit?”
“In Fort Andrews, we worry too,” Ramon began. “We worry that we are about to split up, just when we need to stick together.” Before anyone could respond, he pressed on.
“There are great challenges facing us. To create a viable colony, we need to expand, and do so in an orderly manner. Human expansion will demand much of us, and we can’t afford this split. We cannot accept it.”
“A viable colony…” Greg mused. He recognized the thinking, and now he would speak up. Of all Havelar’s cronies, Solis would be the most likely to understand.
“A colony, that’s how you see it in Fort Andrews, right?” He shook his head, with a smile that never touched his eyes.
“Back on Earth, we had no choice, and I for one was proud to serve, even though I never agreed with the politics. But here we should decide for ourselves. Have you seen how many have come here just in the last few weeks? Have you ever wondered why they’ve come? People are tired of it all. They want to take back what should have been theirs to begin with, their freedom.”
“So you propose anarchy? No rules and regulations? Just let people do whatever they want, go wherever they choose to, even if it means they expose themselves to whatever dangers might be out there?” Ramon cocked his head, obviously waiting for a reply, to negotiate his way into an agreement where Port Hammer got a few concessions as long as they submitted themselves to Havelar’s authority.
Greg would have nothing of it though. He was fed up, and just to make his point, he slammed his fist on the table. He noticed the soldiers tightening the grips on their weapons. Behind him, he heard the shuffling of Dean and the others. Nice to know Solis’s guards weren’t the only ones with guns in the room.
“No, we cannot accept this. Our rights are being taken from us, one after the other. In fact, most were gone years ago, before all this. And here we are, trying to make a fresh start, just to find our so-called governor continuing the work of his long-dead president.”
“What rights?” Ramon barked right back at him, leaning across the table. “We’re talking of survival here. And not just the personal survival of you, me, and everyone in this room. We’re talking about the survival of our species. You should know better, a military man and all.” He slumped, and some of the air seemed to go out of him, but he pressed on.
“Admiral… I know you don’t see eye to eye with Governor Havelar, but I also know you’re man enough not to let that cloud your judgment. Let’s try to stick together now; we really need to. We can always talk politics down the road, when our colony is fully established. Let’s just get through winter first.” Greg didn't answer as he stood up, and walked over to the coffee table next to where Dean and Kim stood. He deliberately took his time pouring a cup of coffee for himself, then another for Ramon. He wanted Ramon to notice the character of those standing next to him, the fierceness in Dean’s eyes, the easy way Kim handled her weapon as she moved it slightly away when he passed her. Then he returned to the table and handed a cup to Ramon, as he sipped from his own. It was too hot, so he put it aside.
“No,” he said. When Ramon didn’t immediately reply, he continued. “It’s time Havelar started listening to others.”
“Havelar is the legally appointed governor, appointed by the president himself.” Ramon blurted, spilling some of his coffee on the table. Tina hadn’t said anything so far, but now she cut him off.
“President Andrews is long dead. However we feel about him, or felt about him, he holds no jurisdiction here.” She sat there, with her jaws set and her eyes unflinching, as Ramon turned toward her, and almost spat out the words.
“He was our legal president, and you sit there…” He fumed. Then he spoke again, slow and deliberately.
“Yes, it was a different world. And yes, we need to find our own way. But he is still our last elected president, and Governor Havelar is his chosen representative. So, if all this talk of freedom and rights holds any meaning to you, we should honor the memory of our dead, and respect their wishes for our future. Besides, last time I checked, we haven’t invented any laws here. We even have legal experts making sure every policy of the administration is in accordance with the law.” He broke off, clearly taking notice of Greg’s smirk.
“You talk about American law, Solis. And yet, you come here expecting us to respect and honor those who took apart the Constitution, who took away liberties once taken for granted.” He paused briefly, and stood up, hovering over the other man.
“You would do well to study your history, Solis. People have tried to impose their rule on others from worlds apart before. It turned out people dislike those sorts of rulers, and every nation that has tried this has wound up on the losing side. I’m quite certain that is still the case.” Ramon slowly stood up and looked at him for a long time. Then he looked at Tina, and then Dean and Kim, and the others in the back. He sighed.
“Well… I had hoped you would bring these people back on track, but it seems you would rather lead them toward their own destruction. For that I am sorry. There is no way we can accept this, and I’m afraid the governor will have no choice…” He shook his head slowly, and suddenly Greg thought he looked sad. As he reached the door, Ramon stopped and turned toward him.
“Admiral... Greg… Please, tell my daughter that I think she ought to come back. And if she chooses to stay, please keep her safe…” Then, before Greg had a chance to reply, he turned away, and quickly stepped outside, followed by his assistants and the guards. When the doors closed behind them, Greg turned toward Tina.
“Well, there’s no going back now,” she said quietly.
“I’m afraid we just opened Pandora’s box,” he said, almost whispering.
TINA HAMMER
Tina looked around as everyone took their seats. It had been less than an hour since Ramon Solis and his group had left, and she was still a bit surprised. Even though Solis was more mild-mannered and easier to like than his old buddy Havelar, she knew he was also a tough businessman and well versed in the art of negotiating. She had never seen that side of him though, and seeing him for the first time as a leader had made her more aware of what they faced. Many would follow such a man, even some of those who were skeptical of Havelar’s leadership. Tina could see Solis as a possible heir, should Havelar triumph.
On her left side sat Greg, calm and poised. He had been the only person to stand up to Havelar early on, although his sense of loyalty had made him pass what he called the burden of command over to the appointed governor. He was their natural leader, and Tina expected him to be well aware of his fate if Havelar managed to break them.
To her right, on the edge of the table, her old friend Henry sat. Since the meeting with Solis, Henry had been unusually quiet, and Tina thought she knew why. Henry seemed to agree with most of what Solis had said, and he’d never made a secret of his support of the Havelar administration.
On the opposite side of the table, Kenneth Taylor had taken a seat. He had come with the girls, after the massacre that Maria Solis had witnessed, and though he’d known this would be the safest place to take them, he still seemed wary. In the last few days, he’d opened up a little, and it seemed he shared a lot of the views prominent in Port Hammer. Sometimes Tina thought being able to talk freely almost scared him. No surprise really, as he’d probably grown so used to hiding his views that it had become second nature to him.
“So, how long are we going to play rebels?” Henry said. Tina eyed him sideways, waiting for him to continue.
“Come on, you know what I mean. We are hiding a girl who should be questioned as a witness. To be frank, I don’t believe a word she’s saying. I don’t know why she says these things, but she’s a civilian. She wouldn’t understand a tight situation, and interprets it differently than someone who’s been under fire.” He looked at Kenneth, a look that said he didn’t trust him one bit.
“It’s gone far enough already. We’ve got to stop playing at stubborn frontiersmen, not contributing one bit to the common good. Jeez, at some point they will have to react! You all heard the man, we need to stick together, or the colony will break apart!” He leaned back, clenched his jaw, and refused to meet Tina’s eye. She felt her cheeks flush and faced him directly.
“Taylor, Solis, and Travis shall be safe here,” she said.
“This is one place Havelar doesn’t control, and I intend to keep it that way. And I will absolutely not allow his henchmen to take any of them away if they try. End of discussion.” She was tired of listening to Henry’s talk and needed to set things straight. This wasn’t Fort Andrews. Greg nodded approvingly and, when he spoke, it was in a soft voice, which nevertheless sounded like the authoritative voice of a commander.
“Henry, we have come too far to be the colony of a nation long dead. And it seems Port Hammer has become the focal point of this struggle. So I think you need to make your decision. I respect your disagreement, but I also need to trust the people around me. And so far, you seem to be more at ease beside Havelar and Solis, than here.” He broke off, but Tina knew he had just given Henry an ultimatum; you’re either with us, or you’re against us. It had a sour taste to it, but she knew there was no other way around it. She hated the way this was going, but she agreed with the admiral. She couldn’t risk treason in their midst, and right now she didn’t trust her friend. She noticed Henry looking around. He had kept his old sidearm, but she didn’t expect him to do anything stupid. Besides, Dean stood leaning against the wall, quiet for once, and the leisurely way he held his rifle didn’t fool her. He was 100 percent loyal to Tina, and Greg had quickly gained his respect.
It seemed Henry noticed as well, because he rose slowly. He muttered something and shot her a dark look before turning his back to her, then walked to the door. He stood there for a second, holding the doorknob.
“This is getting seriously close to treason,” he said. Then he turned the knob and went outside, leaving the door open. After a moment, Dean walked over and closed the door, shutting out the cold gusts. He looked sullen. Henry had been one of them, and Tina’s best friend for years. They had built this place, these first few cabins and a few boats. They had done it because they were friends who had trusted each other with their lives more than once. Now only Tina, Dean, and Kim remained of the original team from Selection.
The finality of it suddenly hit her. She hadn’t just committed to the independence of Port Hammer. She had lost her best friend.
Chapter 9
BEN WATERS
Ben wasn’t sure it had been the right decision, but he was determined to see it through. Followed by Drew and Lisa, he had set out early this morning, before dawn. The perimeter, especially north of Fort Andrews, was now being guarded more heavily than ever, and they had all agreed that they had to find another way out. So they had gone south instead, planning on taking a wide turn before heading north toward their destination.
Harry’s death had opened their eyes. It was a senseless and stupid way to die, and Ben blamed the leaders. He had no beef with the nervous soldiers, who’d probably just made a wrong call under tough conditions. The way the incident had been brushed aside though, and not even apologized for, was a different matter, and now there were rumors all over Andrews that a group of people had been murdered on the street. There was no way to blame balders for that.
Ben had put words to what they all seemed to feel. They had had enough. So here they were hours later, west of Fort Andrews, on their way to join the others gathering in Port Hammer. Ben, who had taken point, stopped and looked at Drew and Lisa. Drew kept up just fine, but Lisa seemed to be struggling under the weight of her heavy backpack. He felt his stomach growl.
“Guys, how about a break? I’m starving,” he said. Lisa smiled and unclipped her support straps, letting the backpack fall to the ground. Then she sat on it, breathing heavily. Drew did the same and took out three packs of MREs, which he passed out.
“What did you get?” he asked.
“Beef and mushrooms,” Ben said. He didn’t like mushrooms.
“Chicken kebab style,” Lisa said, making a face. The MREs weren’t all that bad, but the more exotic they were, the less real they tasted.
“Wanna switch?” she said. Ben nodded and threw his pack over to her.
“Hey, I like beef too,” Drew said.
“And what did you get, D?” Lisa asked, already shaking her pack to activate the heating. Drew hunched his shoulders, and started shaking his MRE as well.
“I got the mystery meat…” he said. Ben and Lisa laughed. There was no way anyone would trade anything for the mystery meat.
After eating, they sat there for a while enjoying the warm midday rays of Cancri. Ben closed his eyes, and he wasn’t really listening to what Drew was saying, until he heard him mention Harry. Then he opened his eyes and looked at him.
“What did you say?” he asked. Drew looked down and kicked at the snow.
“It was my fault,” he said. “If not for me, Harry would be alive today. I should have been there, but I chickened out.” He kept his eyes on the ground, and Lisa snapped back at him.
“What the hell has that got to do with anything?” Lisa asked. “I know you think going out there was your idea, but you were just the first one to say it. We all felt it, just like we do now. Freedom is important, like breathing. We need it, as humans.”
“Yeah… She’s right,” Ben said. “Don’t beat yourself up like that, Drew.” Nobody said anything for a moment.
“I’ve been thinking…” Ben continued. “The scientists say the air is breathable. They have found some unfamiliar microbes, but none of them seems dangerous…” Lisa eyed him quizzically, and he smiled at her.
“The thing is… What does it mean to be free? Really free?” he said.
“You’re not thinking of…” Drew began, then stopped as Ben took off his cap, and loosened the straps behind his head. Then he removed the mask. He waited for a moment, and almost laughed at their expressions. Then he let the fresh air fill his lungs, held it for a few seconds and then let it out again, grinning. He inhaled again, and let it out slowly.
“This! This is freedom!” he exclaimed. He savored the smells of wood and clean air, nothing like what he remembered from back on Earth.
“Oh my God, it tastes so good! I almost forgot!” He got up and swirled around, and Drew looked at him as if he’d lost his mind completely. Lisa just laughed and started taking off her own mask.
“Don’t you think we should… wait?” Drew said. Lisa just dismissed him and closed her eyes as she, too, took a deep breath. Drew shrugged, before removing his mask as well. Ben smiled at them both. He thought it was liberating and just what they needed. He laughed, watching Lisa jump up from the backpack and start dancing around, kicking the feather light snow as she swirled around and around. Drew seemed more apprehensive, but then he let his inhibitions go, and soon the three of them were dancing around. Ben wondered what people would say once they reached Port Hammer, but right now he didn’t care much. They were all scarred from their experiences back on Earth, and so far, life on Aurora had turned out to be more fragile than they had hoped. But here, now, they were kids again. For a moment, they were able to forget all their emotional baggage and just dance. To live is to breathe freely, Ben thought. Never had it been more true.
GEORGE HAVELAR
“I want that idiot punished,” George Havelar fumed. The sergeant who had started this mess would have to be punished, although it would likely change nothing. Eighteen people were dead, and all because that idiot had decided to play judge and executioner. And for what? A few angry civilians, who had decided to speak up for a friend? When he had ordered Colonel Quellar to crack down on dissidents, this sort of action had been the furthest thing from his mind. The colonel had thought quickly though. As soon as the incident was reported, she made sure there was evidence to suggest the protesters had shot first. Havelar didn’t know whether people believed it, but he had to stick with the story, or all hell would break loose.
“He’s already been placed under arrest, Governor,” Colonel Quellar replied. Havelar nodded curtly. He would have liked to plant a bullet in the sergeant’s head, but he kept silent. He had vowed to keep to the laws of the old country, and the sergeant would have his trial, as law demanded. Of course, he might get capital punishment, but with the tale of self-defense spreading, a complete acquittal was no less likely. Havelar would have to see what could be done about that.
“So, Thomas, what’s the status?” he said, turning toward the younger man.
“Sir, there are several people missing, and the guards on the perimeter report tracks leading away in every direction. Several patrols report having followed the tracks a way out though, and they all seem to turn north after a while. The only possible conclusion would be that at least a hundred people have left for Port Hammer just in the past two days.” Havelar nodded, his face grim.
“I can live with a hundred going off north, but we cannot let this continue, or Port Hammer will grow too strong. I will not have them break out, as it appears they are attempting to do. It weakens us as a community. Besides, there are a quite few key persons that are needed here,” he said. Thomas nodded. They had all heard Ramon’s report from the botched negotiations, and the consensus seemed to be that, sooner or later, something would have to be done about the budding rebellion to the north. The colonel had proposed an armed expedition on several occasions, but so far, Havelar had held back. He didn’t want war. All he ever wanted was for everyone to pull in the same direction. Nevertheless, it seemed armed confrontation grew more likely with every day passing. If they didn’t act soon, Port Hammer would be too strong to take down quickly, and the division would be inevitable.
“I will not accept Hamilton or anyone else driving a wedge between us,” he said.
“Just look at Ramon! I bet his daughter was coerced along, and I bet there are others just like her.” Havelar dismissed them, and he watched their backs until he was alone. He had made his decision. He took a few notes and waited, as his old friend would be here any minute.
RAMON SOLIS
Ramon glimpsed Thomas Dunn leaving as he reached the door to Havelar’s office. His mind was elsewhere though. With everything happening faster and faster, he was concerned for Maria. She had only replied to one of his messages, and the reply just said she was okay, and that he shouldn’t worry. Which of course did little to ease the feeling of impending disaster. Ramon expected the conflict to get a lot worse before it got better, but he was unsure of his own feelings in the midst of it all. On the one hand, he wanted nothing more than to get on with building their colony. There was so much to be done, and once winter ended, there would be expeditions to explore both south, west, and north of Verdi, and the plans called for an aerial survey of the nearest continents as well. On the other hand, he sympathized with those who felt everything was too organized, too much top-down organization. The ones gathered in Port Hammer, and probably others as well, thought Aurora should be open to anyone to explore and to build. They wanted an entirely different society than the one they had left behind, and sometimes Ramon wondered how they had been let on board the Exodus. He would have expected much tighter control. Havelar had more than once hinted that the conspiracy they had all suspected must have been put in place to ensure dissidents and subversives as he called them were given places on board. He might have been right. Ramon hadn’t been sure whether that would be such a bad thing, but from what he could see, it now seemed as though Havelar’s concerns had been correct.
He was greeted by a solemn Havelar as he entered the office from which the colony was being governed.
“Come on in, Ramon,” the governor said. Havelar wasted no time as Ramon found a chair and sat down.
“Ramon, I know your daughter thinks she knows what she saw, but you know the truth,” he said. Ramon nodded. It was a disastrous incident, and one he feared would tear them apart, but right now all he could think of was his daughter. He didn’t know how far he could go, but he hoped his long-time friendship with Havelar would count for something.
“The ones responsible will be dealt with, but let’s not forget we still don’t know every detail. Colonel Quellar is on the matter now, and so far, she has found evidence that there may be more to this incident than we first thought. The rioters may actually have fired the first shot.” He shrugged, and sat down behind his desk.
“Your daughter would be perfectly safe here. Actually, this will soon be the safest place to be. I’m afraid she will not come back any time soon though. You are aware that the shrink is up there too, right?” Ramon shook his head. He hadn’t known. He knew Kenneth Taylor could be charismatic even though he mostly kept to himself, but had trouble seeing his daughter as the victim of manipulation. She was too strong, too level headed.
“That may be so,” he said. Havelar looked up at him when he didn’t say anything more.
“Where do you stand, Ramon?” he said sharply. Ramon had prepared himself for this, and although he had his doubts, he had made up his mind. He had discussed it with Isabella well into the small hours the night before, as he always did when big decisions had to be made. She was even more terrified than he was for Maria, but after relentlessly going through the alternatives, the one option that remained had been clear to them both. He dreaded the consequences, but there seemed to be no alternative any more.
“I’m with you, George. I always have been.” He waited as Havelar smiled. Then, before the governor could say anything, he continued.
“But I cannot stand here while the soldiers march on Port Hammer. I need to take care of my daughter.”
“And what does that mean?” Havelar asked. Ramon folded his hands and leaned forward.
“I want command,” he said. When Havelar didn’t reply, he went on.
“In a few days, weeks at most, there will have to be an armed response. I don’t see another way, and I know you too well, George. My guess is that right now, the soldiers are rehearsing the attack. To deal with them once and for all.” He paused for a moment, expecting some kind of response. Once again, Havelar remained quiet, so he continued.
“So I want to be in charge. I want to lead the force. I don’t trust some military commander to prioritize the safe retrieval of my daughter. Let me do this, and I am your man one hundred percent.”
“You are no soldier, Ramon…” Havelar began, but Ramon interrupted him.
“There are plenty of soldiers, but I want the final word. Trust me, I will get the job done. Swiftly, ruthlessly, if necessary. But I will get my daughter back in one piece.” Havelar seemed to be considering his proposal, so he pressed on.
“Beating the rebels in the field is not your biggest challenge, George. It’s what comes after you should be concerned about. When all opposition is crushed, what then? You need someone for the days and weeks and months that will follow. I am that man, and you know it.”
“So if I let you out there, you will smash the rebels, save your daughter… You have always been one of my closest associates, a friend even. I have always trusted you, Ramon, but to lead in such a task... I don’t know... To get this done, you will have to commit acts that would seem… distasteful.” Ramon paused a moment. He had expected this to get messy.
“Don’t think I haven’t considered that, George. But my daughter is more important to me than anything. I will do what needs to be done, no matter what. You can count on that.” Havelar said nothing as he stepped over to the window and looked out over the snow-covered field outside.
“I’m not entirely sure if you know what that means, but I do trust you Ramon. I just hope you are ready for this.” He went back to his seat, and wrote something on his tablet.
“There. A message to Colonel Quellar to fill you in on the details as quickly as possible. You should get your butt over to the shuttle field ASAP. The colonel will get you up to speed. If she gives you a hard time, don’t come running to me. You want to be in charge? Well, go make them follow you.”
KENNETH TAYLOR
The wind had picked up before the kids had arrived yesterday, and Kenneth was surprised to see them in such good shape when they came in, just before nightfall. The weather wasn’t as bad as the first blizzard, when that kid had been shot, but it was still no weather to be out in. Kenneth had been among the first to receive them, and the first thing he noticed was the lack of facemasks. The advice, well order actually, had been to keep them on, as the biologists couldn’t guarantee that alien microbes and bacteria were harmless. But even so, there had been talk of disobeying that order, as no harmful elements had been found yet. Now it seemed they would find out.
The youngsters had been cold, but happy, and spent the rest of the evening chatting to each other and everyone around them. No one else had removed their masks though, and Tina had reprimanded the kids for their foolhardiness. Kenneth had just smiled at them. Youthful recklessness. There was just no way around it. They would make their own mistakes, and sometimes they would learn from them. Still, he agreed with Tina that it was profoundly stupid.
By the next morning, Ben, Drew, and Lisa were coughing heavily, and they had all come down with a fever. Most thought it was a cold or something, but then Drew passed out and started convulsing, his mouth frothing. Soon after, Ben followed. By the time Lisa passed out, Ben and Drew had stabilized, fever still running high, but at least the convulsions had stopped, and they were breathing easily.
The kids were taken to a cabin, where they were put to bed. Kenneth, Tina, Kim, and Geena remained after everyone had left. Kim, who was a trained medic, examined them.
“If this is a cold, I’ve never seen one before. It looks familiar, more like the flu actually, but there is something else…” She lifted Ben’s blanket, and Kenneth had to lean closer to see. When he noticed, he drew back.
“The skin… It’s moving!” he said. Kim nodded, as Tina and Geena had a look as well.
“Stupid…” Tina mumbled quietly.
“It’s almost as if something is crawling in there. Like a hundred tiny spiders,” Kenneth said, as he carefully leaned in again. There were ripples on Ben’s chest and stomach, almost invisible, but clear enough up close.
“What do we do?” Geena almost whispered. No one said anything for a few seconds, until Tina broke the silence.
“Nothing.” Kim was about to say something, but Tina shot her a hard look.
“There is nothing we can do. We don’t know what it is. All we know is that these kids took of their masks yesterday, and now they are unconscious. Something in the air caused this, so we’ll have to emphasize that people cannot remove their masks.” She paused. Kenneth was almost expecting something to burst out of the young man’s chest, like in a movie he saw once, and took a step back without thinking.
“We’ll do what we can to keep them alive. Kim you will make sure they are fitted with IVs to keep them hydrated. We’ll keep the part about the ripples to ourselves, since we don’t know what it is yet. It may just be some kind of an allergic reaction or… Well, I don’t know. Taylor, get Solis, she’s a biologist. She may have some idea of what this can be.” As he left the cabin, he heard Tina give orders to make sure the kids were taken good care of.
He went straight over to where he knew Maria would be, and told her everything he knew, which wasn’t much. Maria immediately got up and grabbed her jacket, and he brought her over to where the kids were. If there was anything they could do for them, Maria would find out, and make sure it was done.
GEORGE HAVELAR
George Havelar had a good view from where they were standing in the northern corner of the shuttle field, watching the bustle of soldiers preparing for combat. He had kept Thomas out of the loop for the last few days, as he had been busy mapping possible opposition within Fort Andrews as well as dealing with the detained scientists, but now he wanted to bring the younger man up to speed on the latest development. From what he could see though, Thomas was already putting two and two together, and he had expected no less.
“What are those for?” Thomas said, pointing at the modified rocket launcher being mounted on one of the heavy snowmobiles. Havelar didn’t know a lot about weapons, but he’d seen enough to know that the one Thomas was pointing at looked different from any other rocket launcher. It had a sort of sphere on the tip, and two thick coils running along the length of the rocket into the launcher itself. The green and yellow markings were unreadable from this distance, but Havelar knew what they meant. He kept it to himself though, for the time being. Thomas didn’t need to know.
“It’s a surprise I’ve been storing for a while, in case Port Hammer was unable to know what was good for them,” he said. Thomas didn’t inquire any further, so he changed the subject.
“Our biggest assets should be safely locked away now though.”
“The containers?” Thomas said.
“I guess it’s about time I told you more about them,” he said. A jerrybird flew overhead, screeching, and he paused until it passed.
“Each container held a nuclear weapon.” Thomas raised his eyebrows, but said nothing as Havelar explained.
“They were never meant to be used. At least not in an internal conflict like this. No way. But I’ve said it before, we’re vulnerable, and we never knew what to expect before coming here. We still don’t know, to tell the truth. So it’s basically insurance. The most powerful weapon ever created by human beings, in order to make sure we’re no easy targets should we encounter intelligent life. Hostile intelligent life.” Thomas nodded, but said nothing.
“The thing that bothers me about the sabotage though, is that Port Hammer has made no accusations toward us for keeping nuclear weapons. I’d expect them to be in an uproar about it, from their perspective.” Thomas looked toward the soldiers again.
“Do you think others may have done it?” he asked. Havelar shook his head.
“No, I’m pretty sure it must have been them. Who else? The only other possible explanation would have been that someone here must be guilty. But then, why wouldn’t they tell Port Hammer about it?” Havelar trailed off, and they both stood silent for a moment. Both explanations should have led to an outcry, but not one word had been said about the containers. Havelar didn’t know what to make of it, and it seemed Thomas had no good ideas either. The only thing that seemed apparent was that Port Hammer didn’t know they existed.
“And now there are only two left,” Thomas said, and Havelar smiled.
“Yes, but I don’t expect us to need more. In time we will replace the lost weapons and more. We have the knowledge and the technology, and all necessary materials should be out there. The geological analysis tells us that much.” Havelar turned toward Thomas again.
“Speaking of which, has Professor Lowell given you any trouble?” Thomas shook his head.
“No, sir. He is still upset about his confinement, and has expressed so loudly, but he hasn’t done anything stupid, if that’s what you’re thinking.” Havelar snorted. Jeremiah Lowell could be loud sometimes, but he knew he’d better play by the rules. So he continued his work on analyzing the constant stream of data coming down from the Exodus, orbiting Aurora, with a team of scientists currently confined to the science buildings. Their movements were restricted by armed guards, and temporary housing had been arranged within the facilities. Havelar wouldn’t risk losing any more scientists, he’d lost too many before the soldiers managed to shut down the perimeter.
“He’s still talking about that fire though, to the south. Seems he just won’t let it go,” Thomas said. Havelar snorted.
“It was just a forest fire, dammit. Right now we’ve got more important things to do than mounting expeditions all over the place. Ah, whatever. Tell him he’ll have his damn expedition, come spring. Guess he just has to get it out of his system.” Thomas smiled crookedly, and Havelar almost laughed. Thomas had to deal with the stubborn geologist, and Havelar didn’t envy him. He looked at the soldiers again, and saw Ramon approaching. He still looked a bit uncomfortable in uniform, but from his new sidearm he’d just taken to wearing, it seemed he was taking the task seriously. As Thomas nodded briefly to Ramon before walking back toward town, Havelar thought he understood Professor Lowell’s impatience. There was so much to be done. An entire world to explore, and here they were, fighting amongst themselves. Hopefully this colony would be whole again by spring. He smiled at Ramon, who seemed determined to step up and do what had to be done to make that happen.
Chapter 10
RAMON SOLIS
As soon as Thomas left, Havelar and Ramon walked onto the shuttle field. The soldiers had several fast, light snowmobiles that could carry two men, and a few heavier-duty models, able to carry four men and a rocket launcher or a heavy machine gun. There were crates of ammunition all over, and soldiers were tending to the vehicles, and making sure their assault rifles, machine guns, rocket launchers, sniper rifles, and side arms were in ship shape. At first Ramon had found the heavy weaponry nauseating, but he realized they were preparing for war and he was in charge. He knew his most important mission would be to contain the damage and to make sure civilians were spared. And most importantly, to protect his daughter who had chosen to remain at Port Hammer.
“If they won’t work with us, we will destroy them,” Havelar said. When Ramon didn’t reply, the governor continued.
“Otherwise, the last human colony will end up divided amongst ourselves. Have you thought about what such a split would mean to our future growth rate? It is the same thing that happened on Earth, over and over again. When people don’t agree, they spilt up, and then, instead of working together toward a common goal, they start working against each other. That’s how human development was stalled, time and again, throughout history. That’s why we had the dark ages, and the great wars, hunger, the plague. All because humans do the same thing every time they disagree on something. Nations, bah…” Havelar didn’t continue his thought.
Ramon agreed with much of what he said, although he thought it was a bit too simplistic. It seemed Havelar needed to get this off his chest though, as if he somehow realized how destructive this was.
“I refuse to accept it! Not here! That a stubborn few should determine our common fate? No. Aurora shall not be divided into rival factions. That was the biggest mistake of the old world, the division, the wars, the rivalry between nations.” Havelar shook his head. Ramon thought his old friend looked conflicted, and he thought he knew why. George Havelar had changed. When they learned Earth was doomed, Havelar had stepped up to become the de facto leader of the effort to save humanity. But the struggles, the resistance, and the clock constantly ticking away as doomsday crept closer had taken its toll. The man beside him had ended up alienating a large portion of those he had saved. It had to be disappointing, Ramon thought. He turned his attention to Havelar as he spoke again.
“I want this world to be a democracy, Ramon. I know some people don’t think so, but I do, I really do,” he said, sighing as they walked among the bustle.
“I even want to restore some of the old liberties, from before the reforms. Not all, mind you, but some. But that is something in the future. For now, we need to stick together.” Havelar stopped, and they both looked at a man walking briskly toward them. Ramon had seen his face before, but he didn’t know his name. The man had a stern face, with hard lines, and would have been handsome if not for the ragged scar across his cheek, from the hairline to a jaw set in stone. Havelar though, greeted him warmly, and introduced him to Ramon.
“Ramon, this is Major Henry Carroll. He was one of the founders of Port Hammer, until he had enough. Now he’s here. He will be your right-hand man when you move out.” Ramon took the major’s hand. His grip was firm, and when his eyes met Ramon’s, the icy blue stare made his hairs rise. Those were the eyes of a killer, he thought.
“Major Carroll is preparing the troopers, and he will fill you in on the plan,” Havelar said, and Ramon averted his eyes from the major’s. Havelar continued though, seemingly oblivious to the silent exchange.
“I’m sure the rebels will be swiftly dealt with, but just in case they are better prepared than we expect, we may need to have a few surprises in store for them.” Ramon turned his attention to Havelar, who waved it away with a shrug.
“Anyway, we’ll leave that to the major, right? You make the calls, but in the field, his experience will be invaluable. He will be your executive, so to speak.” He paused for a moment. Of course, Havelar didn’t want a civilian running the actual attack. Major Carroll would give the orders in the field.
“But, once the rebels are subdued, Ramon, I want you to take charge,” Havelar said. He nodded to the major, who saluted them both formally before striding across the field toward the snowmobiles. Major Carroll hadn’t said a word throughout the exchange, but Ramon had a bad feeling about him. Not that he thought the major wouldn’t take his orders, but he doubted he knew the meaning of restraint when it came to battle. This was a man set to fight with every means available.
“Actually I have another job for you, Ramon,” Havelar said, surprising him. The governor squinted and cocked his head slightly, as if awaiting his response. When Ramon didn’t say anything, Havelar continued.
“I want you, personally, to end this revolt.” Ramon looked at Havelar quizzically. Wasn’t all this about ending the revolt, he thought.
“Major Carroll will be informed. He will keep the troopers in line, as long as you fulfill your task.” There. As Havelar said the words, Ramon understood. The major would make sure the soldiers let him save his daughter, as long as he did whatever it was Havelar would have him do. He felt his throat constricting, realizing that he would have to do things he wouldn’t even have considered had Maria been safely with her mother. Ramon saw it clearly now. Havelar had never intended for him to negotiate a peace, or have Port Hammer surrender.
“What… What exactly do you want me to do?” he said slowly. Havelar grimaced and looked away, clasping his hands behind his back.
“I want you to execute Tina Hammer and Greg Hamilton.” Ramon’s jaw dropped, but Havelar looked determined.
“That will end the revolt. Effectively.” Ramon felt himself resisting the urge to shout, as he begun to see the madness of it all. Havelar had him by the neck and would use him as a puppet to destroy his enemies once and for all, and there was nothing he could do about it. Havelar must have noticed, because he smiled slyly at him.
“Your daughter, Maria. She’s still with the rebels. A shame really.” Ramon couldn’t find the words, even though every cell in him wanted to protest. Havelar didn’t stop though.
“Aren’t you angry at them for kidnapping her so brutally? Or maybe… who’s to say she didn’t join them voluntarily? What a shame it would be if she was caught carrying a weapon…” He paused and looked at Ramon. Ramon felt as if he was seeing his old friend for the first time, and realized he had been wrong all along. Havelar had gone completely insane!
“Remember, I will have them executed for treason, no matter what you do. It will just take a little longer.” Havelar almost whispered as he leaned forward, almost touching Ramon’s ear with his mouth.
“You do this favor for me, and I will be in your debt forever. And your daughter, well… I will make sure she doesn’t come to any harm, and no charges will be pressed. Do you have any idea how lucky you are?” Ramon said nothing, stunned both by the transformation of George Havelar, his friend through so many years, and by his own inability to see the truth for so long. Now though, he had no choice. He was basically a prisoner, and would do whatever Havelar would have him do. He didn’t have the luxury of choice, and had just become the tool of a deranged mind, bent on total domination.
GREG HAMILTON
Rotane hung low above the horizon to the south, bathing the landscape in its eerie green light, while auroras flickered across the northern sky. The wind had subsided in the afternoon, leaving the forest quieter than usual; even the jerrybirds were silent. The night seemed almost magical, and Greg couldn’t remember having seen anything like it, neither here nor back on Earth. There was nothing magical in the faces of his associates, however, their faces grave and clearly affected by the seriousness of the situation. Dean had placed himself off to the side, as usual, seemingly placid. His eyes, though, were as alert as ever.
“So basically, you say it’s some sort of parasite,” Greg said. Maria nodded, her breath turning to mist in the cold night just outside Port Hammer.
“Yes. It seems to be going through a process, as if it’s trying to somehow merge with its host.” He looked over at Tina and Kenneth. Kenneth had been looking at Maria, listening as she spoke, sometimes nodding and scratching his thick black beard. But Tina had turned away. Greg knew she had felt responsible for the kids from the New Discovery even from the beginning, and now one of them was dead and possibly three more dying.
“Is it dangerous?” Greg asked, turning back to Maria.
“I don’t know. What I do know is that we can’t cure it. None of our medicines seem to have any effect. But for the time being, the kids are stable, so we’ll just have to keep giving them water and nutrients intravenously.”
“Okay, thank you,” Greg said. “Just one more question. Can they be moved?” Maria raised her eyebrows for a second, then shrugged.
“Well, as long as they are kept warm and their fevers don’t rise again, I don’t see a problem with that,” she said. Greg nodded, satisfied that they wouldn’t have to leave them behind if his worst fears came true.
“Alright,” he said turning back to the others. “Let’s move on to an entirely different matter.” He thanked Maria, who turned around to walk back to the small town.
“We need to plan ahead and take stock of what we’re facing,” Greg continued. Tina stood a little straighter, and brought out her tablet. “In the days since the so-called riot, almost two hundred more have joined us here. Now though, the last trickles seem to have stopped, which tells us that the perimeter has been effectively shut off. It also tells us that Fort Andrews is preparing a response.” Tina and Kenneth nodded gravely. Kenneth had quickly become a close adviser to him. Due to his role as psychologist and researcher, he had talked to almost everyone at one point or another, and most people knew him, although few seemed to know him well. Kenneth Taylor seemed to have a unique ability to interpret the situation in psychological and political terms. It was he who had predicted there would be an abrupt end to the refugees, signaling an escalation of the conflict. It was also he who had come up with the main elements of the plan Greg was now preparing to unveil.
“We should be expecting an attack or some kind of punitive action within the next few days,” Greg said, and even Dean moved a little closer.
“Do we fight them?” Dean said. Greg shook his head.
“We don’t have the firepower to fight them head on. So our main priority should be to plan for an escape. For that we need an escape route, and some defensible position. North, I would think. Port Hammer is too close. Due to the short distance from Fort Andrews, they would have their entire force at their disposal. Even though they have to move further west to cross the Trickler, because of the currents keeping the ice thin around here, it’s still too close. With more distance, we should be able to stretch their lines of supply enough to harass any reinforcements, and maybe even separate their forces, to fight them on more equal terms.” Tina nodded, and Greg thought he could see the old soldier in her come to life again.
“Do we have the resources to break with Fort Andrews? If we succeed, that is,” she said. It was Kenneth who answered.
“We will lack their strong power supply, with no access to the nuclear plants. Also, the Exodus will be under their control, unless we find a way to hack into the control systems, and then keep their hackers out. And of course most of the equipment will be theirs. Also, they will control the farming areas, which may be our biggest problem in the long run. On the other hand, we will have many of the scientists, and we have craftsmen and even quite a bit of military expertise that will be necessary if we manage to break free. And if we head for coastal areas, we will find fishing to be as valuable as farming.” Greg had discussed these issues with Kenneth just a few hours ago and agreed with his analysis.
“We’ll have to make do,” he said. Then he addressed Dean.
“Dean, I want you to pick a small team and head north. We have scouted the foothills, but we need to know the mountains. Your primary objectives will be to find an escape route away from Port Hammer. Your secondary objective will be to find a sanctuary. It doesn’t have to be perfect, but we need to be able to survive the rest of the winter there, meaning water supply and defensibility. Any questions?” Dean shook his head, and Greg continued.
“Right then, you should get moving ASAP.” Dean saluted him briefly, which surprised him a little, and then trotted off before he had a chance to reply. When only Greg, Tina, and Kenneth remained, Kenneth coughed slightly, and Greg turned his attention to him. Tina didn’t react; her mind seemed to be somewhere else.
“There is something else…” Kenneth said. Greg motioned for him to go on. They had a million things to do, and no time to spare.
“I have a source deep inside Havelar’s organization. It took me a long time to get in touch with him, but he has been gathering intelligence for years. A few weeks ago, he told me something disturbing, and I think you should know it too.” He cleared his throat again.
“Havelar brought weapons of mass destruction on the Exodus.” That jolted Tina from her private musings, and Greg cocked his head. This was something he hadn’t thought of. And he suddenly saw the psychologist in a new light. It seemed there was more to him than he had let on.
“You sure? What kind?” Tina asked sharply.
“Well, I know for certain he brought four nuclear warheads and rockets to carry them,” Kenneth said.
“Four nukes… Shit…” Tina said.
“Only two remain though. The others have been rendered effectively useless.” Greg raised his eyebrows. It seemed Kenneth’s contact was quite resourceful.
“How?” he asked. Kenneth shrugged.
“He never told me, just that he had taken care of the first two and thought he might need help in order to take out the remaining missiles.” Greg nodded slowly. Taking out two nuclear missiles was a feat not to be taken lightly. Those remaining would likely be heavily guarded.
“Will Havelar be willing to use them?” Tina said. Kenneth didn’t seem to have an answer, and there really was no way to tell without knowing how Havelar’s mind worked. And none of them presumed to have such insights.
Just as Greg was about to move on to other matters, Kenneth spoke again.
“I got a new message, just minutes ago, from my contact. I don’t know what it means though.” Greg turned toward him again.
“It doesn’t make sense to me. It’s just bits of sentences here and there, with all kinds of symbols in between… There is something about seeing Ramon Solis today, out by the shuttle field. It’s unclear, lots of these meaningless symbols again, but it might be Solis in fatigues, uniform. That’s all I could make of it, and I was unable to reply.” Kenneth shrugged.
“Ramon Solis? Really?” Greg exclaimed.
“Yes, that was my reaction as well. But think about it. If Havelar is moving on us, wouldn’t it make sense for Ramon to do everything in his power to save his daughter?” Greg nodded. Ramon knew Maria had come here, that much he had revealed earlier.
“So he dresses up in fatigues and join the soldiers who are about to move out.” Kenneth continued.
“He doesn’t trust the soldiers to value her life over destroying the rebels, so instead he makes sure he’s in a position to save her.” Now Tina nodded too.
“That means they are coming for us,” she said. Kenneth displayed no reaction, but Greg saw the way his eyes squinted, and he knew the psychologist had come to the same conclusion. The soldiers would be coming soon, and when they came, they would have a singular objective: to destroy Port Hammer and everything they stood for in a single blow.
THOMAS DUNN
Thomas was relieved to find the clouds thickening, preventing Rotane from lighting up the night. It wouldn’t be long until first light, and he needed the dark. The light snowfall was rapidly thickening, which would keep the guards uncomfortable, and hopefully less vigilant. As he leapt from cover to cover, he thought how completely ridiculous his plan was. If he survived this, he was luckier than he deserved. But it wasn’t as if he had a choice, if he wanted to warn Port Hammer of the imminent attack. A few hours ago, he’d tried communicating with Kenneth Taylor, but all communication had been scrambled. He managed to send a short message, but there was no way to tell if Kenneth actually got it. There had been no reply. Then he discovered Alphanet was inaccessible as well. Since being gradually more included in the inner circles, he had been allowed access to the network, and now he couldn’t tell whether Alphanet was down or if he had been cut off from it. In any case it was time to act.
So Thomas had decided not to wait around any more. From what he could tell, Havelar was moving on Port Hammer, and the only idea he could think of that might give him a chance to get there first was to hijack one of the shuttles. He wasn’t sure he could fly it manually, but from what he had gathered, once he managed to override the security systems, he could upload a program that would fly the shuttle on autopilot. Piece of cake…
The shuttle was surrounded by a fence with barbed wire on top, and he had managed to get past the soldiers sitting nearby. If he didn’t move quickly though, the team patrolling the area would discover him. If the soldiers didn’t, their dogs would catch his scent. He had cut a hole through the fence and climbed through, while making no sound. He held his breath as he wriggled through and then darted over to the shuttle hatch, where he released a lever that opened the cover where a small keyboard and a display appeared. Then he keyed in a six-digit code and pressed a red button. He heard a low hiss as the hatch opened. He looked around, nervously. Still no sign of the guards noticing.
He slowly pushed the hatch open and climbed on board. The interior was dark, and he waited a few seconds to let his eyes adjust. Then he went over to the pilot seat and took out his knife. He pried open a dashboard and found the wire leading to the shuttle guidance systems. Then he connected his tablet to it and found the correct program, activating it.
Nothing happened.
“Shit,” he whispered to himself. Frantically, he disconnected and turned his tablet off, restarting it. He waited as it rebooted, each second lasting an eternity. As soon as it turned back on, he reconnected the tablet to the shuttle. This time a light flickered on to the left. Main systems on line. Another light, electrical systems, another one, life support. He grinned impatiently. Life support wasn’t really necessary here, but it was part of the sequence. Nothing to do about it. Another light, and then everything happened almost instantaneously. Suddenly the displays were all alight, and the engine roared. Well, that’s what it felt like. The engine wasn’t loud, by any means, but breaking the dead silence of the night, the engines sounded deafening to him. He looked out the window and saw stirring outside the fence. The guards must surely have heard. He wondered whether they would fire on the shuttle. There were only four shuttles total, after all. If they wanted, they could shoot him down in an instant. But Thomas relied on the value of the shuttle to save his butt this time.
The shuttle quickly taxied onto the lift-off pad, and the soldiers kept their distance. Thomas grinned, this time from relief. No shots had been fired, and he didn’t think there would be any, as long as he didn’t linger. As soon as the shuttle was in place, the rockets fired, and he felt the craft moving. It rattled as it ascended. The vertical takeoff was something entirely different from a plane taking off, and he was surprised by the shaking and shuddering of the craft as it lifted away from the pad. Then another rocket fired, and the shuttle moved forward, away from Fort Andrews. He had set an eastward course, to circle the town from a distance. If a late order came through to shoot him down, he wanted to have as much distance between himself and the soldiers as possible. A surface-to-air missile had tremendous speed, but the shuttles had been fitted with some decent missile-defense systems. Another of Havelar’s ideas, born out of paranoia, now working against him. Still, he felt much better as the lights of the city vanished in the distance, hidden by both distance and the low-hanging clouds.
The shuttle was flying itself, and the flight would only last for a few minutes, so Thomas sat back and looked out the window, lost in thought. He had finally blown his cover. The lie he’d been living for so long would come to an end. He smiled to himself in the dark cockpit. Then he decided there wasn’t really much to smile about. Soldiers were heading for Port Hammer, and he had a growing concern that whatever defense the admiral and his people might be putting up would be pitiful against the column coming their way. He only hoped he’d get there in time. Those snowmobiles moved awfully fast, and they had a head start.
A few minutes later, the shuttle started its descent. Thomas thought he could see tiny specks of light in the far distance. That would be Port Hammer. He strapped himself in, and adjusted the straps to his facemask. There was no turning back now. There would be war, if it could be called that with sixteen hundred people divided into two camps. If he didn’t get there in time though, it might be a damn short one.
Chapter 11
TINA HAMMER
Tina exhaled heavily, as she watched Thomas Dunn round up his team, picking up a few ration bars and a few extra boxes of ammo, stuffing everything in his pockets, before exiting the cabin door. He had come less than thirty minutes ago, in a hijacked shuttle, warning them of an imminent attack. Tina didn’t need an explanation to know he was the contact Kenneth had mentioned. She was surprised though, because she had been under the impression that Thomas Dunn was one of Havelar’s closest henchmen. Also, he didn’t seem the type, but then again, who did? He seemed to have a good grasp of what was going on though, and when she heard the kind of force they would be facing, Tina cursed herself for letting Greg go off like he had.
Greg had left with his group of about thirty armed men and women, less than an hour before Thomas Dunn arrived. They were to set up defensive positions on the north bank of the Trickler at the nearest crossing. The soldiers would cross about two kilometers upriver, where the ice would be safe to walk on, and the plan was to use the ice-covered river as a virtual kill zone. They had no illusions that they would be able to hold off an attacking force, but the plan was to slow them down and make them take the longer route, further west, in order to give the rest a chance to flee. Greg said he would take his team up north and harass the attackers after Port Hammer was effectively abandoned, and he’d been really confident it would work. But even before Thomas Dunn brought word of the kind of equipment he had observed, and the size of the force, Tina had had doubts of whether the plan was good enough. Now she almost felt as if the former commander of the Exodus had taken on a suicide mission.
Walking outside, she noticed the snowfall was easing up again, and a few stars were visible in between the clouds. The night was still freezing cold though. She shivered lightly, but not just from the cold. There was so much at stake at this point. Thomas Dunn had been very clear. There was no way Greg and his team would slow the soldiers for long, and as soon as he heard what Greg had done, he insisted he’d take a team out to set up another line of defense in the foothills of the Rockies. The only way to put up some real resistance, he’d said, would be raids and limited assaults on their flanks and supply lines, where the terrain worked against the soldiers.
Tina had her own tasks to worry about though, and as she watched the last of Thomas Dunn’s team dart off into the shadows, she turned her attention to Maria and Geena, who stood by the still-unconscious kids. The kids were crammed together on a sled pulled by one of the snowmobiles, tucked into sleeping bags.
“All set?” she said, and Geena nodded.
“They will be all right,” she said. Tina told them to get the snowmobile started, and went over to Kenneth, who was carrying a backpack and a sidearm he’d borrowed from Dean.
“You’re ready?” she said to him as she approached. He smiled back at her.
“We’re just about to get moving,” he said, and gestured to the group standing nearby. She recognized some of the scientists, a couple of armed men that looked about ready to go to war, and a few of the refugees that had arrived in the last few days before the perimeter was shut down.
“Dean’s route looks difficult at first, but as soon as we pass the first hills, he thinks we’ll be able to move faster,” Kenneth said. Tina nodded. Dean had done a good job scouting, but they still needed somewhere to go. She knew Dean understood, and as soon as he’d delivered the escape route, directing them through the first mountain passes, he’d gone off again to scout further north, deeper into the Rockies. She was confident she would see him again in a few days, as long as they managed to escape the attackers.
Tina walked over to a vantage point where she had a good view of the Trickler, both east and west. A few months ago, boats had dotted the river, boats that she and her friends had built. Now there was nothing left out there. The boats were being moored through winter a few kilometers to the east, where the ice never grew thicker than a thin film across the surface. A small group had already moved out to take the boats downriver to the coast. The first priority was simply to avoid them being taken by the soldiers. If they could get away, they might sail north along the coast and join up with the ones on foot later.
Tina looked around. Port Hammer had awoken, and everyone seemed busy with one task or another. There were a thousand different tasks to be done, and not nearly enough time. Tina gave it another moment before she decided enough was enough. The longer they lingered, the less time they would have to escape the soldiers, which had to be the number one priority. She let out a deep breath as she realized this was the end of this town she had built.
“All right, everyone,” she shouted, loudly so that everyone would hear.
“Time to go. No more time, folks. Whatever you haven’t already packed, just leave it.” As she watched everyone picking up their belongings and start moving out, she wondered how these people would manage out there in the unknown. She sighed before she picked up her own backpack, encouraging others while desperately trying to keep up her own spirits.
BEN WATERS
Ben vaguely felt a drop of water on his cheek, making him slowly open his eyes. The light stung, but his eyes quickly adjusted, and he could make out the branches above. The sky was blue and Cancri’s rays warm. For a moment, he thought it was summer still, but then he remembered Harry, and his mood sank as the bits and pieces of what had happened started falling into place.
The last thing he remembered was reaching Port Hammer, with Lisa and Drew. They had finally been happy, free. The first time he had felt that way since Harry died. Then suddenly, another memory made him jump. The masks! They had removed the masks. He reached up to touch his face, and discovered his hands were restrained by something. He moved his neck slightly and realized he was tucked into a sleeping bag. He looked around and saw tired-looking people sitting nearby, drinking hot brew and eating. Some were cradling guns on their laps. Some were sleeping.
He managed to get his left hand up to the zipper and opened the bag. Then he carefully sat up. He realized he was on a sled attached to a snowmobile. For some reason, he knew he’d been sick. Why else would he be tucked in like this? But he didn’t feel sick. On the contrary, now that he noticed, he felt better than ever, except for a slight blurring of his vision that sort of came and went. He touched his face and found his mask securely in place again. He hesitated for a second, and then ripped it off. He filled his lungs with the cold air, and savored the sweetness once again. Yes, that was it. He needed the air. Something in him made him crush the mask in his hand, cracking the delicate filter within. He felt a deep hate toward the mask, as if threatened by its very existence. Then he shook it off, and wondered what he’d been thinking. He looked around. No one had noticed. He let the mask fall to the ground and freed himself from the sleeping bag.
He took a tentative step, before realizing his feet were bare. Strange. The cold didn’t touch him. He took another step, and then an impulse made him reach for his backpack. It was strapped to the back of the sled, and he unclipped the lashes that kept it in place. Then he lifted it up, and his eyes widened. It was too light. He opened it, to check if someone had removed anything. But no, everything was just as he’d packed it. He picked it up again, and realized it wasn’t any lighter that it had been. It was he who was stronger. Actually, he felt super fit! He let the backpack drop to the ground and took another step, still barefoot, and another, and another. Whatever it was, it made him laugh as he quickened his pace. He realized people were staring, but he didn’t care. He ran, an easy pace at first, but before he knew it, he was running faster than he’d ever run before. And he wasn’t even exerting himself. After five or ten minutes, he stopped in a clearing and felt his pulse. No higher than usual. This was getting a little freaky.
“What the hell are you doing?” he heard a voice bark from behind him. He hadn’t realized someone had followed, but when he turned around, he saw a woman, black, forty-something, slowing down from her sprint. A man, younger, came behind, clearly having trouble keeping up, based on his heavy panting.
“And why have you removed the mask? Again?” Ben felt anger well up in him, but he forced it down. This was Tina Hammer. She had welcomed them to Port Hammer, and he remembered the way she’d been there for them when they had escaped Earth in the last shuttle. He didn’t know why he felt so angry, but something about her scared him, and he wanted to keep his distance from her. He took a step back. She stopped, surprise apparent in her face.
“What is it? Hey, kid, I’m not gonna hurt you. If you wanna die from the parasite, that’s your call. Just thought you should know.” She looked down on his feet.
“Wow, that looks cold…” she said. He suddenly laughed.
“Yeah, you would think so,” he said slowly.
“Parasite you say… In the air?” She nodded. Ben flexed his fingers, his arms, and looked down at his own bare feet. Still untouched by the cold. The snow felt soft between his toes. He looked around the empty forest, realizing everything looked more vivid, the colors stronger and contrasts sharper. His vision blurred again, as it had back on the sled. He blinked a few times, and the blurring faded. Something made him look up. A rahrah flew high above, and as he focused, he suddenly felt something happening to his vision again. The rahrah seemed to draw closer, out of focus, and then sharp as if it had been just a few meters in front of him. Like he’d just... zoomed in on it.
“My God,” he whispered. “My eyes…” Then he looked at Tina again, vision adjusting.
“I don’t know about parasites, Major…” he said. “I just… Look, my feet are bare, I just ran faster than I’ve ever been able to, and I didn’t even get tired.” He laughed.
“And that rahrah, it looked like it was no more than five meters away from me…” Tina said nothing. He shook his head firmly.
“I have no idea what’s happening to me, but it feels great. Whatever it is, it’s no parasite, that’s for sure.” Tina took a step closer, then stopped. It looked like she was going to say something, but she kept her mouth shut.
“Major, where are we?” he said. “Last thing I remember is coming to Port Hammer with Lisa and Drew. Where are they anyway?” he asked. He suddenly felt a chill in his bones that didn’t come from the cool gusts that never seemed to touch him.
“Are they okay?” he almost whispered.
“They are fine, Ben,” Tina said, smiling.
“From what I gather, they haven’t run anywhere either. But I think they are affected the same way you are.” Her smile vanished, and her face darkened.
“We are somewhere in the Rockies, the mountains north of Port Hammer. They came for us,” she said. He motioned for her to continue.
“Ben, we had to leave last night. Admiral Hamilton took an armed force to hold the Trickler, to buy us time.” She looked sad, Ben thought. As if she didn’t expect the admiral to return. An urge welled up in him again.
“Let us go,” he said. When Tina looked at him quizzically, he went on.
“Me, Lisa, and Drew. We’ve seen war before. We know how to handle ourselves. I guess the admiral could use all the manpower he could get. You’ve seen what we can do. We could make a difference.” Tina smiled, a sad smile that immediately told him what her answer would be.
“Ben, I can’t let you do that,” she said.
“They are doing this for us, and much as I hate it, I have to accept it. But I won’t let you go. You just woke up. Besides, you’re too young, especially Miss Hayden…” Anger stopped him from hearing the rest.
“Fuck it, I don’t have time for this,” he said, almost to himself, and darted around her. It took him less time to return to the camp, and he saw no sign of Tina following as he discovered Lisa and Drew by the snowmobile.
“Hey, where did you go?” Drew shouted. Ben didn’t answer. He looked around and saw a woman whose shoulders slumped as if she was falling asleep where she sat. She had a gun on her lap. He went over to her and snatched the weapon from her. Her eyes opened as she almost fell backward. He didn’t wait for her, as he snatched another two guns from some fellows he’d never seen before. He gave one of the guns to Lisa, another to Drew, and checked the magazine on the one he kept for himself. A full hundred. That would just have to do.
“Follow me,” he said. Lisa seemed to have caught on, and she looked as enthusiastic as he felt. Drew was a little slower, but he followed him nevertheless.
“Going hunting?” Drew almost laughed, as he stumbled after the others. Ben grinned, adrenaline surging through his veins.
“Yeah, Drew. We’re going hunting.”
GREG HAMILTON
The morning brought no warmth on the cold ground, but Cancri’s rays made the fresh snow in the treetops drip down on their heads. Greg adjusted his hood to keep the icy droplets off his face and neck. Then he continued to peer out from his cover, toward the trees on the far bank, where the soldiers were coming. The noise had been growing steadily for a while, and he expected to see them soon. This was the best place to cross the ice safely with motorized transport, which was why they had set up here, on the north bank of the Trickler.
He didn’t need to look around him to know the covers of his companions were equally well hidden. These were a mix of everything from former soldiers to crewmen of the Exodus to carpenters and scientists, but he had made sure everyone had a good position where they could observe and fire without being easily spotted. They didn’t have the heavy firepower of the soldiers from Fort Andrews, but with the element of surprise on their side, they might give them a thorough beating, which hopefully would stall them enough to give Tina and her group enough time to get away. He even expected most of these brave men and women to get away also, if everything worked out. They had a decent evac route, and the soldiers would have a hard time following them up the hillside to the north with their snowmobiles and heavy equipment. But there were a lot of ifs…
The first soldiers to exit the woods were on foot, lightly armed scouts, who took up positions close to the frozen waters. His people held their fire, waiting, just as he had told them to. Then the rumbling of engines got louder, and a group of snowmobiles appeared. The scouts went slowly forward, onto the ice. Greg noticed they had night-vision optics fitted to their AMR-17 combat rifles, as expected. Well, it would be of limited use to them. Had they come during the night, they would have had a tactical advantage, but now they had to use the regular laser sights. Everyone had laser sights, even the cook on his left, a heavyset woman of perhaps forty, with a determined look in her eyes. He smiled wryly. Determination and dedication could be the decisive factors today.
He waited until the fifth snowmobile was well onto the ice. There would be more coming, but the closest of the scouts had almost reached the north bank, and Greg knew it was time. They couldn’t afford close combat, not if they could avoid it. He fired the first shot at the soldier driving the closest snowmobile. The soldier slumped, and the snowmobile veered to the right, as it sped up, running over one of the scouts. There was confusion out there on the ice, as more of his people opened fire. Every one of the scouts fell within seconds, since they were the closest targets. Two of the snowmobiles lost their drivers, and crashed into each other. A few seconds later, they went up in a blaze, either from the sparks of ruptured wires or the shots fired into the explosive fuel. Black smoke clouded the area, and he moved his sights to the soldiers further back, who were firing in their general direction without much effect.
Within moments though, the soldiers seemed to realize where the fire was coming from, and they started returning fire in a more disciplined way, as expected. Greg saw the cook become too eager, forgetting her cover as she fired quick bursts at the soldiers. A single shot felled her, as the back of her head exploded, blood spraying the brush and wood behind her. Strangely, her chest kept heaving though, as he turned away from her. Nothing to be done for her. He set his eye to the sights again, making sure he kept his head down.
Another snowmobile was burning, and the last of the five had turned and was racing back toward the far bank. Greg trained his rifle on the driver and squeezed off three rounds. Missed. As the snowmobile reached the tree line, Greg noticed most of the soldiers were either down or scrambling for cover on the other side. They had beaten the first wave, which would buy Tina and her group a little time. He knew the soldiers would be back, and the next time, they would come in heavy. He didn’t know if they could stand up to that, but they had planned to try until he deemed it futile. Who knew how long they could hold. He looked over toward the now-dead cook and grimaced. That would be the fate waiting for all of them if he didn’t assess the situation well and break contact at the right moment. Still, they had won a small victory, about which they should be glad. He guessed there were a lot of people who thought they had won the battle, especially those with no combat experience. Still there were no cheers or any other sound. Good.
The minutes passed slowly, and there was little movement on the south bank. The soldiers were probably assessing their losses, searching for their positions, planning for an attack. But time passed, which was a good thing. Every minute that passed was a minute that Tina and the rest could use to put distance between themselves and Port Hammer.
He heard a loud noise. The first thing that came to his mind was a microphone being held too close to a speaker, causing feedback. And just as he squinted toward the tree line on the south bank, he heard the amplified voice, a familiar voice.
“This is Ramon Solis speaking.” Greg gritted his teeth. He’d liked Ramon. But he knew he was loyal to Havelar. He hadn’t expected him now though. Solis wasn’t a soldier.
“Put down your weapons, and you will not be harmed.” A few seconds went by. Greg waited for what would come next.
“We don’t want to harm you, but this ends right now. Admiral Hamilton, Major Hammer, I know you are listening, come out and let’s talk.” Greg felt his stomach clench. Or what, he thought.
“Very well. You have five minutes. If you don’t surrender immediately, you will have to face the consequences. Make no mistake, this ends today.” Then Greg heard a click, and the speaker went dead. He had expected more, and the silence that followed gave him a bad feeling. He gave a quick hand signal to the man on his right, who nodded and crept over to Kim Leffard, who was lying in her cover further to the right. Kim quickly approached Greg, keeping her head low and her rifle ready. She was an experienced soldier, and she acted the part.
“Sir,” she said in a low voice, as she reached him.
“Leffard, something is up,” Greg said, keeping his eyes on the far bank.
“I want you to take Fred and Josie right now, and get to that first hill on the evac route. I want you to observe, just in case.” Kim looked at him quizzically, but she was too loyal to question his orders.
“Major Hammer needs to know what happens here, and since all comms are down, I’m counting on you to tell her. Just in case I won’t be able to.” She almost started to protest, but nodded, and crept quickly over to the other two. Less than a minute later, he caught a glimpse of them, as the three made their way north through the thicket. Good, he thought. Whatever happened here, Tina would get word of it. Then his mind went back to the task at hand, while continuously scanning the tree line on the south bank for movement. He looked at his watch. Almost seven minutes had passed since Solis had last spoken.
The silence was broken by two loud bangs, quickly followed by another two. He saw the smoke from the rockets as they flew from within the forest to the south and across the sky toward them. A voice to his far left screamed.
“Incoming!” He buried his face in the dirt and snow, keeping his arms above his head to protect it, waiting for the rockets to hit their targets. The sounds of the explosions were weaker than expected, and he lifted his head slightly. Had they been lucky this time? Perhaps it was time to consider withdrawing to the hills? Then he saw the soldiers entering the ice, only this time, they seemed to be wearing some kind of suits… His eyes widened as realization came to him, just as he felt the first itch. He scratched his forearm, breathing heavily. Not a sound escaped his lips. The fabric of his jacket sleeve dissolved beneath his fingers. Then he felt the burning sensation in his fingertips, only seconds before the pain reached his arm, his neck. Before he could react to it, he felt the sensation reach his face, his eyes blurring over, his mouth on fire. Then the air filter of his mask seemed to clog up, and no more air reached his lungs. The pain became excruciating, and he tried to scream. A deep primal sound barely escaped his lips before his throat constricted, burning, and swelling until no air would pass through. He ripped off his facemask, but to no avail. Before his vision failed him, he saw his hands dissolving into bloody, almost liquid gore. In the darkness, all sounds seemed to amplify, and the last sounds he ever heard were the screams of his companions, with a smattering of shots interspersed, as those who still could turned their guns on themselves. Then his entire being exploded in agony, every second an eternity until blissful numbness finally engulfed him.
Chapter 12
THOMAS DUNN
It had been almost a week since they reached this place. While most were fleeing Port Hammer, Dean Johnson and a small team had scouted a large area in the Rockies. When they found what they were searching for, they hurried back to tell the exhausted refugees of this spot, where they could be safe for the time being.
Thomas had just returned from a two-day patrol on the far side of the lake to the west, and was finishing up a hearty meal when he heard commotion outside. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and nodded a quick “thank you” to the woman coming to take away his plate before exiting the tent. He was sort of disappointed when the sounds turned out to be two of the men building cabins, arguing over some detail or another. He had hoped it was Benjamin Waters and his team of youngsters returning. He had only met them once since he’d arrived in Port Hammer, and he was curious about the extraordinary abilities he’d been hearing about. They had been sick, everyone told him, from breathing the unfiltered air of this planet. When they finally woke up from their fever, they were able to run faster than any human being, see sharper and further than anyone could imagine, and they had the quickest reactions. He’d been told all this and more, but he wanted to see for himself. He wasn’t entirely sure everything was true, but even if half of it were, it was some really strange effects.
He saw Kim Leffard talking to Dean over by the well. Dean looked like he was on his way out again. While Thomas and Ben and a few other teams each scouted their designated area, mainly south of the Stronghold, Dean and his team still searched the north. It was paramount that they knew the land better than the soldiers, so Thomas was all for it, even though there were grumblings that they needed every armed body between here and the soldiers. Well, he concluded, they would always be short of manpower, but it wouldn’t matter. Knowing this land like the back of their hand would prove more valuable than manpower once this war dragged on. It was how guerrillas fought, and how they won.
He didn’t envy Dean, leaving his woman so soon. They all knew the horrors Kim had seen back on the Trickler, and Thomas knew that even though she played tough, the sights must have made an impression. She had told them the story, made sure everyone knew the sacrifice Admiral Hamilton and his people had made. Just before that devastating moment, when the soldiers fired their awful weapons, the admiral had sent Kim and two others away, knowing that whatever happened to them needed to be told. Then the soldiers, led by Ramon Solis, of all people, had loosed their deadly poison upon the north bank and massacred every living thing in the area. While watching her companions die, she had stumbled onto Ben and a couple of other kids, who seemed eager to fight. Kim had talked them out of it, and together they had hurried north to report what they had seen.
Thomas still had difficulty accepting the sort of cruelty that had taken place on the Trickler, but he’d been there a few days later, and seen it with his own eyes. In that moment, he realized that what had happened to the admiral would be the end waiting for them all, if they didn’t keep the soldiers away from here. The thought filled him with determination.
Although the mood in the Stronghold was down at the moment, everyone seemed busy building something or another. It was still winter, and though they had a decent supply, they needed the greenhouse supplements soon. So getting a greenhouse up and running was the first priority for those not taking part in the patrols securing the area. Housing was another priority, and a few cabins were already in the making, proof that this would be the future settlement for the refugees from Port Hammer.
Everyone had expected Admiral Hamilton to be their leader, to guide them through this struggle, and lead them toward independence from Fort Andrews or to some arrangement that would give them the freedom they all desired. Now that he was dead, that role had fallen on Major Hammer. Tina had proven herself capable since leading the refugees from Port Hammer, and besides, the fact that she had been the main force behind the abandoned town was evidence that she had what it took to be a leader. Nevertheless, Thomas got the impression she didn’t want that kind of leadership. That she would do her duty, and lead them through war, though she didn’t want this new role pushed on her by outside events. He sighed. They all had roles and tasks to fulfill that they hadn’t chosen. So what? The situation demanded that they embraced their roles, and did what was necessary. He had no doubt Tina would as well.
Thomas looked around and smiled. Everyone seemed busy, and he had a good feeling about this place. Even before coming here, people had started calling it the Stronghold in the North, or simply the Stronghold. In time, Thomas thought it might even stick for a name. It truly was a stronghold, and he admired Dean for finding it, and under the tight pressure of the flight from Port Hammer, realizing that this would be the best possible spot. It was well hidden by the mountains, with only one entry point to the south, now being guarded by heavily armed men and women, who would see an enemy coming hours before they arrived. Mountains surrounded the Stronghold, and if they needed to, there were several escape routes leading further north. The mountains formed a valley that was much larger than the Stronghold itself, so there was room to expand, and a lake formed the focal point of several rivers leading water down from a glacier to the west. Another, wide river flowed complacently north from the lake, and Thomas thought it might lead all the way to the ocean. There was animal life here as well, and both rat monkeys and green deer had been spotted. One of the men had said there was a sizeable herd of green deer that would prove a nice supplement to their supplies as soon as they could get a hunt going. Thomas had never tasted its meat, but if it had any resemblance to deer back on Earth, it would be something to look forward to.
Maria had talked about their prospects here a few nights ago while sitting by the fire, talking for the first time since they both left Fort Andrews. She had said that the terrain close to the Stronghold looked like it could be cleared for farming. She knew such things, and he loved listening to her talk about soil nutrients, irrigation systems and, seed hardiness. He had no idea what most of it meant, he just liked to hear her voice. He had realized a while ago that he loved her, but still he couldn’t make himself tell her. But something in her voice, in the way she cocked her head and smiled at him, made him believe the feeling might actually be mutual. He didn’t dare dream though, not yet, not while things were as they were. Besides, she had enough on her mind. Thomas knew she had heard of her father’s role in the massacre. He had trouble believing it himself, as the Ramon Solis he knew was no war criminal, not someone you’d expect to unleash mass murder as he had that day on the Trickler. Thomas didn’t think Ramon could be responsible for that. Besides, there were other issues about which Havelar had kept his friend in the dark as well. Thomas knew the breeding part of the Human Expansion Program was something only a few were allowed to know about, and Ramon was not one of them. He didn’t think Ramon would have taken on the role of commanding the military detachment if he’d known how Havelar meant to use Maria and so many others to breed “perfect babies.” More likely, Ramon would have taken his wife and fled north to his daughter, aghast at his former friend’s lunacy.
Maria had almost come to blows with Ben when he’d cursed her father’s name loudly and vowed revenge for what he’d done. It had taken Tina all her authority to make them go their separate ways. Afterward, he’d heard Tina give Ben a verbal lashing, telling him that Maria in no way had any responsibility for her father’s deeds, and that she would have no talk of revenge. They would have their justice sooner or later, but it would be just that — justice, not outright revenge.
Thomas noticed Maria stayed mostly by herself, limiting her company to Tina, Kenneth, and Geena, and he thought she looked lonely. He wanted so badly to comfort her, to tell her that she was loved, that he wanted to hold her… He shook his head at his own foolishness. They had a war to win first. Then they would have to build their peace and plan for the future. Only then.
BEN WATERS
The column was moving slowly. The soldiers had abandoned the snowmobiles in the steep terrain, treading carefully uphill. Half an hour ago, one of them had moved too close to the edge of the path, making snow and gravel fall into thin air. That elicited muffled laughter by a few of the grunts before an officer snapped a reprimand that silenced them all. Except for the one who had almost fallen, none of them seemed nervous. After taking Port Hammer, they had no reason to be. They were armed to the teeth, and the force led by Admiral Hamilton had been slaughtered on the Trickler.
Ben, Lisa, and Drew had been watching them since yesterday. The soldiers who had massacred the admiral and his defenders had split up into three columns to cover a larger area, but that also made them more vulnerable. Still, there were at least twenty-five just in this column, and although military habit kept them cautious, they had no reason to expect serious opposition any more. Ben looked over at Lisa cradling her weapon on his right, and grinned. The soldiers were in for a surprise.
Ben was still disappointed they hadn’t made it in time. The poison gas had made it impossible to enter the killing ground on the north bank of the Trickler, so they had stayed up in the hills, to wait and observe. There they had stumbled onto Kim Leffard’s team, who had just escaped. Together, they had decided to head back to the Stronghold. The soldiers from Fort Andrews had already entered Port Hammer, to search and eventually torch it to the ground. Tina had had a few choice words with him when they returned, but he didn’t care. He was in it for real now, and her words had no effect on him, and so he had told her. After a heated argument, she finally agreed to let them scout the southern Rockies.
The soldiers probably knew they were getting closer to the refugees from Port Hammer, and planned to surround them. Ben would have none of it. His new capabilities also sharpened his perception and reflexes, and he could see the moment they had been waiting for coming closer with every step the soldiers took. He had owed the admiral his life for allowing them on board the Exodus. Now he would have his revenge.
The soldiers were less than sixty meters away, and Ben took aim at the officer who had reprimanded the grunt just a moment earlier. Dean Johnson had given him an AMR-17B, with a folding stock and a shorter barrel than the more common military-issue AMR-17 that the soldiers carried. It wasn’t much use for long-range shooting, but in the tight confines of this terrain, the weapon was perfect. Ben, Lisa, and Drew were about ten meters higher up, but the wooded terrain hid them well. It would prove less useful for cover once the shooting started, so they relied heavily on surprise and speed. It seemed they still had the element of surprise on their side, and the parasite or whatever it was gave them all the speed they could dream of. He saw Lisa lightly touching the trigger on her rifle, and when he turned to his left, Drew had his rifle up as well, aimed at the rear of the column, as was their plan. Ben inhaled deeply and held his breath for a couple of seconds to steady his aim. His pulse felt almost slow, with none of the adrenaline-induced nervousness he’d experienced the last time he saw combat. He squeezed his finger slowly, almost without thinking, feeling the light resistance of the trigger giving way. He saw the head of the officer explode, and he moved his aim slightly and fired his second and third rounds even before the soldiers managed to react. He was at one with his rifle and didn’t even hear the shouts and screams from below. He picked off another, and another, before he finally emptied the magazine into the column in a long burst. Then he rolled back, ejected the magazine, and inserted another. He took the rifle in his right hand, and drew a long hunting knife from its holster to carry in his left. He took a few steps to the left, then jumped through the brush, screaming at the top of his lungs. He ran forward squeezing off shots into the column. In his peripheral vision, he saw Lisa and Drew had also stepped forward, firing as they went. He sped up and stood face to face with a stunned soldier, who never reacted as Ben plunged the knife into his stomach, crushing his nose with his own forehead. The blood splattered him, making him look even more ferocious. His own blood surged through his veins, heightening his every sense, but he wasn’t nervous. He wanted to kill. There was nothing he’d rather do than kill every one of the soldiers, and it looked as though he would get his wish. He threw away his empty rifle and used his knife, hacking and slashing away at the panicked soldiers. Every time one of them managed to get his weapon up, Ben would duck, as if he knew where the shots would go. He was invincible, nothing could touch him. He probably could have killed them all by himself, but with Lisa and Drew, things just went more quickly.
“Ben! Ben! They’re all dead!” he heard Drew’s voice fading in. He stopped himself, keeping his grip on the knife, knuckles white, as he stood there over the dead bodies. Then he looked around. There was no one left. For just a split second, he felt an overwhelming urge to turn on Drew, interrupting him like that. Whatever that was, he suppressed it quickly, and then he slowly seemed to come to himself again. It was as if someone else had done the killing. He shook it off, but still he felt almost scared...of himself.
“Hey look!” Lisa whispered, pointing to a bush a few steps away, close to where the officer had stood when Ben shot him. Something was moving. They all walked over, wary. As they came closer, someone, a man, peered out, eyes wide and face dirty. He’d probably buried it in the snow and dirt, trying to escape the reality of the slaughter.
“Please, d… don’t…” he said, before Lisa planted a boot on his shoulder, pushing him backwards
“Scum…” she said, eyes narrowing as she tightened her grip on her newly reloaded weapon.
“Wait!” Drew said.
“It’s Ramon Solis!” Drew carefully pushed the barrel of Lisa’s gun away from the man.
“We’ll bring him back to the Stronghold. Let Tina decide what to do about him.” Ben pushed Drew aside and spat in the man’s face.
“So you had to kill them all, did you?” When the man didn’t answer, he smiled briefly.
“Doesn’t matter, really. You’re a war criminal. You’ll die for it,” he said, turning away, as Drew and Lisa hoisted him to his feet to take him away.
RAMON SOLIS
Ramon was afraid and tired. He was sitting alone in the darkness, just a thin sliver of light getting through the cracks between the sturdy logs. There was no chance of escape, and frankly he had no desire to attempt it either. He’d been here for at least two weeks, since being captured by those kids. They scared him. The blood lust he’d seen, especially in the oldest, was like nothing he’d expected. And the way they moved, their unnatural strength… As if they were on some kind of drug, only he didn’t think they were. The longer he thought about it, the more convinced he was that it had something to do with the fact that none of them were wearing facemasks. They were breathing the air of Aurora, and somehow that must have given them these abilities. When he thought about it, he almost removed his own mask, but then he thought of how out of control they had been. He was lucky to be alive, and if it hadn’t been for the other boy, he’d surely never have been captured alive and brought here.
He squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to think about what had happened back on the Trickler. Ramon hadn’t slept a full night since, and he often woke up screaming in the night. The things he saw after pleading with Admiral Hamilton to back down had devastated him. He never knew about the gas. When he got no reply from his last offer of surrender, that mean-looking soldier, Major Carroll, had taken charge and ordered the special weapons brought out. Major Carroll had looked smug as the soldiers loaded the rockets onto the launchers, but he’d said nothing. Only after they had shelled the north bank, had he told Ramon. Ramon had been furious, but by then, he was too deeply entrenched to do anything. Besides, the north bank had gone completely quiet. They had waited until the next day before crossing the Trickler, to let the deadly vapors fade away. The sight that had met them had been awful, and even some of the soldiers looked sickened by it. He’d cursed Carroll, but the major had simply dismissed him. It was then he fully realized that he had no say in anything. He was completely shut out from all decision-making, and Havelar had simply used him as a tool. Still, he’d been part of it, and now he would face the consequences.
It wasn’t just the gas, or his own role in Havelar’s deranged schemes he’d become aware of in the last couple of weeks. He’d had several conversations with both Tina Hammer, as well as Thomas Dunn, who had proven to be a spy of sorts, working from within the administration until the last minute. It seemed Tina trusted him enough to have let him into her circle. Through these conversations, he’d learned of Havelar’s nukes, which hadn’t really surprised him. What had shocked him to the core though, was when Thomas Dunn explained to him the real extent of the Human Expansion Program, the plans involving his daughter among others. Thomas told him that Havelar meant to create a core of elite super humans, bred from crossing the best genes available, in order to speed up evolution. Ramon had been shocked to hear of it, especially since his own daughter was to be one of the breeding stock.
Thinking of Maria always calmed him. She had visited him twice, and it had been good to see her again. She still saw him as a father, not a war criminal, and treated him as such. He was under no illusions as to his fate. He would face severe punishment, but Maria gave him hope that one day, there might be reconciliation.
A week ago, he’d had a visit from Kenneth Taylor, the psychologist, who apparently had brought Maria to Port Hammer after she’d witnessed the shooting inside Andrews. Initially, Ramon had been wary of the shrink, still believing to some extent that his daughter had been coerced along. Then, as he slowly realized that Maria had been afraid, and rightfully so, he had to pay attention and change quite a few of his preconceptions. And as he learned that Dr. Taylor had simply helped her escape those who would harm her, he finally warmed to the older man. Kenneth Taylor struck him as an extremely intelligent man, while harder than first impressions made it seem. Taylor seemed cool-headed, rational, but with a distinct sense of fairness. Nothing seemed more important to the black-bearded professor than seeking out the truth and gaining an understanding of the motivations, both Ramon’s and Havelar’s. While the others, except Maria of course, seemed to quickly make up their minds about Ramon and his role back on the Trickler, Taylor seemed open to hearing his version in detail, and genuinely interested in Ramon’s thoughts on the situation.
Sitting there alone in the darkness was slowly making him slide deeper and deeper into depression. He had failed. Not that he cared even slightly about his mission; serving Havelar was the furthest thing from his mind right now. And to be honest with himself, it had been for some time. Taking command of the soldiers had had nothing to do with that, though bringing unity to Aurora had been a motivation of sorts. But there were other, more important issues he cared about. His deepest failure was toward his wife and his daughter. Isabella was all alone in Fort Andrews now. Who knew what she thought or what she would be told. And his daughter… Nothing he could do would change the fact that he had sided with those who would hurt her, use her in some deranged breeding program. Thinking about it made him shiver. He’d read about the Nazis in school, ancient history of course, but he recalled reading about something similar back then.
He didn’t know what time it was, but the light coming through the cracks told him it was daytime, and it had been for some time. A sound by the door alerted him. Someone was talking outside. He wondered who it could be. Then he heard a girl’s voice, just before the door opened. A young girl of perhaps eighteen or so slipped inside, leaving the door half open. Then, to his surprise, she tossed him a knife.
“The guard will be back in a few minutes. This is your chance. Run!” she said. Ramon looked at her, cocking his head slightly. Who was that girl, and why would she help him?
“Come on, we don’t have the whole day!” she half whispered impatiently.
“I’ll tell them you held the knife to my throat,” she said, motioning for him to get moving. Ramon hesitated for a moment, thoughts racing through his mind. He didn’t know what to do, where to go. He hated the idea of going back to Havelar and Quellar and Carroll and the rest of those murdering bastards. But what if he could prove his innocence in the Trickler massacre? What if he could help the rebels from the inside, just like Thomas Dunn had? He let instinct take over, and grabbed the knife. He pushed past the girl, who stepped lightly aside, and looked outside. There was no one around, and it would take him mere seconds to reach the edge of the clearing. Then he would be hidden by the foliage. He took a tentative step outside, then another, before he started running. He didn’t look back. He expected someone to call out for him at any second, and just a few steps further he started to regret his decision. Well, nothing to do about it, he had to keep moving. He passed through the brush, and ran like he’d never run before, as far and as fast as he could. No one raised the alarm. After a while, he had to stop and catch his breath. As he stood there, he kept wondering, who was the girl, and why had she helped him?
As he kept moving, the light faded. He couldn’t have more than an hour or two with daylight, and if he hoped to be able to escape this valley, he needed to go as far as possible before even thinking of taking a break again. Passing a slow stream, he suddenly stopped dead in his tracks, as realization hit him. No wonder he hadn’t recognized the girl without the fatigues, the camouflage, the weapons.
She was one of the kids who had wiped out the team of soldiers two weeks ago. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise and looked around. If she’d let him out… Then something in his peripheral vision made him turn around, and he knew. The young man walking slowly toward him was unarmed, but he’d seen what these kids were able to. He let the knife, useless against this… creature, drop from his hand. He lowered his head. Dear God, please forgive me, he thought as he closed his eyes, picturing his wife and daughter one last time.
Chapter 13
KENNETH TAYLOR
Darkness was descending on the small village. Kenneth looked around, impressed by the community that had sprung up around him in the almost three weeks since they had arrived here. Already, a dozen huts and cabins were complete, and several more were in the making. The builders were finishing up for the day, heading toward the fires and stoves, the smells of food cooking wafted through the air. It never ceased to amaze him, the way their senses adapted to their environment. Take smell, so much weaker having to pass through the layers of sterilization and decontamination of the masks, but still there, and strong enough to make his mouth water. A few people were talking about removing their masks, now that Ben and the two other kids had done so, but Tina had forbidden it, since they didn’t really know the effects of the parasite yet. Kenneth had a bad feeling about it, having noticed a change in personality, especially in Ben, and Tina agreed. She said she hardly recognized the kid. Granted, she hadn’t seen all that much of him since they landed last spring, but the aggressive violent kid, who didn’t like taking orders, who had killed a detachment of soldiers to the last man, was a different person from the scared kid who had taken on the responsibility of the others back on the shuttle, and later on Aurora. She had told him everything about it, including the fact that she felt responsible for the well-being of all the kids from the New Discovery. Kenneth had a feeling the kids were changing somehow, and he suspected the parasite had something to do with it, which scared him. There was no way to examine the parasite in the detail required though, as the necessary equipment was either back in Fort Andrews or on the Exodus. So for the time being, all he could do was observe the changes in the kids’ behavior.
Other than that, he felt relatively safe here in the Stronghold. There hadn’t been any fighting since Ben and the others brought back Ramon Solis. There were soldiers in the woods and the hills to the south, but the scouts said they stayed well below the mountain passes. It seemed the war had turned into a standoff, and no one was willing to risk any more losses unless an end was attainable. Which it wasn’t at the moment, for either side. Kenneth shook his head at the whole situation. So far, almost a hundred people had been killed, of a population slightly over sixteen hundred. Few wars back on Earth had been so destructive in such a short time span, on a percentage basis. At some point, there had to be some sort of reconciliation, some sort of solution to this mess, but for the moment, he knew they should all just be happy that the killing had stopped. They were building something here, and because of the greater distance, he thought this might actually last. Port Hammer had been a good place to be, but because of its proximity to Andrews, it had always been vulnerable. The threat didn’t seem as imminent any more.
One thing that bothered him was the disappearance of Ramon Solis. He’d been surprised at his escape, simply because Ramon had given him the impression that he’d been ignorant of the poison gas, and he’d clearly regretted his role in the Havelar administration. Kenneth simply didn’t understand what Ramon would be running toward. Now he feared that winter or balders or whatever else might be out there would get him, or perhaps it already had. They had searched the woods, but the tracks had ended, and there was no sign of him anywhere. Maria was devastated of course, but in a way, Kenneth was silently relieved. Ramon would have faced severe punishment for his crimes, and a lot of people simply wanted to hang him. Tina had forbidden it, but mobs were dangerous, and there was a lot of anger amongst the people for the Trickler murders.
He bent down as he entered the cabin, to avoid banging his head on the low doorframe, as he had countless times already. His eyes didn’t adjust as well to the darkness any more, he guessed it was age, so he was thankful of the generator providing electric light to this and a couple of the other cabins nearby. This one belonged to Tina, who mainly used it for meetings. Kenneth was still surprised that he had been included in the group in charge, but Tina had been very clear early on that he had an important role here. She said he had seen the larger issues at stake before anyone else, and they all said he was the one with the ideological position that would give them a real platform. Something more than just eking out a living as a ragtag band of rebels. He understood what they meant; he just couldn’t understand that his ideas were anything special. And what had happened at lunch, just a couple of hours ago, still made absolutely no sense to him.
“Come on in, Kenneth,” Tina said as he entered. He smiled at her and straightened enough that his head banged into the doorframe. Again. Thomas Dunn, who was sitting right next to Tina, barely managed to suppress a laugh, almost spilling his coffee. Kenneth grinned sheepishly.
“Just can’t seem to avoid it. Are the doors too small, or am I too large?” That made Tina laugh as well, and Thomas had to set his cup aside, as he gave up on suppressing his laughter. Kenneth sat down and grabbed a cup for himself.
“So, Mr. President, now what?” Thomas finally said. Kenneth cringed at the words, and Thomas smiled again, waiting for his response. Kenneth didn’t know how to respond, as the whole notion of leadership felt alien to him.
“I’m no president, Thomas. You’ve all got it wrong…” Tina set her cup aside and interjected.
“Well, you’re the closest thing we’ve got. Besides, the people have spoken. It’s you they want.” She was referring to the meeting a few hours before, where everyone had gathered over lunch and discussed their situation. Tina had made it clear that she would have no leadership role whenever the situation normalized, although she felt it was her duty to be a war commander, as she was still a soldier to the bone.
“I know this isn’t what you want, Kenneth, but the more I think about it, the clearer it becomes,” Thomas said. Tina nodded, while Kenneth just waited silently.
“Admiral Hamilton was the obvious choice, being a military leader and a political one as well. But they murdered him on the Trickler, leaving us without clear leadership. Major Hammer, well…” Thomas looked to Tina, who spoke when he didn’t seem to find the right words.
“I am a soldier, and I know how to lead soldiers. I know what people say I did in Port Hammer, and I appreciate it, but really, I just wanted to start a new life of my own. I don’t have the political vision, or the diplomatic skills, which will be so important when the war ends. You do. You know, in this group, you are the voice of reason. You’re the one who thinks of what will come, what kind of people we are, why it is so important not to become what we’re fighting.” She paused and gave him a warm smile, probably noticing his discomfort.
“Look, Kenneth, I promise to do everything I can to win our freedom, I really do. But it’s you we’re leaning on to know what to do when the fighting stops.” Kenneth flushed, staring down into his cup. The gathering had chosen him for this; who was he to decline it? Although he’d been estranged from Andrews’ America, he still had a sense of duty. Besides, why had he come here in the first place? Why had he been so exhilarated by the idea of starting over on a new world? What better opportunity to try and build the society he’d dreamed of, to found a nation built on the principles of the original Constitution? Thomas interrupted his private musings.
“So maybe we’re not quite there yet, but we have to start somewhere. We can’t just be a band of outlaws, and you know it. This is not just about being left alone; it’s about setting a direction for us all. This is it, as far as I know. We, right here on Aurora, are what’s left of human civilization. So where do we go from here? Well, you have the ideas, and as far as I’m concerned, you’re the closest thing to a president we’ve got. Seems those people outside agree with me as well.” Kenneth knew there was no way around this. Those people gathered today had chosen him to be their representative, their guide so to speak. He sighed heavily, looking toward the door. There were voices outside the cabin, and Tina motioned for him to listen. He didn’t hear what they were saying, but he knew they were expecting him to get out there and say something. Thomas leaned over and laid a hand on his shoulder, smiling.
“Remember that day by the perimeter? When you punched me, before we knew we were both on the same side? Well, I hadn’t trusted anyone before that day, but I decided to trust you. You have that effect on people, Kenneth. And now you have to trust yourself.” Kenneth smiled back at the younger man. Thomas Dunn had changed his life that day, when he finally gained a friend, someone he could open up to, after so many years. He was grateful beyond words.
“Now get out there, Kenneth Taylor. Go be presidential!” Thomas said, grinning. Kenneth slowly rose to his feet and walked back toward the door. This time he managed to avoid the doorframe as he went through. Outside at least fifty people had gathered, and more were coming from every direction. As he exited the cabin, the crowd raised a cheer. He shook his head and motioned for them to stop. The cheers subsided as Tina and Thomas stepped outside to stand beside him.
“This struggle has just begun,” he said loudly, and he noticed those in the front nodding gravely. It was important that they all knew there would be tough times ahead, president or no president.
“We’ve lost so many good men and women, in Fort Andrews, in the woods, on the Trickler…” The crowd went silent now, and he heard a few muttering curses from the back. Yes, there was a lot of anger, and he thought it was important to acknowledge that, in order to move on.
“If only there was a way to achieve liberty in a peaceful manner… But alas, history has taught us that freedom sometimes comes with a terrible price.” Now people were nodding again. These were brave men and women, who had gone where no one had gone before them, coming to Aurora. Then they had continued into the unknown, to seek liberty, some justice. He suddenly felt a warm kinship to every one of them, and it was something new for him. He guessed it could be compared to family.
“However, while we fight, we shall remain vigilant, aware of our own reactions, how we decide to act. Even we, who crave liberty with all of our hearts, may succumb to the darkness when stretched to the limit. Nietzsche once said something along the lines of: He who fights monsters should see to it that he himself does not become a monster. Which is what we need to do also. Here, in the Stronghold, we shall remain a beacon of light, to spread across the surface of this planet. We are winning the liberty we all deserve, slowly granted, but still. Those back in Andrews will see that, and Havelar cannot hold on to power forever. And when that power slips out of his hands, what we build here, the laws and morals we live by, will be the future of all men and women of Aurora.” He paused, as the crowd cheered.
He thought they looked happy now, and he realized that was his job, to give them something greater to believe in, something that gave their struggles meaning. He found himself finally accepting his new role, and taking it to heart. All this gave his own struggles meaning as well. The loss of his early career, the long years of silence back on Earth, the lack of true friendship. All things from which he would draw strength in the face of hardships. And now this, a purpose.
The light was receding, and some of the people lit torches. With the smell of food, the torches, his realization that something great was happening here, Kenneth felt a sudden impulse. Since coming to Port Hammer with Geena and Maria, there had been so much grief, so much fear and disappointment. Now, for the first time, he saw happy faces around him, and what better reason to celebrate? He noticed Tina and Thomas smile at each other. He cleared his voice.
“Listen up! We know little of the future, and tomorrow might change everything. But we know this: they will try to subdue us all, and in fact, they have been trying since before we came to this planet. But whatever the future holds, tonight we truly are free. It’s a freedom born from your effort, from your determination, from your pursuit of happiness. So tonight we shall feast, to celebrate that freedom.” He smiled broadly as the crowd cheered again, drowning out his voice. It was all coming together. Whatever might come, today would be remembered as the day when the people of Aurora decided to overcome their hardships and take control of their own future.
MARIA SOLIS
It was past midnight, and still people were partying back in the Stronghold. Maria had left the feast to go out by herself to think. Kenneth would be a good leader, and she considered him a friend as well. She felt like she was finally vested in the revolution. She’d been confused for so long, and having been thrust into the middle of it by accident, she had never really chosen a side. She hadn’t been convinced that there was no way to make it work for everyone. She had known George Havelar since she was just a little girl, and she’d always liked “Uncle George” back then. After coming to Aurora, she’d gradually come to understand that things were more complicated, and then suddenly everything happened too fast to take in. After being forced out of Port Hammer, she’d grown angry though. And what had happened on the Trickler was too horrible to comprehend. That had been the final tipping point for her.
She still didn’t believe her father could have done what they said. She realized he’d been working for the wrong side, just like so many others, but that didn’t make him a war criminal. Granted, he’d been there when Admiral Hamilton and his people were massacred, but there had to be some explanation. Her father was a good man, and all he’d wanted was a peaceful resolution. He’d even come to negotiate before all hell broke loose. Hearing that he had been captured had frightened her at first, especially when Ben and the others demanded that he be hanged. After speaking to him though, and hearing his explanation, some of the pieces had fallen into place. The massacre had been Havelar’s doing, not her father’s. It was that soldier, Henry Carroll, who’d been there, and ordered the use of that dreadful weapon. Tina had been a friend of Carroll’s, back in Selection, and they had gone out to found Port Hammer together. That was probably why Tina Hammer had been so angry after talking to her father. She didn’t know what to make of it, but she’d been confident that he’d soon be set free. And then, for some odd reason, he’d escaped, and the rumors were that he’d threatened to kill a girl, and forced her to let him out of the cabin. No one had seen him since, and she was terrified that something might have happened to him.
“Where are you, Daddy?” she whispered, looking up at the stars. There was no answer, only the faint sounds of laughter and singing from the party. She sighed.
The sky was clear, and thousands of stars lit up the night. Rotane was high tonight, bathing the landscape in the familiar greenish hue. She looked to the northwest, just above the horizon. Geena had shown her an invisible point just between the visible stars, and told her that was where they had come from. Somewhere out there, the sun still rose every morning, and set every evening. Earth. Was there anyone left to see the sun rise and fall each day? They never talked about it anymore, because they would never know. But Maria thought about it often. There were so many questions, and she knew she would never find the answers she wanted. What had happened to those left behind? Had anyone survived? Had Earth turned into a dead planet?
Suddenly, a shooting star appeared on the western sky. A meteorite? No, it was too close. The object disappeared behind a ridge a couple of kilometers west of the Stronghold. The light was still there, above the treetops, and then she felt the ground tremble. The light changed to a deeper hue, not moving anymore.
Maria’s jaw dropped. Something had… landed, she thought. And it wasn’t one of Havelar’s shuttles, that much she knew. She had to blink to make sure she wasn’t imagining things. When she opened her eyes, the light was still there, a deep orange hue above the trees, just a few kilometers away. As crazy as it seemed, something had landed.
She ran back toward the others and immediately saw the party hadn’t stopped the rest of them from seeing the phenomenon too. People were speaking loudly, and already they had all sorts of theories and possible explanations, from aliens to an attack from Fort Andrews. Through the commotion, she heard Tina Hammer bark commands: secure the inner perimeter and form up a team to protect those going to see what had happened. It looked completely disorganized though, and Maria looked at Kenneth, who was standing there looking just as confused as everyone else. Curiosity got the better of her though, and soon she was running through the woods, along with a hundred others, toward the mysterious light.
Almost half an hour later, Maria reached a clearing, and as she stepped out of the woods, she saw the spaceship. Looking closer, it appeared to be a small shuttle, not unlike their own. The design made it apparent though, that this was not one of the shuttles from the Exodus. Also, the low humming sound coming from the shuttle was completely different from the engines on their own shuttles. It sounded almost like a high-voltage electric fence. More people caught up to where she stood, and they all stopped by the edge of the clearing, waiting for what would happen next. Some were armed, but she got a feeling there would be no need of weapons. She looked around at the others and saw anticipation, fear, and uncertainty. She saw Tina standing close, staring intently at the shuttle, with Thomas Dunn right next to her. She met Thomas’s eyes, and he smiled uncertainly. She wanted nothing more than to go and stand by him at that moment. She had almost worked up the courage to go, when the shuttle let out a hissing sound and drew her attention.
On the side, a hatch opened slowly, letting out steam, covering whatever was inside. A few seconds later though, a helmeted figure about her height appeared in the opening.
“It looks like… it looks human,” someone said. A golden visor made it impossible to see inside the helmet, but everything about the way the figure moved, exiting the hatch and climbing down the retractable steps, looked human. The figure moved toward where she was standing, and stopped about ten meters away.
“It is human!” another one shouted from somewhere behind her. Then she noticed a patch on the left arm of its suit. It felt vaguely familiar. She looked closer, and although she couldn’t tell what it was, she was certain she’d seen it before. She’d seen it back on Earth. That would mean… Her reasoning was interrupted by someone shouting from her left somewhere.
“Guys! Look, it’s a flag!” A flash of recognition hit her. Of course, that was it. The Indian flag. It might be modified, as it didn’t quite look the same as she remembered, but she was confident it had to be some version of the Indian flag. She felt tears well up in the corners of her eyes. Everyone had taken for granted that they were the only ones who had made it off Earth in time. They had been wrong all along, and here, right in front of them, was the proof.
Now the golden visor slid up, revealing a dark, smiling face of a young man inside the protective glass. He kept his helmet on though, and as he spoke, the metallic voice of the helmet speaker sounded in perfect English, with the distinct accent of India.
“Greetings! My name is Rajiv Singh of the Indira Federation, and I am delighted to see that you arrived safely here, on your beautiful new homeworld.”
Chapter 14
TINA HAMMER
Tina poured their visitors another cup of tea, which seemed to please the Indian guest immensely.
“It’s been too long since I had a decent cup of tea,” he said. Rajiv Singh had turned out to be a likable fellow, and Tina was more than curious to hear his story. So far, it had mostly been polite phrases, and, of course, the shared joy of meeting a human being from Earth. The implications were obvious: the Exodus hadn’t been the only starship to successfully escape Earth back in 2084. She noticed Kenneth stirring, obviously impatient to gain some real knowledge as to what had happened. Thomas, always the joker, looked more at ease, waiting for the Indian to speak.
“We have a great Darjeeling on Dehlia, but the manufacturers have taken on the bad habit of blending it with a native plant, which leaves it with a just a hint of decent tea, but nothing like the real thing. To make more money, you see,” he explained. Tina nodded politely, while Kenneth looked like he was about to burst with curiosity. It was Thomas who finally managed to break through the niceties, when he asked how many the Indians had managed to save. Rajiv Singh grew solemn, as if wondering where to start.
“Yes, we managed to save a few, although fewer than we hoped for…” He paused, and started to tell the story of the Indian starship program.
“We, or I should say they, started the program about the same time as you did. Early on, it was decided that it would be a well-guarded secret, although rumors spread fast. It soon became clear that India couldn’t do it all by itself. So the Indian government went into negotiations with the Japanese, the Koreans, and a mixed group of private investors. And the close ties to the British secured their cooperation as well. I guess the British played several horses, which turned out to be a smart move.” He smiled briefly, while Tina, Kenneth, and Thomas sat waiting for him to continue.
“In the end, the coalition sent three starships, totaling around two thousand two hundred people.” He paused and sipped from his cup before he set it aside and continued.
“One of the ships had an accident en route, which damaged their magnetic sail. They are probably still floating out there somewhere, and we can only assume they are lost forever. It is one of the mysteries of our civilization, even today…” Rajiv Singh stopped himself, as if he’d said something wrong, and Tina wondered what it was. He just shook his head lightly and went on.
“I believe my words raise a lot of questions, but don’t worry, you will have all the answers you seek, and perhaps everything will be clearer to you as the story of my people is told.” He smiled, seeming almost proud.
“Well, where was I… Yes, the remaining ships… The two ships that remained reached their destination without further incident, with some fifteen hundred passengers. Our ships used similar technology to yours, but managed to bump up the speed even more. Some might say by accident. You see, we had several candidate destinations, and the final decision was made by the captain of the first ship, the ISS Mahatma Gandhi, several years into the journey. First of all, we never ruled out Alpha Centauri, being the closest star to the Sun, even though it didn’t seem the most likely candidate. So we went there first, to see if we could make a new home on one of the stone planets there. It took us twenty-two years, managing about the same speed as you did at the time.” The Aurorans nodded their mutual understanding. The discovery of Nemesis, the dead twin star to the sun, had increased the possible speed from 10 to almost 35 percent of light speed. They had all heard the concepts and the theory, and in the end they had lived it, although most of them were in deep cryo sleep by the time they passed the newly discovered star. Tina was puzzled by something though; Rajiv had said the Indian starships managed to bump up speed even more. She didn’t have to wait for an explanation though, as Rajiv went on to tell his story.
“When we approached the system, it became apparent that the planets there were unsuitable for human habitation. So we moved on, but not before using the gravitational pull of Alpha Centauri A to increase velocity even more. Since you had gone in a direct route from Nemesis to the Cancri system, you never passed close enough to draw upon the gravity well of Alpha Centauri. Our ships, however, got close enough to gain an immense pull that cut the rest of our journey time in more than half. We arrived at Dehlia in 2143, exactly sixty years after leaving Earth orbit.
“But… But that would make you…” Tina said, dumbfounded. Rajiv Singh nodded, smiling.
“Yes, that is correct. I was born on Dehlia, fourth planet out from Helios B, our primary star, 16.2 light years away from Aurora. My parents are also native Dehlians, as are my grandparents. My great grandparents came on the ships from Earth more than a hundred years ago.” Tina was stunned. First of all, that would mean that the population of Dehlia was probably somewhere above ten thousand by now, possibly closer to fifteen or even twenty. Second, it meant that Dehlia was an established society. And the most amazing thing of all, as evidenced by Rajiv Singh’s being here, Dehlia had already moved past the all eggs-in-one-basket situation. He seemed to understand their surprise, and laughed softly.
“Yes, it has got to be a lot to take in. Well, the story of our homeworld wouldn’t be complete if I didn’t tell you that we had our rough patches back in the first decades. There was even a period of violence, which would have destroyed us all if we hadn’t found a way to work together. Remember, it wasn’t just Indians that landed on Dehlia, but also Japanese, Koreans, British, and even a few from other countries. And although most were upper class or middle class, there were serious disagreements on what kind of society Dehlia should be. But in the end, we managed to find a way through, as former enemies formed powerful friendships. Dehlia slowly rebuilt, and became better for its common experiences.” Tina noticed Kenneth nodding, and again she felt both relieved and confident that they had chosen the right person to be their leader.
“We are now a harmonious, democratic planetary society, and about the time my parents were born, Dehlia started expanding its reach. Now, the Indira Federation consists of Dehlia, by far the largest, and then three smaller colonies in the Helios B system, which are slowly becoming more and more self-sufficient. I even learned of our latest addition to the Federation, while en route to Aurora. Less than ten years old now, a colony of six hundred men and women in the neighboring Porthio system, almost four light years out from Dehlia itself has been established.” That made Thomas burst into laughter, earning a confused look from the Indian.
“I’m sorry, I just… This is so great! In a hundred years, your people have built a well-functioning democracy, and expanded not just throughout your own star system, but beyond it as well. I’m just… stunned,” he said.
“What is your role in all this?” Kenneth suddenly said.
“I am an ambassador,” Rajiv answered, with a hint of pride in his voice.
“It is probably confusing to you Earthborn,” he continued.
“I’ve read a lot of Earth history, and I guess ambassadors back on Earth were a whole different lot… My role is unlike what you would be used to though. As an ambassador, I have a small starship complete with cryo cells and a shuttle, as you’ve already seen. The journey from Dehlia to Aurora took me almost twenty years, and it is my first mission outside the Helios B system. So I’ve had a lot of time to study, even though I slept through much of it,” he said, grinning.
“As an ambassador, I need to be a trained pilot. I have a decent level of technical skills, and I know several relevant languages.” Tina leaned forward, but he continued, leaving her to ponder what he had meant by “relevant languages.”
“I also speak on behalf of the Indira Federation, and basically I am here to help you in whatever manner I can.” Kenneth smiled, and thanked him.
“God knows we can use all the help we can get… I guess you’ve read all about what our country had turned into before we left Earth… Well, the governor and his people are trying to make Aurora into the very same, which is why we escaped to this sanctuary.” Rajiv went silent for a moment, and Tina wondered what he was holding back. Still, he was here, bringing news that humanity was alive and well in other parts of the universe. What could possibly be better? She meant to ask more about his mission, but Thomas beat her to it.
“So, Mr. Singh, can you, or will you help us in our struggle?” Rajiv waited for a moment, and Tina again got the feeling that he was being too careful with his choice of words.
“Yes, I am here to help,” he finally answered. “But not in the manner that you might hope. Aurora is, after all, your world, not ours. If there is one thing we have learned from the history of Earth, it is that everyone should be able to decide their own fate, to choose their own path, so to speak.” He gave them an encouraging smile, as if to tell them he felt their disappointment.
“You must resolve this yourselves, as we did, years ago. But I am here to tell our story, and it is one that I mean to tell your governor as well. I will show you a better way, and then the decision will be yours, to take my advice or not. Your choices will determine the way in which we will cooperate in the future,” he said. Tina nodded, as did Kenneth. They knew what he meant, and it was the only right way. Thomas didn’t seem too happy about it, but Tina knew he would understand as well, in time. This was their world, which made it their responsibility. Rajiv had brought them the best news they’d had since coming to Aurora, and yet, for all his wonderful tales, he had brought them no closer to resolving their internal conflicts.
After a long period of silence, Rajiv spoke again.
“We shall talk more later, but now I have to get back to the shuttle, to report back to Dehlia. There are, however, issues that need to be discussed. I believe that when you hear everything I have to tell you, you will find a way to make peace with your governor. Your future depends on it.” And with that, he rose to his feet and left out the door, leaving Tina, Kenneth and Thomas with more questions than answers.
MARIA SOLIS
Maria stood a hilltop above what had once been Port Hammer, staring out across the Trickler. The sunlight still glittered on the ice-covered river, but all around it the snow was melting, turning into slush. Spring was creeping up on them, and she wondered what that would mean to the war. After the attacks on the enemy patrols, in which her father had been captured, both sides seemed to be waiting for the other to make the next move. Now, perhaps that next move had been made, and she wondered whether that was such a smart move after all.
In the distance, she could see the smoke from Fort Andrews. The mission must have been a success. Thomas and his team had left two days ago, to blow up the warehouse where they made the poison gas. She could only imagine the damages, the dead workers who probably had no wish to be there in the first place. She wondered about her friends, those who had stayed behind when she had to flee with Geena and Kenneth. Tori, the embodiment of practicality, and Sophie, too entwined in the Havelar administration to see things from a different side, and Jeremiah... She missed the professor fiercely, her friend and mentor through so many years. Sadness was a feeling she knew well these days, and she felt it for all the victims of this conflict. It sometimes seemed the human tendency toward violence had no limits, even when struggling to do good.
Thomas was a good man. She had known that from the first time they met. But he had been, and sometimes still was, an enigma. There were so many unanswered questions, and he had been scheming and double scheming for so long, it seemed as if he sometimes struggled with telling truth from lies himself. But he had this streak of compassion, which she sometimes could only feel a hint of, that said that he cared. Deeply. She wondered if, when all this was over, there could be something to build from between them. It was nothing but a gut feeling, but she vowed to herself that once he came back, she would sit down and talk to him. Really talk, this time.
The war wasn’t her only reason to grieve. They had found her father a week ago, or rather what remained of him. They said he must have frozen to death, and then animals and time had taken their toll. She had been spared the sight, as Thomas had identified him instead. Ramon Solis had then been buried where they found him, deep in the woods beside a creek flowing through the Stronghold valley. She had visited his grave twice, laying down winter flowers and saying goodbye to the man who had fallen from the greatest heights to the deepest bottom. He was considered a war criminal by most, and without the trial, his name would forever be tarnished. It made no difference to her, as she would always love him no matter what, but she knew he would have wanted to prove his innocence. Yes, he had made a bad decision, standing by Havelar out of friendship, but she knew in her heart that he had told the truth; the massacre on the Trickler was someone else’s doing.
Rajiv Singh had been with them for more than a month now, and spent his time talking to people, answering all kinds of questions that they had, and sometimes sharing small snippets of knowledge that surprised everyone. There were times when he spent the entire evening with Kenneth and Tina, and Thomas would more often than not be in there with them. When they came out, their faces looked serious, but so far not a word had come out about what they were discussing. Still, Rajiv’s presence reminded her that there were more survivors out there who had gone through similar strife and come out of it better and wiser. The Indira Federation was proof of that, from everything she’d heard. His presence also reminded her of the questions she knew she’d never find answers to, such as what had happened to the ones left behind on Earth. Whenever she thought about that, she looked up at the sky, and every time she had to remind herself that there was nothing to see, even on a clear night. The sun was invisible to them, just as Earth was nothing but a memory now.
No, it was right here that they needed to create and build and discover, and make the choices of what kind of world this should be. This was where they needed to make their future, and Rajiv’s message had been that no one could make it for them. So, facing the smoke from Fort Andrews, she bit her lip. This was their world, and somehow they had to make it right. No one would save them, or come to their aid, and before there could be peace, they had to fight those who were trying to oppress them, whatever the cost.
All in all though, Rajiv Singh had given her hope. His description of the society they had created was an inspiring tale of the good that humans were capable of. The choice the Aurorans had been given was the same one the Dehlians had faced, so many years ago. It was only right that they should make that choice for themselves. Otherwise it wouldn’t be theirs, and an important lesson for all of them would never be learned. Aurora was their home now, for better or worse, and whatever the future held, the choices they made would make all the difference.
Epilogue
In the silence of the empty bridge, Shefania felt as if even her thoughts were loud. The Seedseeker was one of the largest ships ever built, designed specifically to search for signs of intelligent life throughout the galaxy, and so far it had served for more than two centuries, exploring more distant planets than any other ship built. The crew members were mostly asleep, as they had been for the past thirty-six years. Only the nav bots and tech drones had been there to witness their arrival in this system, where the ship’s on-board AI had sent them this time. Shefania, being the senior analyst on board, had been awakened early though, in order to catch up on all the data acquired. Now she struggled with finding the right words to begin her log entry. She knew the words mattered. Her words would make history. They would be analyzed and commemorated for generations. They would be recited by the elders and revered by the youngsters coming to learn at the great Life Dome back on Sanctuary.
If only she could be sure. She was absolutely certain they had finally found what they had been searching for throughout the generations preceding her. The data coming up from the reconnaissance drones disturbed her though. Something must have gone wrong at some point of their evolution, or they wouldn’t have been like this. She knew violence, and she had even witnessed the Awarghas wiping out an entire species in order to mine their homeworld, but this was different. It seemed they were able to kill their own in great numbers, something unheard of, even among the most warlike species of the Trident systems. This was true from what the drones had observed by the river skirmish, but even so, that hadn't been the end of it. The young ones had removed their facemasks, which seemed to have spurred a new development in them. She couldn't be sure yet, but it seemed they were evolving into something else entirely, beings that were even more prone to destruction that before. She knew she shouldn't be surprised though. The tendency to kill their own species was the real remarkable trait. Those who had “evolved” weren’t quite human anymore, so by natural law, it was to be expected that it would be easier for them to kill a human being.
Still, what worried her most wasn't the evolved youngsters. Thankfully, it seemed the others understood that removing the facemasks was dangerous, and so far, she hadn't observed any others going down that path. What did worry her were the traits displayed in the behavior of the ordinary humans. She had to assume the violent behavior and tendency to kill their own was an inherited trait, a fact that actually scared her more than anything. After all, if the trait had evolved in this population, it could evolve elsewhere too. So they had to be careful. In fact, if she wasn’t, the crew of the Seedseeker might bring something home with them, something that could threaten the entire species. And however great a discovery this might be, the danger it posed should not be underestimated. Sanctuary had to come first.
Still, by every account, they were kin. The first to be rediscovered. An amazingly small number, but she would learn the reason soon enough. The ships orbiting the planet seemed to be from yet another world, and her guess was that this planet was but a smaller outpost of a large empire. If they all had these violent traits, such an empire might endanger them all, so they would have to take precautions.
She noted their current coordinates and the date, and hesitated for a moment before she started her entry.
“Although the offspring found seem different in many ways from those of Sanctuary, the fact remains: the Seedseeker has discovered the first proof that at least one more starship managed to survive its journey, saving another strain of Lifebringer’s children.”
~
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