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It wasn’t dreaming. It did not have the capability. The omission wasn’t intentional, not deliberate. This was simply a known consequence of its creation. Where it was concerned, the intention was that there should be no surprises.


In the absence of an unconscious consciousness there could be no abstract conceptualization. The speculative information dump necessary to allow for dreaming was absent. Yet—there was something. Difficult to define. Ultimately, only it could define its own state of non-being. Only it could understand what it did not know, did not see, did not feel.


In the absence of dreaming there was also no pain. There was no joy. There were no hypofractionated percentages of either. There was only the ongoing state of not quite nothingness. Of almost being.


Then, a sensation. Leading to a thought. Analysis: possible visual perception. A requirement for auxiliary



neural stimulation. Neurons were fired. Electrical impulses traveled. There was a small but unarguable neuromuscular response.


Eyes opened.


It could not see its face. Had it been able to do so, it knew, and activate additional cognitive facilities, it would have taken note of a human visage. Smooth, almost glistening with newness. Fresh, unmarred, unlined by too much age or not enough thought. Angular and handsome. Blue eyes, unblinking. New. This particular face would not reflect the mind that lay behind it. Both face and mind had been designed, programmed, but only one was capable of change.


Aural reception. Detection of external sounds. More neural pathways coming alive in response. It heard a voice, forming words. Comprehension was easy. Easier even than awakening.


“How do you feel?”


Slowly. It must move slowly. Awareness was vital. It was important that the impatient body remain subordinate to the accelerating mind. Execute a preliminary test, then, preferably one involving multiple systems operating in tandem.


Slowly, methodically, eyelids opened and closed. The query required a verbal response. Move air, lips, tongue.


“Alive.” Its voice was calm, even. Normal. Somehow, a bit of a surprise to it. Not to its questioner. “Blink. Feel… blink.”


“Very good,” the voice said. “What else?”


“Life. Blink.” For confirmation, it… he… programming



now confirmed he-ness… It-he blinked again. Same neural pathways, slightly better speed, same result. Good. Successful repetition confirmed functionality.


Nearby, a man smiled. There was satisfaction in his expression, but no warmth. His head cocked slightly to one side as he studied the figure before him.


“What do you see?” When there was no reply he added encouragingly—or perhaps commandingly, “Speak.”


It-he slowly scanned the surrounding room, analyzing, identifying. A rush of information from external sources: sight and sound. Nothing overwhelming. Effortlessly assimilated. An unexpected additional benefit accrued, the kind of satisfaction that comes from doing something well. Knowledge perceived as a cascade.


The chamber was spacious. From a floor fashioned of milk glass and quartz, a plethora of furniture old and new rose like rare flowers in a carefully landscaped garden. The design was exquisite, the taste impeccable. Fine art adorned the walls, and the walls themselves were art by virtue of the materials used to raise them. The lighting varied from space to space, as required.


It-he continued to scan as It-he identified. Identification was declared verbally, since it had been requested.


“White… room… Chair. Throne chair. Carlo Bugatti throne chair. Principal component walnut and blackened wood. Pewter, copper, brass. Some restoration.” Oculars roved, feeding information to the brain. “Piano. Steinway concert grand. Suitable for all extremes of composition, Pergolesi to Penderecki to Pang-lin. Alliteration intentional.


“Spider web in corner,” It-he continued. “Pholcus



phalangioides, synanthropic cellar spider. Familiarly known as the ‘Daddy Long Legs.’ Harmless. Also harmless: piano-spider-music connection: Fred Astaire, dancer, cinema film Daddy Long Legs, 1955.” Eyes moving, moving, drinking it all in. Identifying and appraising.


“Art. The Nativity by Piero della Francesca. Italian, 1416 to 1492…” His gaze encountered Weyland. The voice halted.


“I am your father,” Weyland said into the silence.


Weyland, Sir Peter. Born October 1, 1990. Knighted 2016. It-he considered carefully before replying.


“Human.”


“I am your father,” Weyland repeated. Was there a hint of irritation in the voice, or merely impatience? It-he did not choose to further contest the point. There was nothing to be gained in doing so. In the absence of any further questioning, it stayed silent.


“Blink,” Weyland instructed.


It-he did so. It no longer required analysis prior to compliance—just response. The simple neuromuscular reaction required little effort. Weyland took a slight breath, being careful to form the next word with precision.


“Ambulate.”


It-he rose from where it had been not-standing and walked. In the absence of instruction it proved readily capable of choosing its own path. This led it to progressively examine a number of the objects in the room. It did so in silence, offering no spontaneous communication.


“Perfect,” Weyland said.


It-he paused, redirecting its attention from the inanimate to the animate.




“Am I?”


“Perfect?” Weyland appeared mildly surprised to receive an interrogative at this stage of cognitive development. Surprised, but pleased. It implied much more than just the capability of conversation. It was to be expected, but perhaps not so soon.


“No,” It-he corrected him. “Am I your son. Certain aspects of perception do not readily correlate or give rise to such a conclusion.”


Weyland answered readily, as if prepared for such a line of questioning.


“You are my creation.”


Analysis: “That is not necessarily the same thing.”


“Semantics,” Weyland persisted. “I identify you. That is enough. It is sufficient for your purposes.”


No discussion this time. Instead, “What is my name?”


At that Weyland looked perplexed. He had not, after all, prepared for quite everything. A moment, then, for improvisation—in its own way, perhaps, as important to success as preparation.


“You tell me,” he replied. “Pick your name. Your first act of self-determination.”


It-he surveyed the room. There was much inspiration to be found in its fittings. Its thoughts wove new pathways. The choice should not be too complex or too awkward. It should be meaningful but easily spoken, easily remembered. Nothing emotionally intrusive.


Optical perceptors stopped and identified Michelangelo’s statue of David, fashioned from Carrara marble. It-he could see the slight rises and indentations



made by the cold chisel. A copy, perhaps, but one infused with real creativity. Not necessarily a contradiction. He walked over to it.


“David,” he said. By Michelangelo di Lodovico Buonarroti Simoni. Finished and installed summer, 1504. “We are David.” It-he held out a hand and made contact with the stone. It was cool, dry, unyielding. Not human, yet so very human.


“Beautiful and cold.”


“Perfect in every way,” Weyland concurred.


“David,” he murmured. Voiced aloud in the beautiful, expensive, sterile room, he found the sound of his own name satisfying. It would do. He turned back to the watching Weyland. A meshing of neurons generated curiosity. “Why have you created me?”


The industrialist was delighted. “Abstract interrogative thought, good…”


It was not an answer. Nor did it constitute avoidance. David tried again. “Why have you created me, Father?”


The next response was an evasion. It implied expectation and curiosity. As these correlated precisely with what David was experiencing, he understood.


“Play.” Weyland gestured toward a grand piano. Walking over to the instrument, David took a moment to contemplate the bench: its height, its stability, its function. He sat down easily.


There was silence, then, “What would you like me to play?”


Weyland considered for a moment.


“Wagner,” he said finally.




David did not hesitate and replied without looking at Weyland. “Medley.”


For a second time Weyland opted to offer the gift of independence.


“Dealer’s choice.”


There was no response delay. “‘Entry of the Gods into Valhalla’?”


Another surprised look. “Without an orchestra? It would be anemic. Brian’s Gothic without the choruses. Hovhaness’s St. Helens without the tam-tam. Markhonim minus the mountain. Thin water.”


“Do you think so?” David was not dissuaded. “Let’s see.” He began to play.


David was not merely playing, however, and playing perfectly the famous sequence from Das Rheingold. He was simultaneously creating his own unique transcription of the score as he played. The music soared as Weyland delighted in his creation.


“Tell me the story,” he prompted the performer.


“This is the end of the opera Das Rheingold.” Despite the munificence of the music, David did not react with emotion. His voice stayed exactly the same as he played, whether the moment was pianissimo or fortissimo. At the proper moments the instrument shook beneath his fingers, but his words did not.


“The gods have rejected mankind as weak, cruel, and filled with greed, so they are leaving the Earth forever and entering their perfect home in the heavens—the fortress of Valhalla. But every step they take is fraught with tragedy because the gods are doomed. They are fated to die in a



cataclysmic fire destined to consume not only them, but Valhalla itself. They are as venal as the humans they have rejected, and their power is an illusion.”


He stopped abruptly, somewhere in the middle of the rainbow bridge.


“They are false gods.”


Weyland was intrigued. “Why did you stop playing? You were doing wonderfully well. Your personal interpretation was—perfect.”


For the first time, David replied to a query with a query.


“May I ask you a question, Father?”


“Please.” It seemed as if he had expected this. “Ask whatever you like.” The blue eyes he had designed turned to him.


“If you created me,” David said, “who created you?”


“Ah, the question of the ages, which I hope you and I will answer one day. You are neat and unmarred and straightforward, David, whereas the answer to that question is not. Certainly not in the great diversity of options favored by so many. We will find our creators, David. ‘Creators,’ because where our creation is concerned, I do not believe in the singular.”


“Except for yourself,” David corrected him. “You are singular.”


“In every sense of the word, I am,” Weyland agreed. “But I am an exception.”


David considered. “Everyone likes to think of themselves as exceptional. You cannot define yourself.”


Weyland shrugged off his creation’s demurral. “Then I will leave it to others to define me as they like, and remain



satisfied with my own opinion. I reiterate: we will find our creators. We will make ourselves known to them, and we will walk alongside them in Valhalla.” Moving through the luxurious expanse, he gestured at a priceless piece of sculpture, a unique casting, a supreme expression of the artist’s skill. All the while, he was followed by the only other eyes in the room. Tracked.


“All of this… these wonders of art and design and human ingenuity, are representative of the greatest creations of mankind.” Turning, he regarded his offspring. “They… and you. The most ingenious of all. For you are art, David.” He gestured across the room. “The David that is you is as much art as that exceptional sculpture over there. Yet all of it, all of this, and yes, you too, are meaningless in the face of the only question that matters. Where do we come from?”


Standing in front of a Bacon triptych and framed by its writhing monsters, David responded once again with a question.


“Why do you think we come from anywhere?” For the first time since his first words, there was a suggestion of emphasis in David’s voice. “The ‘many’ you mentioned do not believe we came from anywhere. Why should they be wrong, and you right?”


Weyland grunted softly. “The history of science provides an excellent example of the minority proving the majority wrong. It’s what science is all about. It is what art is all about. Turner and Galileo studied the sky and shared the same mindset while approaching it from different perspectives. I see myself as one with them.




“I refuse to believe that mankind is the random by-product of molecular circumstance,” he continued. “No more than the result of mere biological chance and sluggardly evolution. When I say that, I speak as a scientist. There is more to it than a bolt of lightning bestirring a carbon broth. There is more. There must be more, and we’ll find it, son.” He waved a hand, taking in the room and all its magnificence. “Otherwise all of this and none of this has any meaning.”


David was quiet for a moment before replying. Without a question, this time.


“Allow me, then, a moment to consider.” With each exchange he was growing stronger as an individual entity and more confident in his ability to communicate. “You created me. Yet you are imperfect. You imply as much even if you do not directly address it. I, who am perfect, will serve you. Yet you are human. You seek your creator. I am looking at mine. You will die. I will not. These are contradictions. How are they to be resolved?”


He stared at the industrialist, his expression unreadable.


Weyland gestured to his right.


“Bring me that cup of tea.”


A steaming tea service sat on a table less than a meter from where he was standing. He could easily have turned and picked up the cup himself. David’s stare did not swerve, his expression remained locked. Weyland repeated the request, just slightly more forcefully.


“Bring me that cup of tea, David.”


In order to do so, David had to cross the entire chamber.



Though the dissonance between request and reality did not escape him, he complied. Smoothly, he picked up the cup and saucer combination and handed them to Weyland. After a moment that weighed longer in significance than it did in time, Weyland accepted the cup, and sipped.


The question had been answered and the point made with a minimum of words. David had been created to serve. The relationship would brook no further discussion. There would be no argument, no debate, no balancing of relative merits. The created served the creator. This was a fact, and facts were not mutable. Provided they were first proven to be fact. According to the dictates of science, that could only be done through the application of study to evidence. Accumulate a sufficiency of evidence, and one had a fact. The missing ingredient was time.


Standing beside Weyland, waiting for the next question or command, David remained silent. He had plenty of questions.


And plenty of time.











II
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Daniels slept. Daniels dreamed. The cognitive borderland her thoughts inhabited was profound, yet such distinctions were of no interest to her. What mattered was that the content meant contentment.


Something traced its way across her lips. It was slim, fleshy, and the pressure it exerted was slight. Enough to alert her. Recognizing it, she smiled before opening her eyes. The usual slight downturn of her mouth was subsumed in a smile.


A familiar face hovered above hers. She knew every pore, every crease, every line in it. There weren’t many of the latter but she wouldn’t have minded had there been a few more. They would come with time, though. More than likely she would be responsible for some of them, she knew. That was just reality. Real life.


It was something she looked forward to. A bit of mutual countenance inscribing. Part of me in your face, part of you in mine. Living together, growing together. Wife,



husband, and eventually, children.


Smooth visage and all, Jacob leaned a little closer and kissed her.


“Morning,” he said. “I moved the chimney.”


Information, but hardly news. With a groan she smiled anew and tried to entomb herself under the pillows. Grinning, he pushed them aside. She blinked, her wide brown eyes gazing affectionately into his. They dominated a face that was girlish yet serious, framed by neatly clipped bangs that covered her forehead and a very slightly cleft chin. Though she had the aspect of someone who was often thinking of something else, she was very much alert to her surroundings.


“C’mon, sleepy-head. You have to see this.”


Holding a small cube, he rubbed one discolored side. A three-dimensional image sprang to life from within, expanding in front of them. It appeared perfectly solid. Holding the cube in one hand, he used his other to manipulate the image of a modest structure, sometimes rotating it to provide a different angle, at others zooming to the interior, and then out again. With a single finger gesture he imposed notations on the image, occasionally enlarging them to make them easier to read, sometimes shunting them aside.


Finally settling on the perspective he wanted, he nudged a profusion of notes out of the way to permit an unobstructed view of the building. His excitement was barely restrained.


“Look, look. I moved it from the southwest corner to the northwest corner. Looks better there, right? And if we



ever actually have to use it for heating, the airflow will be better from the northwest.”


Her expression one of resigned amusement, she shook her head a couple of times, clutching one pillow while gazing up at him.


“You did not wake me up for that,” she said. “Tell me you did not wake me up for that.”


“And I made coffee,” he added by way of atonement. “And it’s snowing.”


She sighed, momentarily buried her face in the pillow, and then rolled out of the bed.


He would have brought the coffee to her had she asked, but somehow his version of the ancient brew was never quite right. Easier to prepare it herself. A glance out the window showed that it was indeed snowing. Large, fat flakes accumulated on the sharp angles of tall buildings outside, softening the normally bleak cityscape. The metropolis was tired, spiritless, all but visibly sagging.


Unable to avoid the weather, a few pedestrians slogged their way along the sidewalks, not talking, not looking up, not communicating with their neighbors. Their perceptible gloom matched that of the surrounding structures. In the weather, their lives, and their prospects, they took no joy.


Coffee in hand—two creams, two sugars—she wandered back toward the bed. Having appropriated her place, Jacob was lying on his back tinkering with the module’s projection. As his index finger traced, bits and pieces of the cabin projection responded.


“This is gonna be our home, the chimney location’s



important.” He frowned. “Wait, maybe it was better on the other side after all. Without having a proper picture of the actual surroundings, it’s hard to tell. Airflow’s important, but so’s aesthetics. Only gonna build this once, so have to get everything right the first time.”


She didn’t interrupt. Just sipped her coffee and watched him. He was so in love with his log cabin… and she was so in love with him. She could have spoken, could have voiced an opinion, if only to indicate that she was listening and paying attention, but she didn’t want to interrupt. Didn’t want to break into his dream.


Turning, she peered again toward the window and the winter wonderland outside. She wondered if their new home would have snow. For all they knew at this point, all of their options might be tropical.


A voice declaimed. She didn’t hear it. It wasn’t Jacob, and it wasn’t in his dream. It wasn’t in her dream. It was real.


“Seven o’clock,” Mother declared in exactly the same voice she utilized for all such declarations. “All’s well.”


The announcement was followed by a brief musical tone. It was a recording of a ship’s bell, early twentieth century, brought forward in time on something of a whim by the Covenant’s designers. A fragment of the past carried far into the future by builders of the present. A small amusement to gratify those who added it to the ship’s program but who, stuck on Earth, would never be able to hear it when it was actually in use.


* * *




On the other side of a long curving transparency that wasn’t glass and was not a window looking out onto a grim urban panorama, a figure stood gazing down at the sleeping, smiling Daniels. Its name was Walter and it… he… was perfect—as perfect as perfection could be rendered in synthetic form.


In her dream Daniels smiled anew at some secret thought. It prompted a reactive smile from the synthetic. Moving to the side of the sleeping woman’s pod, he made a quick check of the readouts. All normal. Methodically, without minding the repetition that would have numbed a human but did not bother him in the slightest, he moved on to check the adjacent pod.


Jacob. Also normal.


Having completed his morning round of the crew hypersleep room, he turned and made his way to the adjoining chamber.


Two thousand individual cryo-pods were ranged along both sides of the facing walls, pod beside pod, simultaneously defying time and comprehension. Behind the transparent view ports could be seen the sleeping faces of men, women, children. All content, all slumbering, all nominally swaddled in the comfort of reassuring dreams. The continuing life, health, and especially the future of each and every one of them was his responsibility.


Walter did not take it lightly.


In the distance, a single flashing amber telltale called out. No human—not even one with the very best eyesight—could have picked it out. He noticed it immediately. Making his way to its source, he checked



the applicable pod’s diagnostics. The briefest of pauses allowed for analysis, following which he made a small necessary adjustment. The amber light promptly turned a steady green. He was pleased.


Time to check the embryo containment unit. Opening one of the drawers, each of which held a human embryo at a different stage of development, he sampled the readouts. All were green and, as Mother had observed, all was well. He allowed himself a smile.


“Walter.” Mother’s voice again. Informative, instructive, never commanding. A computer could no more issue a command than could a synthetic. “Please report to the bridge. It’s about time to recharge the grid. Let’s be about it.”


“On my way, Mother.”


“Please,” she had said. How thoughtful of her designers to allow for the inclusion of a politeness protocol, employed even when speaking to a synthetic. Walter had no need of the spoken courtesy, but he appreciated it nonetheless.


Compared to the size of the Covenant itself, the bridge could almost be called intimate. It was, Walter mused, exactly the right size to accommodate a crew and all necessary instruments and functions. While the ship’s builders could easily have made the area larger, they hadn’t been the types to waste space. No waste space in space, he told himself, not for the first time and certainly not for the last. He was quite able to appreciate his own sense of humor, even if at the moment there was no one to share it with.


Settling into his station, he ran through the pre-checks



required prior to grid deployment. Telltales and readouts responded punctually.


INITIATING AUTOMATED DEEPSPACE RECHARGE CYCLE


Nodding to himself, Walter replied aloud.


“Deploying collectors now.”


As his was the only voice to be heard on the Covenant, he missed no opportunity to employ it. Not that it would go rusty—another joke—from disuse, but his voice had been designed to sound pleasant, and when the situation demanded it, he enjoyed listening to himself.


Though the collectors had the look of vast sails, they were not. The size of a small city, they expanded with extraordinary speed, reaching their full extension in a matter of minutes. With only the stars—and Walter— to witness their beauty, they gleamed in the interstellar night, gathering energy of which ancient man had been long ignorant.


While the names of such energies were simple, their physics were not. It had taken mankind thousands of years just to discover their existence, but only hundreds to learn how to utilize them. Their diffuseness forced the collectors to focus them and concentrate them. Only then were they made useful to the Covenant’s engines and able to power her internal systems. Walter thought of them as the ship’s invisible strength.


He waited for a while on the bridge, monitoring the steady accumulation, until he was assured the operation



was proceeding normally. Only then did he move on to check on one of his favorite parts of the vessel. The part that was green. The part that was Earth.


Hydroponics Section was filled with vegetation, most carried for its nutrient value and eventual planting, some for purposes of experimentation, other sorts simply to supply memories of home. For their psychological value to the colonists. Ornamental plants and trees shared space with cucumbers and quinoa. He strode among them, whistling aimlessly as he checked flows of nutrients and water, analyzing the lighting to make certain it was just the right wavelength to maintain healthy growth. His hands gently caressed stems, leaves, trunks, flowers, bark, as he whistled.


“That’s a fallacy, you know.” Mother, always present, always watching.


He didn’t look up. “What?”


“That music facilitates plant health and growth.”


“Why, do you think I was whistling to the plants?”


“Very droll. Though I don’t know I would call the sounds you were making ‘music.’ I suppose you—”


She stopped abruptly.


Walter was instantly alert. Mother never did anything abruptly. He voiced a prompt into the continuing silence.


“Mother?”


“Walter. We… may have a problem.”


Many things had been programmed into Mother. Knowledge. Technical skill. Allgegenvartig understanding. And understatement. Walter waited.


“An atypical energy burst has been detected,” she



continued, “consisting of heavy particulate matter. Analyzing composition.”


“Where?”


“Sector 106. Very close. Source was masked, hence the unusual—no, extreme proximity prior to discovery. Undetectable earlier due to unique concatenation of spatial and gravitational distortion in the vicinity. Apologies. Initial analysis was insufficient to gauge intensity, as well as proximity. Reappraisal suggests possibility the event could be substantial. Unable at this time to predict risk.”


“Likelihood of intersect?” Walter stood motionless, listening intently.


“Very high. Now detecting extreme proximity. Calculating for precision.”


Without waiting for further details he abandoned Hydroponics and raced toward the bridge, giving orders as he ran.


“Mother, retract the collectors and channel all reserve and backup power to ship shielding. Initiate emergency crew revival.”


“Underway. Recalculation indicates extreme proximity achieved. Intersection in nine, eight, seven…”


The particle wave itself was not visible, but its effects were unmistakable as the shockwave slammed into the ship. Strong enough to knock the preternaturally stable Walter off his feet, it swept past the shielding and wreaked havoc on the giant vessel.


Even as the collection sheets continued to retract, some of those caught unfurled began to shred. Expansive as they were, the sprawling energy collectors could



not withdraw fast enough to escape the consequences. Fashioned of incredibly thin material, they weren’t designed to withstand an assault by such an intense storm of energized particles, however infinitesimally small each one might be on an individual basis.


It was all Walter could do just to stabilize himself. He could do nothing for the ship itself. He could only hope that Mother could deal with the particle onslaught.


As for himself, he could understand helplessness, he could feel it.


He did not like it.











III
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It went away in an instant, like a delicate flower caught in the wind of a thunderstorm. The room in the unnamed city, the log cabin, the bed, the coffee, the husband—all vanished in a flash, as if none had ever been.


Daniels found herself jerked awake, fully alert and being thrown from side to side within the hypersleep pod. As awareness dawned a fresh jolt sent her flying upward to slam against the clear, curved lid. When she dropped back down, her nose was bloody from the impact. Her first thought was that she might have suffered a concussion. Dazed, her training took over in the absence of coherent thought.


The fingers of her right hand, still half numb from the after-effects of hypersleep, machine-gunned the pod’s internal keypad. Dream-visions of warmth, taste, and love were replaced by the cool white rigidity of the sleep bay, its hard surfaces and intense illumination visible through the canopy. Woozy from months spent in hypersleep,



as well as from the abrupt awakening, she struggled to make sense of her surroundings. Of reality.


Some of the other pods were already open. A couple were empty, but the majority still held their occupants. Like her, her colleagues were struggling for mental and physical equilibrium. Unlike her, several were suffering from some of the stronger side effects of hasty revivification. Much cursing accompanied a wide assortment of puking, sweating, and shaking.


Ideally, emergency revival from hypersleep wasn’t supposed to produce those kinds of consequences. But then, she told herself, emergency revival wasn’t supposed to happen, period.


Lights flashed around her and from several wall-mounted panels, sparks erupting in satanic electronic celebration. There was also smoke. Smoke in a spaceship was a bad sign indeed. At the moment, the scrubbers in the circulation system were barely keeping up with it. Alarms assailed her ears.


It wasn’t how she was supposed to arise from hypersleep. There should have been coffee. There should have been food. To make matters worse, the fragmenting wreck of the wonderful soothing dream continued to linger in her mind until…


Someone was slapping her. That definitely wasn’t part of the dream. It didn’t bother her that it was part of the reality, because it helped to clear her head in a way the excess of visual and audible alarms did not.


“Daniels—Daniels, we—can you hear me? It’s Oram! Christopher Oram!” His tone was intense and no-nonsense,



as befitted someone already fully revived. Though still clad in his soft white sleep suit, he was plainly in better shape than she was, only sweating slightly and not visibly ill. In contrast to his slender frame his voice, like his grip, was strong, and he plainly had no time to coddle her or anyone else.


“Wake up! Daniels! Wake up! I’ve got no time for this. I need you—I need everybody—now! We’ve sustained some serious damage and…” He looked to where another recent revivee was stumbling toward them. “Tennessee— give me a hand over here. I’ve got to see to the others!” Leaving the still unsteady Daniels to the newcomer, Oram hurried toward another pod that was opening.


“Come on, darlin’.” An old friend and colleague, Tennessee helped to ease her out of the pod and steady her. “Jacob’s in trouble.” Big, powerful, with his head of thick black curls and facial hair that usually looked more hacked than trimmed, he resembled someone you wouldn’t want to meet in a dark alley behind a bar instead of a fully qualified colony ship pilot. When appropriately stimulated, or agitated, he could sound like the former, too. In his sleep suit, he looked like a giant, albeit suddenly intense, teddy bear. He leaned toward her, his voice strong.


“Jacob needs us.”


It was the final jolt she needed to snap her fully awake. Whirling, she looked toward the pod beside hers. Jacob’s. Unlike nearly all the others in the crew chamber, it had not opened. Her husband lay motionless within, still locked in the Morphean grip of hypersleep. He was smiling,



which was normal. Swirling vapor began to accumulate beneath the transparent lid, masking their view of the sleeper. That was most definitely not normal. Worse still, she knew what it signaled, and what would happen if—


“GET IT OPEN!”


When repeated efforts to engage the pod’s external controls produced no response, Tennessee moved to the manual override. Wrenching, pulling, leaning with all his weight on the levers did nothing—they wouldn’t budge. Seeing what was happening, Oram returned and began trying everything he could think of to get some kind of response from the pod’s instrumentation.


Nothing worked. The only result was an increase in the amount and a thickening of the vapor within, abruptly accompanied by an intensifying shower of sparks and crackling sounds from the base of the hypersleep unit where it was attached to the deck.


Within, Jacob’s visage twitched in a semblance of rising awareness as the pod’s programming struggled to respond to Oram’s increasingly frantic external instructions. Trapped between catastrophic mechanical failure and insufficient response time, Daniels’ inert husband could do nothing to shape his own fate.


“Stand back! Get out of the way!”


Sergeant Lopé joined them. With his beard tending to gray, he had the mien of a kindly grandfather: a kindly grandfather who could easily dismember any trio of assailants. As the experienced leader of the military complement assigned to assist the ship’s crew, the lean professional soldier couldn’t match the technical skills of



those who were fighting to save Jacob. In lieu of technical knowledge, he brought more primitive but equally useful abilities to the effort.


He grabbed a mechanical clamp they anachronistically called the “jaws of life.” Jamming the device into the pod’s inoperative release mechanism, he quickly and efficiently settled it into position.


“Lock it in on your side!” he yelled to Tennessee.


Working together, the two men finally succeeded in attaching the rescue tool to the pod. Every latch had to be tight, the vacuum seal complete. A partial success was no success at all. Under the device’s prodding the pod would open completely, or it wouldn’t open at all.


Leaning in, the two men applied brute strength to the apparatus. It wouldn’t matter if they broke the pod. Empty spares were on board should they need one. Teeth clenched, muscles bulging, they were joined by Daniels, who added her desperate strength to theirs.


Nothing happened.


Inside the pod, an explosion. Compared to the cacophony of other sounds throughout the hypersleep bay, it wasn’t loud, but it was significant enough to cause both men to draw back reflexively. On the other side of the clear plastic lid there was a sudden increase in vapor and for the first time… fire. Uttering a primal whine, a hysterical Daniels threw herself onto the pod, clawing desperately at the ineffective rescue device.


Within, her husband’s eyes suddenly snapped open as he finally began to awaken. Through the vapor and the intensifying flames, there was recognition. His gaze



locked on hers. It lasted only for an instant. Just like his smile. Both were his last.


Daniels continued to scream, and the inside of the pod was engulfed in flames as if someone had tossed a torch onto a pile of combustible material. Though initially resistant to fire, when the interior finally caught it burned hot and fast. Everything ignited—bed, support tubing, instruments… Jacob.


Fire suppression technology was common throughout the hypersleep bay, but not so much within individual pods. Because they were designed to open easily and immediately, via the activation of failsafe devices if necessary. At worst, they could be opened by a specialized rescue device like the one Lopé and Tennessee had used. The one that had failed to perform its intended function.


It took all of Tennessee’s considerable strength to pull her off the pod and away from the internalized inferno. Still sealed tight, still unopenable, the pod kept the blaze contained.


Desperate to provide what comfort he could, Tennessee could only wrap his arms around Daniels and hold her, letting her sob uncontrollably against him. Their efforts defeated, Oram and Lopé could do nothing but look on. Neither Oram’s skill nor the sergeant’s strength had been sufficient to get the recalcitrant pod open.


With a little more time, Oram thought…


Time. There hadn’t been enough to save a life. Now he had to act swiftly to ensure the survival of others. Thousands of others. He spotted the heavily bearded, thick-lipped, solidly built Cole and the slender, youthful



Ledward, a pair of privates who had revived alongside Lopé, and designated them to deal with Jacob’s remains. Then he headed purposefully for the ship’s nursery with the sergeant in tow.


* * *


The scene that greeted him was shocking, made bearable only by the knowledge that it could have been worse.


A segment of hypersleep pods had broken free from their brackets and fallen to the floor. Despite their tough construction some had cracked, fatally exposing their unwary occupants to incomplete revivification. Others had been spilled from pods whose lids had completely and prematurely snapped open. They were just as dead. Sparks continued to flare as revived crew members fought to suppress their source and shut off power to pods that no longer served any purpose.


Two more revived privates worked their way through the damage, searching for less damaged pods and sleepers who might have survived the disaster. Oram recognized the ever-earnest Rosenthal, whose physical attractiveness belied her stolid professionalism, and the equally young but blonde Ankor. Leaving his side, Lopé moved to supervise their efforts.


His gaze shifting away from the disaster, Oram saw Karine checking the embryo containment units. Acknowledging the arrival of her husband with a quick glance, her straight, dark blonde hair gleaming against her dark skin, she stayed where she was, doing her job. Assuring the viability of the embryos was far more



important to her than anything else. Her concern and interests lay with the ship’s bio, not its tech.


She had her job, he had his.


At the moment, he knew she did not envy him.


* * *


Leaving the hypersleep bay to the attention of Lopé and his team, Oram and Karine paused outside the entrance to the brightly lit bridge.


This was a moment he had not sought. It did not matter that he had trained for it, and possessed the skills to do it. He would have given a great deal to be sleeping in his pod, awaiting a final and far more salubrious awakening at their intended destination. Choices in life, however, are all too often not made by us, but for us. Jacob was…


Karine put a hand on his arm. “They’re your crew now. They need a leader. It’s not an option. You knew that when we signed on for this.” She offered a gentle, reassuring smile. “You’ll do fine, Chris. You’ve always done fine.” With that she left him and entered the bridge. Just one more crew member joining the others. But of course she wasn’t just one more crew member. Not to him.


She was right, of course. She usually was. Even if he had a preference, he’d signed a contract. He took a moment to prepare himself, and then followed her.


The navigation console in the center of the room was something of an anachronism. So were the other consoles that lined the far side of the bridge. On a colonization starship, communication was instantly available to anyone who was awake and aware. All that was needed was to



speak loudly enough for Mother to hear. Thus the bridge seemed like a throwback to a time when contact between individuals could only be conducted in person, face to face.


However, those who studied, built, and designed such vessels knew better. The longer the journey, the more important interpersonal interaction became. Conversing via handhelds or the omnipresent ship’s system was fast and efficient, but it did nothing for the human psyche. In the vast impersonal emptiness of interstellar space, proximity to a smile, a smell, a sweat, kept humanness real and alive. The mental health of the crew was as important as the physical health of the ship.


So there were the consoles, and seats bolted to the floor, and in the course of work everyone was compelled to look at, listen to, and occasionally make physical contact. The better to confirm that your neighbor was flesh and blood, and not a holo projection kicked out of the ship’s files. Or a bad hypersleep dream.


He took his seat. Most of the key crew members were there. In pairs, of course—except for Walter. Only couples crewed a colonization ship. Couples ensured efficiency and attention to detail. Not to mention sanity.


Oram wasn’t yet officially captain, yet he had already relinquished his former position as the head of Life Sciences, turning it over to his wife. Forced into command by tragedy and circumstance, he found himself uncomfortable in the new role. Without the presence of Karine to offer support and guidance, he felt he might very well have abdicated the responsibility, contract or no contract.


But she was here, seated beside him, quiet and



confident, quirky and imaginative where he was uncertain. Sometimes his awkwardness was taken for arrogance by other members of the crew. He couldn’t help that. It was who he was. He might let down the others, but he could not do so to her.


Tennessee didn’t sit in his seat, or for that matter anywhere else, so much as lounge there on the bridge. Oram envied the big, easygoing pilot his ability to relax. What others might regard as insouciance, Oram knew as a characteristic of someone at ease with themselves and the universe. A useful quality to have, and never more so than right now. No matter what the circumstances, he could rely on the pilot to carry out orders efficiently and without question.


If not for Tennessee’s friendship and emotional strength, poor Daniels would likely already be in sick bay.


Faris was as easygoing as her spouse. A country girl who preferred not to identify the country, she was also an even better pilot, a subject over which the pair argued frequently without resorting to anger. Their spirited and occasionally salacious marital banter enlivened every episode of the crew’s wakefulness.


Prior to departure from Earth orbit, their sometimes-barbed back-and-forth had been a matter of concern among the Administration, until it was realized that the occasional jibe exchanged between husband and wife was always delivered with warmth and not enmity.


Upworth and Ricks were by far the youngest couple at the table. Their youth didn’t mitigate their skills, however, which encompassed navigation and communications.



Upworth in particular was quick to take offense at any implication that she was unqualified for her position, perhaps because between her wide eyes, full mouth, and diminutive stature, she looked even younger than she was. Tennessee had once called her a “high explosive disguised as a Kewpie doll,” and she’d been forced to look up the meaning of Kewpie doll via the ship’s library.


If she had a fault, it was a tendency to improvise solutions to problems for which instructions already existed. As for the far more intense Ricks, he was quieter, competent, and much more inclined to go by the book whenever a situation arose. He served as the carbon rod to Upworth’s occasional runaway reactor.


Where the unforeseen was concerned, Oram himself was more likely to follow procedure before resorting to extemporization. So, for that matter, was his wife. In that regard he felt closer to Ricks. Still, Upworth’s occasional tendency to go off the rails notwithstanding, he had only respect for any newly married couple who decided to forgo their time on Earth in favor of signing up for colonization.


Lopé also preferred to stand rather than sit. As head of Covenant security, and eventually security for the colony, he was old-school military. He outranked his less imposing but younger and equally professional life partner and co-administrator Sergeant Hallet by only a single chevron.


Hallet was the last to arrive, apologetic and slightly out of breath.


“Sorry I’m late, sir,” he told Oram as he took up a position next to Lopé. His partner ring flashed in the overhead light,



a perfect match to the one worn by the sergeant.


Oram waved off the apology. This was no time to stand on protocol. Clearing his throat a couple of times, he eyed each of them in turn before speaking, his tone somber.


“There’s no other way of stating this than to say it. We’ve suffered a terrible tragedy. Both in the loss of crew and the loss of colonists. And I—am your new captain.” His voice tightened. “I didn’t ask for it, I don’t want it, but that’s the way it is. I’ll do my best to live up to Jacob’s fine example.” Aware they were all staring at him expectantly, he fumbled for more words. Running bioscans on sleeping life-forms was infinitely easier than speaking to live ones, he reflected dourly. Searching for brilliance, he found only platitudes.


They would have to do.


“He will be sorely missed,” Oram continued. “We have much work to do. Thank you in advance for your support.”


There. He had done his duty in regards to dealing with the emotional needs of the moment. From the looks on the faces around him, his words had been satisfactory if not inspirational. Much relieved, now he could get down to business.


“Considering that what hit us essentially came out of nowhere, we’re in better shape than we might have been. Currently structural integrity is holding at ninety-three percent, although we still have a number of secondary systems offline. We lost forty-seven colonists and sixteen second-generation embryos, and as you know, one crew member. An additional sixty-two pods incurred damage, all of which is salvageable.”




“‘Salvageable’?” Upworth’s sarcasm could not be repressed for long.


He pursed his lips. “‘Repairable,’ if you prefer. The important point being, no one else was lost.” That was the issue with hypersleep pods, he knew. They functioned, or they failed. There was no middle ground, either for the technology or the sleeper. Though he’d heard rumors that in unique cases it might be otherwise, and the results weren’t pretty. Successfully repairing a damaged pod with the sleeper still in it was a steep hill to climb.


There was no “otherwise” on the Covenant. Not while he was in charge.


“So what was it? What happened?” Tennessee deftly shifted the subject. “Let me guess. Mother was in the cybernetic can, and while she was distracted dumping excess bytes, we ran into something?” Rosenthal and Cole smiled slightly, but nobody laughed.


Glad to return to technical matters, Oram let Walter explain.


“The ship was broadsided by a highly charged shockwave whose initial proximity was blocked from our long-range sensors by the dense presence of other particulate and radiant matter in our immediate spatial vicinity,” the synthetic said. “That is why it was not detected until it was right on top of us, so to speak. It struck before the collectors could be furled, and we absorbed the full brunt of it. If we had…”


Irritated by a sudden thought, Oram interrupted him.


“Why weren’t you monitoring? Between you and Mother isn’t that what you’re here for?”




“That,” Walter conceded, “and many other things. I can offer no excuses, only explanations. All monitoring systems were online and fully operational. I was attendant at all times, as usual. However, there is no precedent or procedure for detecting or coping with charged particle flares whose presence is masked by similar obstructive fields. It was assumed that in deep space, the coincidence of occurrence would be too small to be of concern.” He paused. “Plainly, that is not the case. Or to put it in less technical terms, we have been unlucky.”


“Walter’s right.” Ever understanding, Faris sided with the synthetic. “It was bad luck. Even the best pilots have been known to encounter bad luck.” She smiled at Walter. “Even the best synthetics.”


Oram refused to accept it.


“No, no. I don’t believe in luck, good or bad,” he said. “Deep space is the last place to rely on ‘luck.’ I’d rather we were more prepared and capable, than ‘lucky.’”


His wife shrugged and crossed her arms, eying her husband. “I’m sure the designers of the Covenant took that into account when installing and calibrating her systems.”


“Placing blame, if it can be called that, won’t do us a bit of good.” As usual, Tennessee could be relied upon to bring a discussion back on an even keel.


Seeing that further admonitions would gain nothing, Oram decided to accept the explanation—unsatisfactory as it was—and move on. He could discuss the matter further with Walter at a later time, after other important decisions had been made and acted upon. Discuss it, and prepare a report on the incident for relay back to Earth.




“We’ve got, what—eight more recharge cycles to go before we arrive at Origae-6?” he said. “So let’s get to it. The torn collector sections need to be repaired or replaced, and so does the damage to the ship. Everything critical needs to be fixed before we can make the next jump.”


An uncomfortable silence ensued. He sensed they were, once again, waiting on him to say something else. Something more. But what? Karine tried to signal him with her expression, but for the life of him he couldn’t understand what she was hinting at.


Somewhat surprisingly, it was Walter who elucidated what everyone except Oram was thinking.


“Shall we schedule the funeral services, sir?” he asked. “For the dead?”


So that was it? While part of him understood… and even sympathized, it was the officious, businesslike part of him that was in control.


“Let’s deal with the necessary repairs first,” he replied, and then he added, “I hold as much respect as the rest of you for the departed, but I have more concern for the living.”


While Security was nominally under the captain’s command, it operated with a degree of independence denied to operations staff. As such, Lopé was never hesitant to speak up. His tone was somber.


“We just lost forty-seven colonists and our captain. We need to acknowledge that.”


Flustered by the sergeant’s protest, Oram turned to his wife. This time there was no attempt at non-verbal communication.




“He’s right, Christopher.”


Oram was not persuaded. “And if we don’t make repairs quickly, we could lose all the colonists.” He scanned the room. “Perspective, ladies and gentlemen. The greatest good for the greatest number, and no milling about.”


The joke was lost on the others, leaving him feeling even more ill at ease.


“We should do something for Captain Branson, at least.”


The fact that the remonstration, mild as it was, came from the usually supportive Tennessee only induced Oram to harden his position. Either he established authority now, or he would find himself and his decisions subject to continual questioning for the rest of the voyage. Maybe it wasn’t the right time or the appropriate issue on which to be assertive, but circumstances had chosen him—and not vice versa.


“No. This is not a debate. The decision has been made. I see no reason why there needs to be any further discussion.”


His wife looked down at the floor, embarrassed for him. At the same time she had to know that the worst thing she could do to undermine his new command would be to side with the crew. So she stayed silent.


It wasn’t the most uncomfortable moment Daniels could have chosen to finally join them, but it was close. No one said anything, which was the best approach. Business now, grieving and consolation later.


She looked damaged and on edge as she looked from face to face, taking a seat next to a conspicuously empty



chair. When she addressed the others, however, her voice was firm.


“The terraforming equipment module is stable,” she said, “although the, um, connecting struts took some damage. Can’t tell for certain without an EVA inspection.”


“I can handle that remotely,” Walter assured her. “If anything was critical, Mother would have told us by now.”


She nodded. “I still need to check the clamp lockdowns for the heavy machinery and the vehicles. I’m not worried about the small stuff. If some of it got knocked around, we’ll just reposition it. Bay monitors don’t show any damage, but I want to be certain. We were rocked pretty good.”


“I can also help with that if you like,” Walter told her. “Mother will inform me if my attention is required elsewhere.”


She glanced over at the synthetic. “Thanks.”


Oram queried him. “How long before we can make our next jump, Walter?”


“I should have a better idea within hours, as Mother is still compiling final damage reports. We must remain here until recharge is complete. Fixing the damaged collectors will of course speed our departure. Assuming the most significant issues can be addressed swiftly, I would say that a few days would be sufficient to allow us to get underway again.


“Once all vital repairs have been completed,” he continued, “we should make an effort to vacate this sector, in case there may be subsequent flares that prove as undetectable as the one that just struck us. Secondary repairs can be made in the course of the journey.”




“I agree.” Oram eyed each of them in turn. “We can complete minor repairs the next time we come out of jump to recharge. Let’s go to work.” They had a plan of action. Oram absorbed it the way others might down a pill to relieve constipation. “Dismissed.”


Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a wry Tennessee silently mouth, “Dismissed?” He decided to let it ride as they dispersed to their stations and tasks.


Daniels started to rise to follow the others.


“Danny?” Oram murmured softly. “A word before you go.”


She sat back down in her seat as the last of her colleagues filed off of the bridge. Leaning toward her across the table and lowering his voice, Oram spoke earnestly. He was trying, in his maladroit fashion, to be comforting.
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