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Prologue
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Deep underground in a mine, a young, teenage dwarf toiled with a pickax, while his father worked beside him, shoveling loose dirt and rock into a mine cart. They worked in an ancient tunnel, which had previously been back-filled with waste and tailings from another section of the mine. Both dwarves were broad of shoulder and well muscled, with hair and beards of brown tinged slightly red. The son was about a head shorter than a human, but his father was very tall for a dwarf and just large enough to tower over some humans. They were filthy from digging and worked by the light of a candle-lantern.

“Father, do ye really think we’ll find something in this old tunnel?” The younger one asked.

His father heaved a shovel filled with dirt into the cart, “Winzon, ye know as well as meself how rich yer cousin has gotten since he got the much hotter smelter and that’s just by picking through the scrap heaps for things the others couldn’t melt.” He paused and looked at his son, who met his gaze, “Ye also know our ancestors have been using the sky metal they couldn’t melt to back-fill for as long as anyone can recall. Yer cousin can’t keep the smelter fed fast enough, so if we bring him what we find, he’s bound to pay us well.”

“Aye.” Winzon spoke doubtfully and turned back to his work, breaking up more packed rocks and dirt until a question occurred to him, “Father, how long ago was this tunnel filled?”

The other dwarf stopped to examine both the walls and one of the discarded supports, which was half-petrified.

Coming to a conclusion, he answered, “Probably thousands of years, at least.”

Winzon was intrigued, “Have we really been mining here for so long?”

“Oh, aye, much longer than that.” He spoke in a hushed tone, as if to avoid being heard, “That’s why the humans say these tunnels are haunted!” Seeing his son’s fearful expression, the older dwarf laughed, “Ye shouldn’t worry. The only ghosts around would be Sky Children and they’re not like to bother us, since they’d be looking to the sky for vengeance over their deaths.”

Winzon nodded and returned to his work, swinging his pickax into the packed wall of dirt and stone. Several rocks tumbled free, followed by a brief spray of dust as part of the wall collapsed! Both dwarves backed away until everything stopped moving.

The older dwarf quickly got back to work, since the collapse had created extra work for him, while Winzon reached for a second shovel. As he planted the tool’s head in the dirt, he noticed a slight gleam of metal beside it.

Brushing some dirt away with his glove, he found a small, metal box, about three inches long and half an inch thick. At one end was a glassy surface, which was what caught his eye. He reached to pick it up.

At that moment, his father was looking away and closed his eyes to avoid the dust getting into them as he dumped a load of dirt in the cart.

Winzon accidentally pushed a small button set into the surface of the box and the air briefly lit up with floating lines of green, blue and red! Green lines picked out the three-dimensional shape of mountains using a grid-like pattern, while the blue seemed to show rivers running in and around them! Beneath the ground, the red lines appeared to indicate things hidden beneath the ground. The image hung in the air for just a second and then was gone, but it practically burned itself into Winzon’s eyes, because it was so bright compared to the relative gloom of the mine.

Silently shocked with surprise, but nonetheless excited, he pushed the button again, hoping to make the image reappear, because he wanted to draw what he’d seen. Nothing happened, so he picked it up.

His father turned and looked at the small object, asking, “What did ye find?”

“Ye didn’t see?” Winzon asked.

“See what?”

The young dwarf sighed, “Ye’d never believe me, because me hardly believes me own eyes.”

“Well, it’s a good find, regardless of what ye saw. Ye should put that thing in the scrap bucket. Yer cousin will surely pay us a small fortune, if he can melt it down.”

Winzon gave his father a defiant look, “No. Me’s keeping this one.”

“This mine belongs to me, not ye,” his father held a hand out, “so give it up!”

“Not until me knows what it is!” Winzon pocketed the little box and stubbornly glared at his father.

It was the start of a long, drawn-out argument over the course of several days, but Winzon never backed down. They eventually came to blows over it, but Winzon won the fight and his father backed down, though he remained sore about the subject for years to come.
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Part 1

Fallen Angels
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Chapter 1

Isaac
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Isaac was as drunk as he could get on the last few royals he had, which was only one glass of cheap beer. The two monetary units used by the Northwestern Empire were the Royal and the Princess, with the latter worth one hundredth of a Royal. The common slang for a Princess was ‘lady’ or ‘ladies’, because ‘ladies’ rolled off the tongue easier than ‘princesses’.

The glass was empty and he didn’t care to be sober, but couldn’t afford to get drunk on the change left on his card, just a few ladies. He stared into the empty glass and watched the very last of the beer pool at the bottom. He carefully tipped it sideways, waited for it to gather in the side of the glass and poured the last few drops in his mouth. It didn’t help.

He was in his favorite bar and grill, which he’d frequented all through college and then after. The walls and furniture had an attractive wood veneer with a dark stain. The booths, stools and chairs were comfortable and padded, the cushions in a green color that matched the glass of the overhead lamp shades. He’d celebrated graduation in the bar, which consisted of a perfectly-cooked steak and some top-shelf whiskey. He’d also visited to drown his sorrows when his various girlfriends inevitably dumped him and his favored poison in those times was any cheap liquor he could get. He only resorted to beer when he was strapped for cash, because he didn’t like the taste of it.

Isaac was young, about twenty-five years old. Women thought he was attractive, but inevitably lived to regret that opinion, eventually finding the majority of his interest in them was lust. His dark hair was just beginning to show signs of falling out, though he hadn’t noticed yet, or he would have worn a hat.

As he sat at one of the tables thinking about his life, for lack of a better option, the owner walked over and sat down. Old Abram had long, white hair and Isaac had long considered him a friend. Abram seemed fond of Isaac, probably because he ate there almost every other day.

Abram asked, “What’s wrong? You look too depressed to have lost another girlfriend.”

Isaac stared at his empty glass and sighed, “You know how I’ve been trying to sell my shuttle design for the past year?”

“Of course.” Abram nodded, “You’ve talked about little else.”

“Well, the closest I got to selling it was General Avionics. Their man was interested, unlike everyone else. Said he wanted to use my shuttle as the first in a new line, but there was one thing preventing him from buying my work.”

“What’s that?”

“It was untested.”

Abram nodded, “I see. What did you do about it?”

“I sunk every last royal I could borrow into a working prototype. I couldn’t afford time on an industrial fabricator, so I sent the plans for the parts off to half a dozen small printing shops and spent close to two weeks assembling it myself. Today was the test flight.” Isaac looked enraged for a moment, then sunk back to black depression.

“I take it the flight didn’t go the way you planned?”

“No. The prototype exploded after an hour of atmospheric flight. The pilot, my brother-in-law,” Isaac’s eyes filled with tears, “was killed. I had to tell my sister and she blamed me! After that, I spent the whole day working with the Aviation Department, trying to determine the cause. Their analysis concluded the gravity system and thruster fields interacted, resulting in a catastrophic detonation of the gravity generators, based entirely on the sensor readings of the flight. They called it a design flaw, due to my lack of experience.

“I’ve been over the telemetry, sensor logs and even the wreckage a dozen times and they were wrong. I designed a new system for the shuttle to integrate the thrusters and the grav system as one unit, to make the shuttle lighter, faster and safer. There’s no way the thrusters caused a malfunction in the grav system, because they’re the same system! They use the same field, cooperatively! That was part of the whole point, to make a new shuttle that was safer than current designs!” Isaac suddenly realized he was shouting and slamming his fist on the table, so he took a deep breath and quietly finished, “The only explanation is sabotage.”

“Got any proof?”

“I do.” Isaac nodded, “I even got the Aviation Department people back in my lab this afternoon. They looked and failed to understand what I was saying, going back to their explanation. I showed them the details of my designs, specifically how the thrusters were built into the grav system. That shut them up, at least. The only explanation could be an electro-gravitic device planted inside the drive, to sabotage the flight. The shielding around the gravity system was too thick for anything external to affect it, so it had to be inside. The only thing they said after that was, ‘We’ll get back to you after a full investigation.’”

“That’s good, at least.”

Isaac shook his head, “According to other aerospace engineers I’ve talked to, that phrase means they’re going to re-analyze the data, in detail. It can mean anything from a minimum of six months to years of investigative work and in the meantime, no one would dare pay me even a single lady for one of my designs, because their original verdict won’t be overturned until they’re done.”

“Any idea who the saboteur might be?”

Isaac shrugged, “No. The only ones that hate me that much are all ex-girlfriends, but none of them are actually unhinged enough to commit murder, nor would they have the skill.”

Abram asked, “How are you doing, money-wise? Are you going to be able to pay rent and buy food?”

“No,” Isaac smacked his head on the table, “and I’ve got debts to pay, on top of that!”

They were both silent for a long moment. Abram looked across the room, to another of his regular customers.

“Isaac, I think I see a solution, but you’re not going to like it.”

Isaac lifted his head, “What? I’d do anything to fix this mess!”

Abram pointed at another regular, a man in a cheap suit Isaac was familiar with. He went from bar to bar in the evenings, recruiting for colonization, always a long-haul slower than light journey, typically taking at least ten years to arrive. Colonists were put in suspension tubes and slept the whole way, getting one quarter pay just to sleep, so they arrived at the new planet as rich men. Then they worked to terraform the world, another ten to twenty years work, most of it spent sleeping in the tubes, again with pay. Finally, after all that, they settled the world and built a colony.

Abram explained, “Isaiah can’t ever get enough aerospace engineers. There’s a huge signing bonus that might cover your debts. If you signed up tonight, word won’t have gotten to him about the test flight and he’ll have no choice but to honor the agreement.”

Isaac mused, “A new life with all my debts cleared, eh? And I’d never have to face my sister again...”

Abram suggested, “You might even be able to build your shuttle at the colony. Colonies always have less strict regulations, so many engineers have used them as a proving ground for new tech. At the very least, you could use the money to start your own aerospace company.”

Finally looking hopeful again, Isaac got up, “Thanks. You’re a life-saver.”

* * *
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As Isaac walked over to the recruiter, a man in gray pants and a sweater sat at the table. Abram carefully avoided looking at him, but nodded as a money card was passed across the table.

Abram tapped it in the center, causing it to display its balance in small characters along the edge, below the image of a coin with an ancient princess on it, in profile. It was more than enough to make up for the loss of a valuable customer, with a fat finder’s fee on top of that.

“Thank you.” Abram whispered, “Do let me know if there’s anything else I can do for The Core.”

“The Core thanks you. It’s sad he got his brother-in-law to believe in his project. Such strong convictions, a shame he couldn’t be turned or at least used.”

“Indeed,” Abram lamented, “there’s a shortage of useful conviction these days.”

As the other man left, Abram pocketed his pay and watched Isaac sign paperwork with Isaiah. It really was a shame about the brother-in-law, but at least the trouble maker would be off and busy doing useful work, instead of upsetting the status quo with brilliant designs no one needed. Genius was sometimes very hard to re-direct, especially with stubborn men like Isaac.
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Chapter 2

Zechariah
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Abner was a colonization recruiter who’d spent many years on the bar and restaurant circuit, until he’d been promoted. Now, with his own office, sharing a lobby with a travel agency, he had it easy. He rarely had to talk anyone into anything or get them so drunk they didn’t know what they were signing, a poor approach some of his field agents sometimes still used. All he really had to do was give the travel agency a small kickback every time they referred someone to him, which happened all the time with the lower class, who came in looking for a vacation escape from their daily lives and instead left as colonists.

The post of a recruiter wasn’t the most glamorous job in the Imperial Intelligence Core, but it was important work. Without new colonies, every world in the Empire would eventually get over-crowded, which would upset the status-quo, so The Core worked to make sure it never came up.

It was a quiet day so far, which he’d been using to get the filing done. In addition to dealing with walk-ins and referrals, he had to check the paperwork of the field recruiters, which often had to be re-done, due to beer spilled on the signatures. That normally wasn’t a problem, except when the recruiters got them drunk before signing, then ruined the paperwork. Inevitably, he gave the recruiter a black mark on their permanent record, preventing them from ever being promoted, if they refused to bribe him. Most were bright enough to give him what he wanted and stayed out of trouble after that.

With his in-tray almost empty, Abner smiled when a young couple walked in and bowed in greeting. The man was fairly tall, his black hair cut short and his hazel eyes burned with eagerness. The young lady’s dark hair was in curls. After bowing, in turn, Abner listened to their story, finding it rather refreshing. They’d just finished watching the movie Wild Gunman for the sixth time. He quickly learned they were betrothed and wanted to wait until they arrived at the new colony to marry, as a symbol of their new beginning. It was so romantic, their story managed to melt his heart a bit. It promptly iced over again as soon as he began preparing their paperwork.

Little did they know, Wild Gunman was part of a government program designed to subtly plant the idea in the mind of the public that a fresh start on the frontier was a romantic notion, because more and more often, people were satisfied living where they already were. While incredibly violent, and thus, popular with the younger crowd, it was also full of sub-conscious triggers designed to activate the childhood conditioning all citizens of the Empire received. The result was a recent increase in the number of volunteers, more than making up for the once-falling numbers.

He accepted the couple’s ID cards, swiped them through his card reader, then handed them back as their records appeared on screen. He examined the documents for the usual red flags, such as criminal activity beyond a certain threshold.

The young man’s record was relatively clean, aside from some fairly common teenage pranks caught and logged by security cameras, like knocking on a door and running off. Technically crimes, but no one bothered until there were at least twenty incidents or a complaint. Aside from that, his file noted impeccable moral character, nearly to the point of trouble. It was good he’d chosen to be a colonist, since inflexible morals tended to cause strife on urban worlds.

Abner spoke aloud, “Zechariah Jacobs, age 19. Says you’re an electrical engineer. Just finished trade school?”

The dark haired, clean-shaven young man nodded, “That’s me and yes.”

Abner offered, “Engineers of all kind get a signing bonus.”

He wrote down a figure and passed it across to the young man, who smiled, “That’s great! Where do I sign?”

Little did the fool know, the number was negotiable. Abner printed the form and passed it over. To Abner’s surprise, he started reading the contract, taking the time to go over everything, a rarity among young men.

Abner brought up the young woman’s record, “Nadok Kantor, age 18. Says you’re a general education student.”

The young woman with dark curls and green eyes nodded, “Yes, that’s me.”

“I can see the two of you are officially engaged, so I can guarantee you’ll end up on the same ship. That’s a little less paperwork for you to file.”

They smiled.

Ah, to be young again and also in love. Abner had been married for thirty years. Ten great ones, followed by twenty where it just seemed like a matter of habit. He still loved his wife, but to be honest, they worked different shifts and rarely saw each other anymore, but that seemed to work for them.

He printed another form and passed it over. Just like the young woman’s betrothed, she began reading. Abner got back to his filing while he waited, wondering if the new wave of volunteers would all read the contract.

After half an hour they both finished, then spent five minutes quietly discussing it. They seemed to be on the fence, based on one of the clauses.

Abner wrote down a new figure for the man’s signing bonus, adding another 2,000 royals to the original figure, then passed it over, “I could possibly go this high on the bonus, if it helps you decide.”

Thinking they’d gotten an amazing deal, they quickly signed their contracts and headed off to tell their families, after picking one of the long-haul trips that would take twenty years to arrive. Abner chuckled to himself once they were gone: he’d given the man one tenth the signing bonus he could have haggled it up to.
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Chapter 3

Launch Day
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After a month of training, Isaac had mixed feelings about leaving. The day after the accident, he talked everything out with his sister and she apologized for blaming him. After paying off his debts, he gave the rest of his signing bonus to her. It was enough to set her up for life, since he’d been careful to haggle Isaiah as high as possible.

Isaiah sent him an angry message the day after, because he’d finally gotten wind of the accident and Isaac’s involvement. After a flurry of messages back and forth, Isaac knew the recruiter would stand by the contract, because he had no choice; it was legal and binding, so neither of them could wiggle out of it.

Isaac stood to attention among thousands of others, his fellow colonists. As tradition dictated, the ship’s chaplain was reading from the first book of Zadok. Isaac knew the story, but tried to pay attention, anyway. God saw the tribes of Israel were about to be scattered, so he selected a prophet and asked him to choose from among whoever believed on his words to go with him into the wilderness. As instructed, Zadok chose many from among the northern kingdom of Israel. Those he asked to join him were overcome by the holy ghost and knew their place was with him.

The chaplain read about their long journey through the wilderness, which God used to remove the least faithful from among them, who wandered and were lost. When they reached a land of plenty, they settled for many years and slowly, God revealed to the prophet how to construct a vessel to take them to the stars.

Isaac knew the contents of the second book of Zadok almost by heart, since it had been required reading in several classes he took in college. The book was largely a construction and maintenance manual for the first gravitic thruster, artificial gravity system and nuclear reactor, though later chapters also covered an extra system allowing the crew to subjectively experience time at a greatly reduced pace, allowing them to sleep the fifty years it took to travel from Earth to the first colony system.

Despite the fact the whole system was very simple compared to modern technology, the original drive design was incredibly elegant, solving the problems of space flight in unique ways no one would dare try again, because it was all before the age of electronics, using instructions provided by God himself. According to the scriptures, all course adjustments along the way had been performed on the fly, with the prophet at the controls of the ship.

Some days, Isaac believed all of it and on others, he was skeptical. He wasn’t sure if he could have boarded that first colony ship, because so much of it had been taken on faith. As it turned out, close to half the people that followed Zadok all the way into the wilderness chose to stay behind. It was taken as a personal challenge by most to always follow God’s will, because the results were obvious: the Empire spanned a third of the galaxy! It was the fulfillment of God’s promise to Abraham, that his seed would be numbered as the stars of heaven!

The chaplain finished reading and led the colonists in prayer.

* * *
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Zechariah found the reading from the first book of Zadok interesting. The very idea of such a primitive star ship fascinated him. It was an amazing story, if true.

Nadok stood beside him, holding his hand. There were other couples around, doing the same. Some he’d met during training and knew they were married, while others were simply betrothed, like he and Nadok.

After the prayer, the chaplain stepped down and the captain stepped up. Most of the colonists were split up and assigned to different rooms of the ship, based on surname. Married couples and their children were permitted to stay together, whenever possible.

Zechariah watched Nadok walk away to join her own group. His gaze lingered on her and he wished they’d already been married, so they could be near each other for the trip. He lost her in the crowd and turned his attention to joining his own group.

Walking the curved, tree-like, branching corridors of the ship, he passed many rooms filled with suspension tubes. They were the modern incarnation of the ancient devices used to slow time from the perspective of the crew. While the ancient approach used a cocktail of herbs to induce long periods of sleep, along with the suspension device, the modern method used drugs to induce a long-duration, dream-like state, while the tubes reduced the flow of electrons from atom to atom, slowing all chemical reactions. For a twenty year trip, like the one they were embarking on, most of the crew would dream for the equivalent of a week, while the command crew and a select few of the medical staff remained awake to look after the ship and sleepers.

Zechariah got mildly lost in the many identical rooms, but was quickly directed to the proper room, where his assigned nurse, John, checked him in and directed him to his own tube. Each was like a medical diagnostic bed with a glass cover that included a wire mesh, part of a Faraday cage used to prevent the effect from spilling out of the tube.

The room housed a total of twenty tubes. To think, there were a hundred more, just like it, and two other ships in the convoy! Six thousand colonists, all headed for the same star system! He was looking forward to seeing a planet transformed from a desolate rock with a chlorine atmosphere into a lush, garden world! The educational videos they’d watched on the subject were fascinating, because they’d been a three-hundred year old documentary, showing the process in detail.

The nurse made his way down the line, putting each colonist in their tube, one at a time. He reached Zechariah and asked, “Ready, sir?”

Zechariah smiled at him, “John, you don’t have to call me ‘sir’. We’re friends, after all.”

They’d met during training and went to see a movie after, just a few weeks before.

John smiled, “Of course, sir. Please lie down.” He whispered, “Oh, you know they’re watching me. No special treatment.”

Zechariah laid down and opened a patch in the arm of his uniform, just below the shoulder. He grunted as John stuck an IV line into a vein. Zechariah hated needles, but it was necessary.

As he tapped a control panel on the tube, John instructed, “Now, please count down from ten.”

“Ten...nine...eight...”

Zechariah fell asleep. John checked his vitals and closed the lid. The tube’s equipment in the lower half of the bed warmed up, producing a sound almost like a cheap microwave oven for the first few seconds, before it settled down to a low hum.
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Chapter 4

On Calendars
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The Northwestern Empire tracked the passage of time using the seconds, minutes, hours and days most would be familiar with, based on the original home of humanity, Earth. While each world had its own length of day, month and year, they used Earth as a shared frame of reference, to track the passage of time.

So, while humans can and often did adjust their body rhythms to the worlds they lived on, it was more common on the most populated worlds to ignore local time and instead match Earth. Aside from jobs involving livestock, it was mostly on colonies that local time was even bothered with, because colonies tended to spend their first twenty to thirty years mostly independent from the Empire, until the colony was well-established.

After contact with Earth was re-established, about three-thousand years after the followers of Zadok left, they adopted the common calendar used on Earth, for the sake of a common frame of reference. After years of painstaking research, it was shown they departed into the wilderness roughly around the year 725 BCE, the year they track as the beginning of their history and the beginning of their calendar, marked as year zero.
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Chapter 5

Death
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Ronk! Ronk! Ronk! - Zechariah woke to an alarm. He remembered his training: no matter what happened, he had to remain calm. He couldn’t see, but that was normal.

“Your wake-up kit.” John explained and put a plastic packet in his hands, with a big lump in the middle and a long tube to one side of that.

Zzchoo! Zzchoo! - He heard distant laser fire, always a bad sign aboard ship!

He started to panic until John put a hand on his shoulder, “Stay calm. It’s not your concern right now.”

Zechariah sat up, slowly.

Chink! - The quick release on his IV line popped, as did the data cable that attached his uniform’s monitoring equipment to the tube.

He tried not to think too hard about the various worrying questions on his mind as he tore the packet open and removed the lump from the middle, which was the juice he needed to sip.

He punctured the foil seal with one of his canines and slurped from the small hole. His vision immediately began to return, giving him a blurry view of a room that wasn’t quite like it should have been. He couldn’t tell for sure, but it looked like the tube across from him was damaged.

He was hardly bothered by the bitter flavor of the cocktail of fruit juice and medicine, because he was too busy trying not to worry. His mind wandered to Nadok, more worried about her than himself.

He sipped more of the juice and looked at John. He was doing something with the room’s wall-mounted storage cabinets. By the sound of it, the man was rummaging through them.

Zechariah continued to sip over the course of a few minutes.

Zzchoo! Zzchoo! Zzchoo! - An exchange of laser fire started in the hallway! Knowing the room he was in had no other exits worried Zechariah too much and he started to feel nauseous! His left arm tingled and started to go numb, a very bad sign!

He reached into the packet, pulled out the tube and struggled to get the cap off, revealing the needle of a syringe! His hands shook, but he managed to open a flap in the thigh of his uniform and then jab the needle in! He pressed the plunger down with his thumb and immediately felt better, but also a bit sleepy.

“Stay awake!” John ordered, still rummaging through the cabinets.

Zechariah snapped to attention and slowly sipped his juice, finishing it. As he did so, the room came into sharp focus. The damaged tube across from him was open, but the woman on the bed was dead, her eyes wide open with shock! Some of the others were still sealed in their tubes, but were having violent seizures, clearly dying. Most of the others looked like they’d already died from them.

“What’s going on?” Zechariah demanded!

John stepped over and handed him a laser rifle, “We’ve got rebels on the ship. Their first attack damaged the power systems and most of the suspension tubes got surged. Some failed instantly, while others malfunctioned. Ninety percent of the sleepers are dead. You happened to be one of the lucky ones.”

“I thought rebels were a myth!”

John grumbled, “So did I. Shall we kill some rebel scum?”

The nurse held his weapon with expert ease, so Zechariah asked, “What did you do before this job?”

“Military, on a medical ship.”

That was reassuring.

“What about Nadok?” Zechariah asked.

John cursed, “I hope she’s okay. We’ll have to go check on her, once we get control of the ship.”

John led the way and Zechariah followed, getting a good look at his friend. When he’d fallen asleep, John had been slightly older than him, but at least a decade of age had been added to his features. Where once his head was shaved, he sported short, brown hair. He wore a gold wedding band, where once he’d complained about being single.

Zechariah knew it was quite common for the medical staff on colony ships to enter relationships with each other, so he wasn’t surprised to see that. There was even a popular love song titled To Monitor With Love about a pair of nurses falling for each other while looking after the crew of their ship.

As they left the room, Zechariah asked, “What year is it, anyway?”

John quickly rattled off, “28,103, wait, no, 28,104. It’s New Years Day.”

Halfway there and the majority of the crew was dead. The ship would have to turn around, since there wasn’t even enough crew to start the atmospheric processors.

Stepping into the hall, Zechariah saw the plastic and steel walls had been scorched by laser fire. There was a line of broken suspension tubes across the hall serving as a defensive barricade, manned by two nurses and two recently woken sleepers.

John approached them and asked, “Have we woken everyone we can?”

One of the nurses, a woman with long blond hair, nodded, “There’s one more on the way, but Daniel’s having a rough time with him. Got too excited, then had an allergic reaction to his shot. He had to hit the guy with a dose of anti-histamine. Knocked him right back out. Did you find what I asked for?”

John passed her a grenade. Zechariah had long known the rifles were there, just in case, but any kind of grenade was definitely supposed to be secured in the armory. It shouldn’t have been in a sleep chamber. Suspicion of his friend’s loyalties crept into his mind.

He met the gaze of one of the other sleepers and knew they were sharing the same silent suspicion. The only way a grenade could have been with the rifles was if one of the medical staff smuggled it in. Why would anyone other than a rebel smuggle a grenade to the room?

The female nurse flipped the protective case around the grenade’s arming button open, pushed it and tossed it down the hall! After a few seconds, the explosion produced a chorus of screams!

The three nurses jumped over the barricade like experts and John shouted back, “Cover us!”

The man he’d shared the suspicious look with asked, “You think they’re rebels?”

Zechariah didn’t care to betray his friend, but wasn’t about to lie, either, hissing back, “I don’t see any other explanation.”

The man cursed rebels and stood to man the barricade, joined by the third man, while Zechariah hesitated. The two men fired, shooting the nurses in the back, killing them.

Having already seen enough death for one day, Zechariah looked away as John died.

Thinking of the nurse in the other room, he asked, “Where did Daniel go?”

As laser fire rained in at them once more, one of the men on the barricade shouted at whoever was firing, “We’re not rebels! Are you rebels?”

The other pointed Zechariah to a side door.

Zechariah didn’t like lasers very much, but he’d had enough training with one to know where the safety was and how not to shoot himself. He looked down at his rifle, switched the safety off and stepped through the door.

Inside, he found a nurse with the beginnings of gray in his short hair performing CPR on a sleeper, still lying on the bed of their tube. He watched until the nurse cursed and gave up, clearly upset to lose a patient, because he started to cry. He sunk to the floor and leaned his back against the machinery cabinet of the tube, under the bed.

Leveling his rifle on the man, Zechariah’s hands shook and he demanded, “Are you also a rebel? The other nurses were.”

“What?” The man looked confused.

“Are you a rebel?” Zechariah demanded with greater confidence.

“This isn’t what I wanted.” The man looked depressed, “We just wanted to change the course of the ship. No one was supposed to die! John said we’d convince the colonists to join us, so we could setup an independent colony, where the Empire would never find us!”

Zechariah lowered his weapon, “Sounds like you made a mistake. Why don’t you help us fix it?”

“It’s too late.”

Zechariah noticed the pistol on the floor beside the man far too late to do anything about it! The man snapped it up, raised it to his neck and fired upward into his brain, killing himself!

Zechariah cursed and stepped back into the hall, where he heard a shout, “Lower your weapons and surrender, rebels!”

One of the men on the barricade shouted back, “I told you already! We’re not rebels!”

“That’s what a rebel would say!”

Zechariah rolled his eyes. He couldn’t argue with the logic, as insane as it sounded.

When a tear-gas canister landed right beside them, spewing gas, Zechariah stepped back into the side chamber and hit the button to shut the door!

He looked around the room, quickly finding a maintenance access hatch set in the floor. He opened it and climbed inside, determined to avoid being shot by his own people.
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Chapter 6

The Garden
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From the perspective of the sleepers, it took seven days work to terraform a planet, preceded by a day of surveying, with each night’s sleep after the first spent in suspension tubes. Each time he woke, Isaac saw the attractive blond nurse he’d grown infatuated with during training grow older. It was a bit disconcerting.

Two of the ships in Isaac’s convoy focused on the primary target world, while the third worked on the secondary target, another planet in the habitable zone of the star. It was common practice to terraform multiple worlds, even if there were no plans to use the others, so the extra worlds could serve as a nearby lifeboat. In case of planetary catastrophe, safety was a shuttle ride away.

The first step involved splashing down in the ocean and each ship became a large boat for the duration. Liquid water was a requirement of the standard process, but planets with frozen water could be used, merely requiring additional time to manipulate the atmosphere via greenhouse gasses, to get the temperature to a livable range.

For the morning of the day of surveying, Isaac was a shuttle pilot, ferrying a group of ecologists around to take measurements of organic chemicals in the ocean, while other teams focused on geology, charting the surface and performing other required tasks. In the end, they verified the conclusions of the scouts that discovered the world: it had once teemed with life. As was all too often the case, the world had been sterilized by the ecological balance of the world being disrupted by unknown factors that left the planet barren, but effectively already half-terraformed.

It was a common mystery that left many wondering how life on Earth evolved to have such a robust ecosystem, which provided the genetic templates used for seeding life on terraformed worlds. It was more or less assumed the Earth had hit the genetic jackpot and barely managed to survive the hundreds of different ways other worlds failed, which went a long way toward explaining why no intelligent alien life had been found.

Isaac spent the afternoon piloting for a team surveying locations for their colony. In the end, a spot near the eastern coast of the largest continent was selected, based on fertility studies of the ground and an abundance of near-surface mineral resources.

On the first day of terraforming, after a normal night’s sleep, the ship began drawing millions of gallons of sea water per minute into itself.

The ship’s atmospheric processors roared to life, producing clouds of oxygen from half the water. The left-over hydrogen was processed to extract deuterium for use as fuel for the ship’s fusion reactors. Some of the hydrogen was used for various chemical reactions necessary for producing the atmospheric catalysts required to neutralize toxins in the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide was captured from the air and broken down to produce more oxygen for release and the carbon was combined with the remaining hydrogen to produce hydrocarbons, some of which were stored away to eventually be transformed into plastic for the colony. The rest would be processed and combined with other chemicals to produce the raw building blocks of life required to clone living things for seeding.

The other half of the water was fed into a massive tank that would first be used for breeding photosynthetic bacteria, the first step toward a full ecosystem. Once the tank was full, the ship’s combination propulsion/ocean seeding system started and the ship began a long voyage to navigate the oceans of the world, to spread bacteria. In later terraforming stages, the tank would be used for seeding other products, including cloned fish eggs and small, aquatic animals.

Isaac’s work for the day consisted of monitoring the heavy equipment, to make sure it was still operational after its long dormancy, overseen by a man in his fifties with graying hair. By the end of the day, all the equipment checked out or was quickly repaired.

He wasn’t among them, but from that point on in the process, some of the engineers had to remain awake to look after the heavy equipment.

When the nurse put him to bed, he decided when he woke to ask her to share lunch with him, but upon waking was disappointed to find her wearing an engagement ring. He decided to focus on work, instead. When the journey started, they’d been about the same age, but the physical age difference had grown to fifteen years.

Isaac piloted for a team dropping cloned seeds all over the world, in various climates. They never had to get out, but instead just liberally dumped seeds all over the ground everywhere they flew, adjusting the types based on latitude. Other teams were in high-speed submersibles, doing the same job in the ocean.

The next day involved cloning and releasing mass numbers of small animals or just their eggs, seeding the ocean with the first round of fish. From that point on, a team of ecologists were left awake to monitor the world’s ecosystem, so adjustments could be made during later stages.

With each following day, they added slightly larger animals, in extremely finely calculated proportions. On the last day, before they rested the final time, they cloned and released various large predatory animals, including whales, bears, wolves, etc. In all cases, herbivores were cloned first, allowed some time to have a population explosion, then their natural predators were introduced at just the right time to keep the ecosystem in balance, generally going from smallest creatures to largest.

Isaac listened to some of the ecologists while they argued about the minutiae of it over an evening meal. The calculations involved were just as complex as any engineering equation he’d ever dealt with, but what they worked with was infinitely more complex in its subtle interactions. He was glad he didn’t have their job.

When it was over, the third ship splashed down in the ocean and together, they beached themselves on a beautiful coastline spaced several miles apart, to avoid competition for resources, but still close enough to cooperate.

Having completed the preliminary work, the world had some short forests of young trees and the grasses had really taken hold. It would be centuries before the largest trees reached full size, but that was all according to plan.

As tradition dictated, the first day off the ships was a colony holiday, to be observed annually. Everyone was free to roam and do as they pleased for the day and the ships were shut down. What little work would be done that day was all a matter of driving ground vehicles out of the ships and setting up temporary shelter, in the form of tents.

They breathed the air for the first time and the smell of it was almost intoxicating. Isaac’s life to that point had all been on urban worlds, so getting his first whiff of real nature was a profound, life-changing experience, causing him to vow nature hikes would be a part of his life. He might even try hunting, at least once the ecosystem was stable. For the time being, everyone was to be a vegetarian, whether they wanted to or not.

The location chosen for their colony had been seeded with food-bearing plants of all kinds, to ease the process, while weeds were seeded elsewhere. That method of seeding the colony was called Eden’s Remembrance and it would last for at least a few years, until the seeds of weeds blew in and took hold. Wild wheat was everywhere, as well as corn. The nearby trees were fruit trees. All the way to the horizon, there was fruit of every kind. His fellow colonists fanned out to try the fruits of their labors, quite literally.

Isaac pulled an apple from a tree and bit into it. It tasted better than any he’d ever tasted his whole life. He knew it was genetically engineered for flavor, but didn’t care. He tried some grapes, finding them likewise, the best he’d ever eaten.

Looking away from the beached ships at the unspoiled garden of food-bearing plants, he came to understand what the Garden of Eden might have looked like. It was beautiful and strange at the same time and he’d never forget the sight for as long as he lived.

He just hoped there weren’t any serpentine salesmen, waiting around to offer them free samples of suspiciously good-looking forbidden fruit. Isaac laughed at his little joke.

He turned back to the ships and subconsciously began eyeing them for useful parts. For the next few years, his job would consist of tearing down the colony ships to build homes and other buildings for the colony. It was part of the reason aerospace engineers were so highly sought-after as colonists: they did a better job re-purposing ship parts to build with.

He asked one of the others, “What year is it now, anyway?”

“13,020, I think.”

“Thanks.”
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Chapter 7

Lost
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Having crawled almost half the length of the ship on his belly, Zechariah followed the signs on the walls that pointed the way to the engine room, thinking he could be some help defending it from rebels. He hoped the engineers would be more level-headed than the security staff, since he knew a few of them, personally, having met during training for emergency procedures.

As he arrived under the floor of the engine room, he heard fighting. After a moment, the room was quiet, so he popped up one of the floor gratings, seeing the engineers filing out of the room at gunpoint. He raised his head further, realizing the rebels had just cleared the room and were escorting their prisoners away, leaving it unguarded!

He slipped out of the access tunnel and quietly lowered the grating back into place. The room was one of the biggest on the ship, with direct, physical access to almost every system used for operating it in space. The room spanned from the top of the ship, all the way to the bottom, with ladders and stairs running up and down, for the sake of quick access. Most floors of the room were catwalks running around the heavy equipment of the ship, including fusion reactors, engine components and all the way at the top and bottom, the FTL cores, which allowed the ship to bridge two points in space with an artificial wormhole, for faster than light travel.

The cores looked like overly huge support beams, but he knew they ran the length of the ship and had their own, isolated space in the hull. During use, the two FTL access spaces would seal, because the FTL drive produced a lot of radiation during normal operation. Strictly speaking, the FTL drive wasn’t necessary for the ship’s long journey, but since colony ships normally collected colonists from multiple worlds before setting out, the FTL cores were used at the start of the trip.

He quickly located a computer console and logged in. He had limited access, but it was enough for him to trigger an emergency lock-down of the room by convincing the computer a dangerous chemical spill had occurred!

Moments after it slammed shut, the rebels opened fire on the door! That bought him time, but the door wouldn’t last long against a dedicated barrage of laser-fire.

He poked through the computer, finding the only other useful thing he could do was contact the bridge, so he did.

His call was quickly answered, “Who is this? Engineering was just overrun by rebels!”

“Zechariah Jacobs, electrical engineer. I just triggered a hazmat lock-down, to keep them out. That’s a good thing, right?”

The man at the other end, who he recognized as the captain with a bit of extra age in his voice, laughed and answered, “Clever! I can see that on my screens now. I’m only reading you in the room and lots of laser fire outside! You must have upset them!” He laughed some more.

“What can I do to help, sir?”

The captain sighed, all levity forgotten, “The ship is lost, son. My security forces have mostly been overwhelmed and I’m locked in the bridge, alone. It’s time to scuttle the ship, but they’ve blocked my access to most systems, by physically cutting bridge control connections. About all I’ve got now is navigation sensors and a few security protocols I’ve been using to slow them down.”

Zechariah asked, “I can’t do much here. I don’t have authorization.”

The captain laughed again, “Give me a moment.”

As Zechariah watched, nervous about the gunfire coming from the other side of the door, everything on the console unlocked, giving him full access to the engineering systems of the ship!

The captain explained, “I just promoted you to chief engineer. Don’t let it go to your head! See if you can trigger the self-destruct.”

Navigating the menus of the computer, the self-destruct was grayed out and inaccessible. According to the diagnostic pop-up, the system had been physically disconnected!

“No good, sir.”

“Then try the FTL drive. They shouldn’t have been able to do anything to that, since it’s in the room with you.”

The FTL drive of the ship was only intended to be used during the initial leg of the ship’s journey from the shipyard to various worlds of the Empire to pick up colonists. In theory it could be used again, but there were no navigation beacons to ensure safety.

Zechariah poked through the computer and reported, “I’ve got full access, sir, but I’ve never done anything like this before.” He was nervous.

“I’m not worried, son! The worst case scenario is the drive explodes. That would take care of our problem quite well, but no one would ever know what happened to us. Set our target coordinates for-” the Captain rattled off a set of numbers, “-and our target velocity as-” he rattled off more numbers.

Zechariah punched them into the computer, finding operating the FTL drive simpler than expected.

Using big, red letters, the computer flashed a warning message, before a prerecorded voice spoke, “Warning: No local navigation beacon detected! Warning: No navigation beacon detected at destination! Warning: jump is unsafe, do not proceed!”

The message played on a repeating loop.

“Where are we going?” Zechariah asked.

“It’s a nearby unexplored planet. We should arrive in an unstable orbit, set to burn up in the atmosphere. Go ahead and ignore all the warnings and activate the drive.”

Zechariah hesitated, “What happens if the jump goes wrong?”

The Captain sighed, “We explode or get toasted by radiation. Son, just do it. If it helps, that’s an order.”

Feeling worried, but knowing there wasn’t much left to lose, Zechariah tapped to ignore the warnings and activated the FTL drive! Above and below, he heard the isolation bulkheads slam shut and the drive warmed up over the course of a few seconds.

It wasn’t his first FTL jump, but it was one of the most terrifying things he ever experienced. Normally, an FTL jump was from one navigation beacon to another, using a stable, near instantaneous, wormhole from point to point. Without a beacon at each end to weaken the fabric of space, the wormhole wasn’t even close to stable.

The normal experience made a man feel like he’d been drinking non-stop for three days and just woken with the worst hangover of his life, which passed within minutes.

The current jump felt like needles had been shoved into thousands of points all over his body! He threw up what little was in his stomach, then dry heaved!

Between bouts of dry-heaving, he glanced up and saw the FTL drive’s readouts were all in the red, indicating one or more of the cores had become unstable and were about to explode! The computer displayed a message reading, “Eject FTL cores?” above two big buttons, for ‘Yes’ and ‘No.’ He barely managed to re-gain his feet just long enough to slam a fist into the panel in the area of the button for ‘Yes’, before falling back to the floor!

As he struggled with another fit of dry-heaving, he heard heavy mechanisms operating above and below him, ejecting all six of the ship’s FTL cores into space! Within thirty seconds, a massive impact rocked the ship, disrupting the artificial gravity system enough to knock his head into the base of the computer console!

* * *
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He woke to the persistent screams of the captain from the intercom, “Mr. Jacobs, are you there? You don’t have much time!”

The captain cursed at him, using a number of creative imprecations he’d never heard before, followed by begging, pleading and finally ordering him to respond.

Zechariah groaned, clutched his temples in his palms and complained, “My head!”

The captain ordered, “Get up, Mr. Jacobs! You don’t have time to lay about!”

He gathered his wits and got to his feet, noting one of his hands came away from his head covered in blood! He definitely had a wound he’d have to tend to, sooner or later!

Confused and unsure what he was supposed to be doing, he asked, “Orders, sir?”

The captain bellowed, “Get to an escape pod! You’ve got a chance to live and get a message out! My security teams have drawn the rebels away from your position and I’ve locked out all the escape pods except those closest to you! The path there is blocked to everyone else!”

“What about you and the security teams, sir?” He asked, concerned for the captain’s safety.

“We’re drawing the rebels away from you!”

Still confused from his concussion, Zechariah was dumbfounded by the captain’s words. No one had ever treated him as though his life was more important than their own.

Genuinely touched, he responded, “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me! Just go!” The captain cursed one last time, before the line went dead.

Zechariah grabbed his rifle and informed the computer the ‘chemical spill’ was cleaned up. The door slid open slowly and jammed almost immediately, due to the damage inflicted by the rebels.

He squeezed out and checked one of the maps on the wall for the nearest set of escape pods, hearing a deep rumble in the background.

When he reached an observation bay along the way, he finally understood the urgency he’d heard in the captain’s voice: the ship was already in the atmosphere of a planet, the glow of entry visible through the windows! He ran the rest of the way to the escape pods as fast as he could!

The background rumbling grew louder! He both felt and heard a metallic crunch shudder through the ship!

When he reached the escape pods in a panic, he checked their status panels, finding the first two damaged! The third status panel showed an operational pod, so he slammed the button to warm it up, cracking the touch panel in the process! Climbing in, he ran past the passenger seats to the cockpit, praying it had an autopilot, because he had no flight training!

The cockpit consisted of two seats with straps, each with a large touch panel for displaying readouts and controls, as well as a physical flight yoke, throttle and foot pedals. The panel showed a large button labeled ‘Launch’ and nothing else.

He slapped the launch button and the computer chimed in a sing-song voice, “Launching in three...two...one.”

Froosh! - He was rammed backwards into his seat as the pod rocketed out of the dying ship, followed by a sideways jerk as it righted itself in the air!

The touch panel lit up with various flight controls and he was relieved to see them operating autonomously. The pod was already scanning for a place to touch down safely, while simultaneously making constant small adjustments to the angle of entry.

Thok! - Outside, a piece of debris from the colony ship struck the pod and the computer announced in an overly pleasant and relaxed tone of voice for the task, “Emergency: autopilot failure. Please assume manual control.”

Before he was able to react, the pod’s nose dipped downward quite a bit, changing his angle of descent into a suicidal nose dive that caused the hull temperature to rise far too fast!

Using several of the curse words he’d recently learned from the captain, he grabbed the control yoke! Without the slightest clue what the pod could take, he watched the hull temperature rise, worried death was imminent! He adjusted his angle of descent, but it was mostly trial and error guesswork.

Fortunately, the pod was designed to be flown by an amateur and he was relieved when the computer began audibly guiding him through the process of adjusting his descent to the correct angle. During that stress-filled maneuver, the computer prompted him several times to make course corrections, until he was cruising over the planet at high altitude, while the colony ship continued its uncontrolled descent.

Horror gripped his frame as the massive ship crashed far ahead of him into the depths of the ocean, producing a tsunami that rolled away in all directions! The ship quickly sunk beneath the waves and was gone! For it to sink so quickly, the ballast tanks must have breached on the way down or shattered on impact with the water.

The planet looked oddly similar to many of the more natural and rural planets he’d visited on vacations with family, including green trees and grass, blue sky, some snow here and there, an occasional desert and lots of ocean, because one whole side of the planet was nothing but water and scattered islands.

“Please select a landing area.” The computer prompted him and he looked at the touch screen again.

The aviation readouts shifted to one side and the computer began a presentation of areas it deemed suitable for landing, along with a brief list of resources near each. After ten locations, the presentation started over.

Keeping one hand on the yoke to keep the pod steady, he navigated the list with the other and selected a forest clearing, based mostly on the computer’s recommendation, because it had ample natural resources and useful mineral deposits near the surface, all close to a freshwater river.

With the computer guiding him in and his attention fixed on the screen in front of him, watching for warning and alert messages, he maneuvered the pod over the desired location and gradually cut power to bring it down. Finally, thinking he was inches from the ground, he cut power to the engines. His stomach nearly leaped into his mouth as his pod fell the last three feet!

Ka-chunk! - There was another gut-wrenching moment as the pod bounced and came to rest on its landing struts. He silently thanked the engineer that proofed the pod against the fool at the controls.

Finally, with a moment to relax and breathe, he unbuckled himself, located a first aid kit and bandaged his head, while looking at the reflective surface of the co-pilot screen.

He sat in the pilot’s seat again and began an inventory of available resources. The pod could fly for about an hour, but lacked the power to reach orbit. Alternatively, the same power reserves could last two weeks for the sake of temperature control in harsh weather. The pod was designed to be shelter for six. It wouldn’t have been comfortable for that many, but with only one, there was more than enough space.

He rummaged through the many storage lockers in the back.

Food for twelve weeks, longer with rationing. Water wouldn’t be a problem; there were a number of self-filling canteens that extracted water from the air. Those just needed a bit of time in the sun each day to power themselves. Each also had a system for filtering other sources of water, in the case of extremely dry air or a lack of sunlight.

Some surprising supplies were the weapons, survival guides and a printed copy of the scriptures.

The weapon that caught his eye was a long tube with a pair of handles and a trigger. It had a powerful spring inside and the front handle was cleverly designed to have a secondary use as a cranking mechanism to cock the spring. It fired retrievable and supposedly easy to make metal darts with enough force to be deadly. It was effectively a strong crossbow with a spring in place of the bow.

There were also a number of knives, axes and other tools, including a shovel and pickax.

The first volume of the survival guide was about the basics of everyday needs, complete with very instructive pictures on every page. That was followed by a guide detailing how to make simple tools, machines and weapons, including complete instructions on how to mine and smelt various ores into metals. The third volume built on the lessons of the second, with details on how to take things further, with more advanced technology, including some basic lessons on chemistry and metallurgy. The volume finished with a chapter on electronics built from scratch.

Tucked into the back cover of the last was an advertisement for volumes four through eight, which could take a resourceful individual back to the stars and beyond.

Zechariah cursed, “-government cheapskates! I could have used those books!”

He continued his catalog of supplies, finding adjustable clothing for all weather scenarios from rain to arctic cold, as well as suitable camping and backpacking supplies for the same.

At the back of one of the lockers, he found a set of modern tools that included everything he might need for electronics repair, including a decent multi-meter. He felt comforted having the familiar tools of his trade on hand.

Finishing the inventory, he climbed back into the pilot’s seat and composed a message for the emergency distress signal. He was grateful to find the pod had been silently tracking its position in the galaxy, pinpointing which planet he’d landed on. He recorded a message describing the sad events on his ship and set a program to broadcast it on an emergency FTL band once every ten minutes as a burst transmission, to keep power use minimal.

Knowing emergency FTL bands could reach the whole galaxy and were constantly monitored, he was certain someone would pick up his signal. It could be months or more, but eventually, someone would rescue him.

He checked the atmosphere. He didn’t know how to interpret the data the computer showed him, but it claimed everything was safe. The pod couldn’t give him fresh air for more than two weeks, so he decided there was no point avoiding breathing the air. If there was some nasty disease, he was a dead man, either way.

He shut off everything but the computer and transmitter.

He opened one of the crates of rations and had his first meal since waking, finding it bland, like a cracker sandwich with a suspicious meat-paste filling that tasted more like preservatives than meat. He checked the date on the rations, finding they were more than a hundred and fifty years old, but still fifty years from expired. He hated the flavor, but reasoned that would help him make them last. The cynic in him decided that was probably the whole point of the flavor. He looked at all the rations and groaned when he found they were all the same.

Zechariah cursed again, “-government cheapskates! Would it have killed you to give me a little variety?”

He removed his shipboard uniform and was finally able to pull the IV needle out of his arm, applying a fresh bandage. After checking the temperature outside by waving an arm out the door, he dressed in a rugged pair of trousers and button shirt, along with a light jacket. He kept the boots from his uniform, reasoning he’d experiment with footwear when they wore out or it got cold enough for him to want something different.

He collected a few essentials into a pack, including two canteens, a day’s rations and some small tools. He locked his laser rifle into a mount on one side of the pack and walked outside holding one of the spring-loaded dart rifles, just in case he saw an edible-looking animal. Unsure if it was even necessary, but feeling a bit paranoid, he set a combination for the door and set out to explore in the light of dawn.
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Chapter 8

Local Color
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As night fell, Jerala skipped from one stone of the river to another, seeking to cross without stepping into the icy mountain runoff. He climbed the hill just beyond the river, outside the forest he called home. He looked down the other side, to the village of stone buildings where a friend and trading partner lived. Jerala’s people sold them meat and in exchange, they got things the forest couldn’t provide, like metal tools.

He didn’t care to stay up so late, but it was his duty all week to watch the sky for trouble. As chief, he could have given the task to someone else, but as his father said, “The chief should do every job from time to time, that he may know the needs of the tribe.”

Watching the sky, he wondered about the wisdom of his father’s words. Jerala once assisted Vessa, the tribe’s midwife, so he could rise to his father’s challenge. He’d been of no use at all during the birth, just handing the woman anything she asked for while trying hard not to look, because he was horrified every time he did! After it was over, Vessa berated him for being too squeamish.

On several other occasions, he stayed home from a hunt to help make flour from wheat or prepare food for the evening. The women were happy to teach him and also happy to make jokes whenever he made a mistake.

Laundry was a task he actually did well and the women seemed to think he did an excellent job, giving him all the fine, fiddly bits to clean, saying, “You’ve an eye for detail!”

The men of the tribe laughed at him behind his back, while the women laughed right in his face, so he found the experience of doing every job terribly humbling. As the young chief stared into the sky, mulling his father’s wisdom through his mind, he wondered if humility was the whole point of it.

He’d been chief since the death of his father, just a few years before, but he didn’t have the same quiet dignity or his father’s seemingly endless assortment of skills on every subject. Perhaps, in twenty years time, he might begin to look less foolish to his tribe. He worried he’d never measure up to the wise old chief.

About three quarters of the way through the night, he saw an incredible flash of brightness for just an instant! After that, he noticed a shooting star growing brighter by the moment, the biggest he’d ever seen! The huge object streaked across the sky, almost instantly! Within seconds, a blast of wind and sound hit him so hard it literally knocked him off his feet! The trees of the forest swayed in the wind as the roar continued!
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