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      "Stand by for contact."

      Ihsan held xir breath as the lander slowly, slowly touched down on the surface of their asteroid. Theirs. A decade and a half of work and they finally had the asteroid they needed to start creating a generation ship.

      Big ones were precious anymore. Hollow one out, redistribute the rubble and rock around an inner air-bearing core. Presto, space station with protection against all the radiation and floating debris the universe could throw at you. Or, if you were more the money-making sort, mine the sucker for all the minerals, water and hydrocarbons a crazed industrialist could ask for.

      Not many people went that route anymore. Not since the environment back on Old Earth stabilized. Ihsan had read all the stories about how humanity, rich people, had destroyed the environment back on Old Earth. Rising seas, drastic changes to the weather patterns, mass extinction that ranked as the third worst the planet had ever seen.

      All that was over and the residents on Old Earth, like Ihsan's relatives who were footing the bill for xem to be here now, had cleaned up the mess. Gotten rid of the trash. Built new lives. Made it work, you know? Been a huge boom in new species over the last couple hundred years and the weather was way more stable, heading back towards something that humanity could survive without issues.

      So, of course, all the rich people who'd moved up into space stations were moving back down to Old Earth's surface. Driving up the prices, moving poor people out of the homes and cities and land they'd built with their blood, sweat and broken bones. Sucked. So hard. So Ihsan's family had joined up with a bunch of other families to gather money and resources and bots with the right programming to create a space station that wasn't a station at all.

      After all, if you put nice pulse engines on the back end of a station, especially a cylindrical one, and set it off towards the stars you ended up with a generation ship. You just had to start with a big enough asteroid that could hold enough people to make for good genetic diversity. Or enough genetic samples that you could end up with the diversity. Ihsan was pretty sure that xyr grandparents were planning on doing both. Plus genetic engineering and baby bottles and whatever else they could come up with.

      Ihsan was kind of hoping that xe could get cool scales and fangs and claws. Probably not. Harder to retro-engineer them into a grown adult than to design them into a zygote but hey, it'd be all right if xyr kids were amazingly strong and fast and dangerous. Xe could live with that. Real easily.

      "Touchdown!"

      Chizoba's shout startled Ihsan out of xyr thoughts. Her dreads drifted around her head despite the band she'd wrapped around them to keep them contained. Must've pulled them loose during the descent. Chizoba did that a lot when she was nervous. She grinned and slapped a palm against Ade's upheld hand, both of them looking so excited that Ihsan bit xyr lip. No warning lights. No issues that xe could see. It looked good.

      "We got our asteroid?" Ihsan asked.

      "We do," Chizoba said, grinning over her shoulder at him. Her skin was so dark that it was the shine of the lights of the control panel that he saw, not her skin against the darkness of the view screen.

      "The bots have already deployed," Ade agreed. "We have touchdown and deployment with no issues at all. In six months, when we get there, there should be a good cave inside the asteroid. We can start gathering icy bodies for water and air."

      And once that was started the bots would start generating crushed rock for dirt while the Wesley and Boon families brought in all the microfauna, seeds and stuff needed to make it a livable space.

      Their Cradle, the future of their families, was born.
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      "Ahoy the Cradle," Nhung said, watching their asteroid spinning in space as the ship approached. "Wesley and Boon reporting for duty."

      "Welcome aboard," Ihsan Cheshire said. "The airlock is at the out-system end of the asteroid. Please make sure to have spacesuits. The connections between ships and the 'lock are a bit leaky yet. We're working on fixing that."

      "No problem," Nhung said. He grinned as Glaucia, his teammate and brand-new fiancé floated down into her seat and strapped in. "We've got that covered."

      "Glaucia here. Have you reprogramed the bots to work on it?" Glaucia asked. Her voice was deep, rich and powerful in ways that always made Nhung's knees go weak, unlike his voice that was still high and sweet as a child's.
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