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  The Wormhole



   


  Earth was a ghost that haunted me. She was the single greatest thing that set us space-born apart from the older generation, the five hundred members of the original mission team. Though Heinlein Station was the only home I had ever known, I soon learned that Earth, a world I had never seen except in pictures and videos, was where I was truly from.


  My parents used to set the decorative screens in their bedroom to cycle through pictures of Earth. While they were busy working in the lab, I would often sneak inside and stare at those images for hours. The landscapes and skyscapes they depicted were always so strange and alien. The unbroken blue expanse called ‘sky’ overhead, instead of the grayish space rock of our asteroid. That line between floor and sky known as the ‘horizon.’ Solid ground underfoot, instead of the milky starfield shining up through transparent floors. Trees, plants, and shrubbery growing freely without the aid of hydroponics. Hundreds of human beings walking down wide open-air corridors called ‘roads’—more people than I’d ever known in my young life.


  When I was a child, I used to ask my mother to bring out her photo album—the one with actual, physical pictures from the old world. I would sit on her lap and stare wide-eyed as she explained them to me. That was my uncle, that was my grandmother, those were my cousins: faces from an unreachable world nearly half a light-year away and getting further every moment.


  One day, when I was about five years old, I glanced up from the album and saw tears in her eyes. That was the first time I had ever seen my mother cry. It made me feel frightened and vulnerable, even in her arms. 


  I never asked her to show me the pictures of Earth again.


  Perhaps you’ve found, as I have, that the things that frighten you incite more fascination than the things you love. I trace the beginning of my career as a planetologist to that childhood incident. Years later, when I began my graduate-level education, there was never a question in my mind what I would study. I had already chosen.


  To me, planetology was never about physics, geology, or chemistry. Those were only the details. It wasn’t even about making a lasting contribution to the science—at least, not when I started. I studied alien worlds simply to turn the lights on—to dispel the ever-present ghost of Earth that had haunted me since my childhood.


  Did it work? Not really. But as I grew, my fascination with Earth grew with me.


  Fourteen might seem like a young age to enter one’s chosen field, but you must realize that half the people on Heinlein Station were highly trained physicists and engineers. With so many scientists on board, there was no shortage of teachers for those of us who grew up on the station. My parents personally tutored me, and they were two of the most brilliant physicists Earth had ever produced. They were, in fact, the station’s chief scientists.


  The Mission was the closest thing to religion that I ever got growing up. If religious devotion is measured by sacrifices incurred on the basis of unproven belief, I suppose that everyone on the station qualified for sainthood. We had set out from Earth to create mankind’s first wormhole, or prove that it could not be done. For this, my parents had given up everything: family, friends, their homes. Everything. The only safe place for such an experiment was two light-years from Earth, and so we spent my entire childhood and youth in transit, not knowing whether the Mission would succeed or fail. 


  My study of planetology won me a great deal of admiration from the old timers, much to my surprise. Grown-ups who had chastised me only a few years ago for playing hide-and-go-seek in the labs now treated me like someone important. They treated me as if I had run some sort of gauntlet or passed a test of tremendous faith. I was one of them, united in the hope of a successful Mission outcome—or, stranger still, a role model: someone with the faith they struggled so much to keep.


  They could not have been more wrong. I didn’t want to explore new planets or set foot on an alien world. The closest I ever came to those frightening places was through the eyepiece of a telescope, and that was the way I wanted it. My studies were purely academic.


  When I turned seventeen, we arrived at ground zero. The station became a flurry of nervous energy as we maneuvered into position and set up the hundred trillion kilowatt NOVA generators and focusing mirrors for the graviton beams. With everything spread out across hundreds of cubic kilometers of space, it took us nearly two months before we were ready.


  On June 24th, 2143 C.E., twenty two years after embarking from Earth, the day of the experiment finally arrived. That day forever changed the course of my life.


  At the moment of truth, I lay sprawled out on the transparent floor in my room, watching the stars turn beneath me. Large crowds had gathered in other places across the station to watch, but I preferred to be by myself. My father’s voice came over the station-wide radio, giving his moment-by-moment report. Though I was alone, the excitement was so thick I could almost taste it.


  I hear that it’s common for people on Earth to dream about falling from a great height. I’d never had that dream—the concept of vertigo simply didn’t compute with my experience. I think I got a taste of it, though, as I watched the wormhole take shape.


  The starfield began to spread away from a single dark point, the way a film of oil on water separates when it touches a drop of soap. The hole grew surprisingly fast, forming a circle of warped, diffused starlight around its edge. I gasped in fright; the center was pure black, the color of an abyss. As it grew larger, I felt as if it were sucking me in. 


  Soon, however, the wormhole stabilized. As the station rotated, I discovered that it had warped the starfield beyond all recognition. I tried to find the constellations I’d known so well, but could only pick out one or two. It felt bittersweet knowing I’d never see any of them again.


  The scientists took off an entire week to celebrate, something I’d never seen before. A spirit of happy, universal friendship swept over the station. People let down their guards, took off their masks, and momentarily forgot any hard feelings. It was a glorious time—the end of history.


  Eventually, though, the celebration lost steam, the hangovers came and went, and we woke up to face the inevitable future. Our robotic probes explored the wormhole and made some basic observations of the other side.


  Their findings were frightening enough to sober us all.


  Graviton theory told us how to create an artificial wormhole, but it gave us no way to predict where it would open up. We could expect one of three possible outcomes: first, that the wormhole opened to a different location in our present universe; second, that it opened to a different location and different time in our present universe; or third, that it opened to an entirely different universe than our own. In every meaningful way, however, we were shooting blind. 


  The first observations from the other side showed a universe very much like our own, with stars, galaxies, and nebulae. Just twenty light-years away, orbiting a yellow-white main sequence dwarf, the probes discovered a handful of exoplanets. One of them, a terrestrial world, orbited within the star’s habitable zone. An initial spectroscopic survey revealed that the atmosphere of the planet was rich in oxygen and nitrogen—just like Earth.


  That was when we detected the anomaly.


  The last probe to return picked up an unnatural high frequency radiation burst, originating from the system with the planet. It lasted only half an hour before dissipating, but was powerful enough for the probe to detect from halfway through the wormhole. No naturally occurring object emitted that kind of signal. The only possible analog was the radio emissions from a standard NOVA engine—but even then, the signal was more than a hundred times more powerful than anything our technology could produce.


  In other words, something strange was out there—something we couldn’t explain. The only way to find out more was to send out a mission to explore the alien star.


  As the only qualified planetologist young enough to survive cryofreeze, I was an obvious pick for the mission from the very start. Though I never wanted to go, I couldn’t refuse; if I had, I would never have been able to look my parents in the eye again. This, they believed, was our moment in history—our moment to make a truly historic contribution to science and humanity. Why wouldn’t I jump at such an opportunity?


  I didn’t become a planetologist to set foot on alien worlds. That was the last thing I had ever wanted. After we opened the wormhole, however, what I wanted no longer mattered.


  Or so I thought.




  The Mission



   


  “Do you have any questions?” Thomas Weingaard asked me from behind his antique mahogany desk. He folded his wrinkled hands neatly in front of him and smiled at me the way he did when I was young. The gestured did little to calm my growing anxiety.


  “Yes,” I answered. “Just one.” 


  “Shoot.”


  I’d already read the mission briefing at least a dozen times: procedures, parameters, contingencies, even the footnotes. My question wasn’t about anything I’d read, though—it was about the one thing I couldn’t find mentioned anywhere.


  “This planetary system, EB-175—some of the astronomers are speculating about intelligent life out there, much more technologically advanced than us. Do you think there’s any truth to those rumors?”


  “Good question,” said Tom. He leaned back in his seat and stretched out his arms. “All we know about the anomaly is that it isn’t similar to anything natural we’ve observed before. Any speculation about the signal’s origins at this point is premature; we don’t have enough data right now to come to any conclusion.”


  “Come on, Tom,” I said. “This isn’t academic—in a few hours, I’ll be going there. What’s your opinion?”


  “My opinion?” He leaned forward again, placing his hands on the desk. “My professional opinion, of course, is that it’s too soon to tell.”


  “Of course—but what do you really think? Off the record.”


  He glanced in either direction, then looked me in the eye. The smile on his face was gone.


  “Off the record, I’m almost certain that the anomaly was artificial. There’s no other logical way to explain it. I can’t tell you who or what caused it, or whether or not you’ll find intelligent life on that planet, or how advanced their technology is, but I think the chances are very high that your mission will include a first contact event.”


  My already fluttery stomach dropped through the floor at his words. I forced myself to nod, blood draining from my face.


  “I’m glad you asked though,” said Tom. “The committee didn’t want me to bring it up.”


  “Why not?” The bright light from the halogen bulb in the ceiling shone uncomfortably bright in my face.


  “The vote was split,” said Tom, “but there were enough contrary opinions that we chose not to include this information in your briefing. The other committee members are worried that you’re too young to handle the added stress. They’re afraid that giving you too much information will negatively impact your performance.”


  “Why?”


  “To be blunt, because you and Terra are barely adults.”


  I nodded, speechless.


  “What they don’t realize,” Tom continued, “is that you are both far more competent than anyone your age back on Earth. You’ve grown up with the best education that this community can offer, and are two of the most capable, proficient scientists among your peers. I have every confidence in you both.”


  I wanted to believe him—I desperately wanted to believe him—but something about his words sounded too rehearsed. 


  “So what does this mean for the mission?” I asked. If we made first contact with an advanced alien race, it would be the most important, world-changing moment in human history. To put it lightly, I didn’t want to screw it up.


  “That’s the point,” said Tom, letting out a troubled sigh. “We don’t know. You’ll just have to adjust your mission objectives and improvise based on what you learn when you get there. Do you feel you can do that?”


  “Yes,” I lied.


  “Good.” He leaned forward and pointed at my chest, looking at me with unyielding eyes. “I can tell you one thing, however. You must not, under any circumstances, jeopardize the safety of your ship. Whatever happens out there, it is absolutely critical that you return with your data and reports. If that data doesn’t make it back, we’ll be as blind as if we’d never sent you. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.” I couldn’t help but notice, though, that Tom was more concerned about our data than about us.


  “Good.” 


  He stood up and walked to the front of his desk. I rose from my chair and shook his hand. 


  “Good luck, my boy. We’ve got a lot riding on you two, but I’m sure you’ll do a fine job.”


  “I certainly hope so.”


  He clapped his hand on my shoulder as we walked to the door. Before I could step out his office, though, he gently stopped me. 


  “There is one more thing,” he said. “Off the record, of course.”


  “Okay,” I said, giving him a puzzled look.


  “Your partner, Terra Beck, is a fine scientist. One of the most dedicated astronomers on this station.”


  I nodded. Terra and I had grown up together, but she’d always kept to herself and her work. I knew her, but not very well.


  “Still,” Tom continued, “there’s something you should know about her—not something to worry about, just something to be aware of. Your personality types are compatible, and of course she’s emotionally stable, but some of her psychology tests showed a high tendency towards schizoid and paranoid personality disorders—”


  “What?”


  “Don’t worry; it’s nothing to be concerned about. There is a chance, however, that some mild symptoms might arise, if—”


  “Tom, what are you saying? Is she crazy?”


  “No,” he said quickly, “she’s stable—perfectly stable. We have the highest degree of confidence in her capabilities.”


  I didn’t feel that Tom was telling me the whole truth. I could see it in his eyes.


  “Why did you wait until now to tell me this?”


  “The committee was in some disagreement about how much to share with you. We all agree, however, that both of you are fully capable of working together.”


  “But—Tom, if there’s any question at all about our abilities, why are you sending us out right now? Why can’t we wait until we hear back from Earth?”


  Tom glanced down his watch, then back at me. He let out a long breath and looked me square in the eyes.


  “Because we may not get another chance to send a purely scientific mission.”


  I frowned. “What do you mean?”


  “The people on Earth aren’t like the people on Heinlein Station, Michael. Here, we’re all scientists; the prospect of discovering intelligent life excites us. On Earth, however, the discovery would cause widespread panic—and where there’s panic, there are people in high places who know how to leverage it.”


  “What?” Now I was just confused.


  “You’ve lived a sheltered life. The people in power back on Earth don’t have humanity’s long-term interests in mind—only their own. They will undoubtedly see this Earth-like planet as a resource to exploit—a potential gold mine. They’ll cultivate widespread fear and hysteria to justify sending a full scale military expedition there. In the name of ‘security,’ they’ll push us scientists onto the sidelines and make an interstellar land grab.”


  “Are you sure? I don’t—”


  “Think about it, Michael. Look at it from a military perspective. If there is life on the other side of that wormhole, and if that life is more technologically advanced than us, what are we going to do if it’s hostile? We can’t close the wormhole—we don’t have the capacity to unmake it. Suppose they break through and come to Earth. Where would we run? Earth is our homeworld—our only world. In the worst case scenario, humanity itself could be annihilated.”


  I blinked and stared at him. “Do you really believe that something like that is likely?”


  Tom shrugged. “Who knows? What matters is that the people on Earth will believe it. And if there is advanced life on that planet, by following that logic we risk turning it into a self-fulfilling prophecy. If the military gets to EB-175 before a peaceful, scientific mission, some trigger-happy goon would probably screw up and start a war.” He grinned. “That’s why we need to outmaneuver them.”


  “Outmaneuver them? How?”


  “With you and Terra already out on your survey mission to EB-175c, we can pressure the politicians to wait until you return with your findings.”


  “But Tom,” I said, “EB-175c is more than twenty light-years away. You won’t be getting our mission data for at least another eighty years.”


  “Even so, that’s less of a problem than you might think. Panics are always erratic and short-lived. We can assuage public fears by showing that we’re already dealing with the problem. At the very least, we can buy some time to build political capital for our cause. It may be enough to swing public opinion to our side and beat out the military.”


  I opened my mouth, but I didn’t know what to say. While I stood there speechless, Tom pressed a key on the wall and his office door slid open.


  “But don’t worry about that. Your mission is purely scientific; we’ll take care of the political end.”


  He reached out his hand again and I mindlessly shook it. My legs felt weak, my cheeks pale.


  “For humanity, Michael. For science, progress, and the future of all mankind.”


  “Thank you, Tom,” I said, not sure what else to say. I turned and stepped out of the room.


  “Good luck, my boy!”


   


   


  Saying goodbye was a new experience for me. When you live on an asteroid in the middle of deep space, you don’t get a lot of practice with that kind of stuff. My family was one of the most well connected on the station, and so I had to say almost a hundred before I left. Even so, only one was truly awkward.


  Just a couple hours before I was scheduled to leave, the door chime rang. I was lying on the couch in my parents’ room, mentally reviewing Tom’s briefing and picking apart every word. I bolted upright at the sound, wondering who would come to visit only hours before launch.


  The moment the door opened, my stomach dropped through the floor.


  “Oh. Hi, Stella.”


  “Hi, Mike!”


  “Come in,” I said, leading her into the family room. I motioned to the couch, but the bookshelves ringing the room had already caught her eye, and she was too fascinated by them to have a seat.


  “Wow,” she said, “I never knew that your parents had such a huge collection of books!”


  “Uh, yeah.” 


  She glanced around the room a little longer, then turned to me and laughed, filling the silence. I wondered why I hadn’t invited her in here before. I also wondered at the fact that we were sitting here, alone, together.


  “So you’re leaving soon?” she asked. I got the feeling that she was filling empty space with words—something I wished I could do better. Especially now.


  “Yeah,” I said, grabbing onto the topic like a lifeline. “The shuttle leaves in four hours.”


  “Am I interrupting anything?”


  “No, no.”


  She gave me the most stunningly beautiful smile. “I’m sure you’ve been really busy these past few days.”


  “Yeah.” 


  My cheeks became warm—I should have said goodbye to her personally, long before this moment. Now it probably looked like I was trying to avoid her. What would she think of that? I felt like an idiot.


  “I’m sorry,” I managed. “I should have come earlier, but—”


  “No, don’t worry about it. I understand.” 


  Her voice, unlike mine, was perfectly natural. She obviously wasn’t as worried or anxious about it as I was. 


  The realization made my heart sink.


  “I wish you could stay,” she said after a brief pause. Her eyes were a deep hazel, outlined by jet black eyelashes. They were, without a doubt, the most gorgeous pair of eyes on the station. I didn’t know whether I wanted to stare into them forever or quickly turn away.


  “Oh?” I said. “Why is that?”


  “Things are changing,” she said, eyes lighting up. “We’re going to transform this place, Michael. My father’s already drawing up the designs for a whole new division on the undeveloped side of the asteroid. It’s going to be at least twice as big as everything we’ve built so far. Everything.”


  “That’s great,” I said, not sure what else to say.


  “I know! This station is going to be such a wonderful place to raise a family. In twenty years, there’ll be room for nearly five thousand people. With gardens—actual gardens!”


  Her voice was infused with passion, so bright it was almost contagious. Almost.


  “That’s great.


  She paused. “My father is building a special apartment for me and John.”


  Ah, yes. John, her fiancé. Barely half a year older than me, and twice the man. She stopped and stared at me, the smile on her face a little sad now. 


  “I wish you could stay a little while longer.”


  I looked at her and wished I’d had the guts to ask her out two years ago. That was when I’d started to notice that she wasn’t a little girl anymore. I should have done it—it wasn’t as if we weren’t friends. We’d talked with each other before, sometimes even at great length. By the time I’d worked up the courage, however, she was already engaged.


  “I do, too,” I said—and at least a part of me was being honest.


  She paused. I stood awkwardly, not sure what to say or do. My nerves were tight enough already.


  “Well,” she said, glancing at the door, “I’m sure you have a lot of work to do. I’d better be going.”


  “Okay,” I said automatically. “Thanks for coming.”


  She drew in a breath and stared as if she expected something more. I opened my mouth, but found that I had nothing more to say. Without a word, she stepped up close and wrapped her arms around me in a tight embrace. Even though the gesture was probably platonic, it cut me to the core and stripped away all of my defenses. I hugged her weakly back.


  “I’m going to miss you,” I said. 


  “Me, too,” she whispered. “Goodbye.” 


  Without another word, she turned and left.


  I shut the door and leaned against the wall, my mind in a daze. Part of me wanted to break down what had just happened, analyzing it from every possible angle, playing it over and over in my head like I had when I was younger. I resisted the temptation, though. The days of those games were long over, and I’d never been much good at them anyway.


   


   


  “You’ve made us both so proud, Michael,” said the holographic image of my mother, projected into the center of my room. “Whatever happens out there, we know you’ll do your best.” 


  Tears streamed down her shimmering face, making my own eyes burn. 


  “I wish I could be with you right up until you board the Icarus,” she said, “but duty calls. We won’t get back from our current mission for another three weeks, and of course you’ll be gone by then. When you return, eighty years will have passed. We almost certainly won’t be alive…”


  She didn’t say anything for several seconds. That was the breaking point for me. I choked up and quietly began to cry. 


  I wasn’t angry that neither of my parents could be there to see me off. It was understandable, considering the importance of their work. Still, a part of me wished that they could.  


  As I stared at the holographic image of my mother, I did my best to burn it into my memory. If this was the last I’d see of her, I wanted to hold onto it.


  “Eighty years is a long time,” she continued, “but we have no doubts that you’ll make us proud. Your mission is extremely important, for all of us. Don’t forget that, Michael. Do it for us. Give it your very, very best, and remember that we love you.”


  The image winked out. I sat still on my bed for a long time, my mind a swirling soup of anxiety-ridden thoughts. In little more than an hour, I would leave the station behind, not to return for almost a century. It felt as if I were leaving forever. 


  Without thinking, I switched on the holovid message from my father.


  His neatly bearded face shimmered into view, staring down at what was probably the holographic recording device. He looked up from the unseen control panel, evidently satisfied that it was working, and stared straight into my eyes.


  “Michael, my son. This will probably be the last you’ll hear from me before your mission begins. I know exactly how you must feel right now—your mother and I felt much the same when we left Earth. Well, don’t let it get to you too much. It will pass soon enough.”


  He paused. Unlike the other message, I didn’t see any tears on his face.


  “I’ve spent a lot of time wondering what I should say,” he continued. “Not every father has the opportunity to consciously compose his final parting message to his son—but then again, not every family is involved in such matters of importance.”


  His eyes lit up with excitement—an excitement I had seen before. Many times.


  “Honestly, Michael, I envy you. If I could take your place right now, I would do it in an instant. Of course, due to the limitations of cryonics, that’s quite impossible for a man of my age. Your mother and I always knew that we wouldn’t be the ones to explore the other side of the wormhole—that is why we did our best, from the beginning, to raise you the way we did. When I look at you now, I don’t think we failed.”


  My father’s voice entranced me as much as his message. His face radiated with fervor and passion.


  “We live in a pivotal age,” he continued. “Depending on how we respond to the crisis of our time, mankind will either rise to its destiny among the stars or drive itself into extinction. 


  “Have no doubt about it, Michael—Earth is dying. The icecaps are melting, the ocean is rising, mankind is driving the most catastrophic mass extinction in geologic history, and almost all of our non-renewable resources have been spent. The planet can’t support the billions of men and women who call it home—not at the rate our population is growing. If we are to survive as a species, we need to leave the womb of our Mother Earth and seek our destiny among the stars.


  “That’s why your mother and I set out to create the first artificial wormhole. We wanted to bridge the gulf between worlds, to open a doorway to the stars. They told us we were crazy, they told us it was impossible, they accused us of starry-eyed idealism and of wrestling against the laws of physics—but we won, Michael. We won. We punched a hole through the impossible distances of space, a hole to some far corner of the universe—or even a different universe, perhaps. We don’t know yet. But the important part, Michael, is that we’ve found a world out there—a world just like Earth. A new Earth, Michael—the new Earth.”


  His body trembled with excitement, and his eyes burned with an intensity even I had never seen before. As I stared at him, I forgot that I was looking at a holographic image—it felt as if he were in the room with me.


  “Your mission, Michael, is the pivot on which the future of humanity depends. Plato and Aristotle didn’t shape the course of history any more than you will. If you succeed, humanity will survive and expand to other worlds. Who knows what we will find out there? What you will find?”


  His smile faded and turned to a frown, and he leaned forward and pointed his finger up in the air. My stomach fell out from under me, and I felt as if I were about to be reprimanded.


  “You must succeed, Michael—you must. No mission in all of history has ever been more important than yours. All mankind is behind you now, watching. Dying, even. You must explore the new world, the new star system, make contact with whatever you find—all to prepare the way for those who must come after. 


  “Remember, Michael: history is watching you. History will not forget you. Do your best—your absolute best—and make us proud. We love you, son. Don’t fail us.”


  The image flickered and disappeared. I stared wide eyed at the opposite wall, the ghost of my father’s face still shining in my eyes. My thoughts were too many to sort through at once, and I lay back on the bed, dazed from my father’s message.


  I felt a weight on my shoulders greater than any I had yet felt. History is watching you. History will not forget you. I tried to calm myself, but the weight of my father’s expectations did not leave me any room to relax. 


  I doubted they ever would.


  As the image of my father faded from my mind, I shut off the lights in the room and set the floor to full transparency. The image of the woodwork disappeared, revealing the spinning starfield. Millions of tiny points of light passed underneath me as the station rotated around its central axis. 


  My parents were never comfortable with the floor windows, and kept them off whenever they were home. Coming from Earth, they were used to ground under their feet and sky over their heads. For me, it was the opposite. Whenever the tunnels in the station felt dark and cramped, the pressures on my mind too much for me to bear, I always went to my room and turned on the floor transparency. It helped me to relax.


  My mind drifted as I thought about my parents. I gradually turned up the lights in the room until they were just bright enough to read by. With the starry band of the Milky Way under my feet, I browsed the bookshelf in the wall until I came to my parents’ old photo album. 


  My finger paused on the leathery binding as I touched the book for the first time since I was a little child. I was almost afraid to take it out, but something urged me on, telling me that this was what I was looking for. I drew in a deep breath and pulled the album off the shelf, sprawling across the transparent floor to browse through it. 


  I stared at the images from Earth with the same fascination that had filled me as a child. Blue sky overhead, veiling the stars. People of surprisingly different sizes, shapes, and skin colors. This was my parents’ world, not mine. What was it like to live with a great blue expanse over your head most of your life? What was it like to live so close to a star that its light almost totally obscured the rest of the starfield? I didn’t know—I could only imagine.


  Acting purely on impulse, I decided I would take one of the pictures with me. I don’t know why—I could have uploaded all of them to my wrist console and viewed them at any time—but I wanted something concrete and tangible that I could hold in my hands. Something physical from my parents’ lives. 


  I settled on a picture of my mother and father in college, sitting on a grass-covered open-air surface holding hands. I don’t know why I chose that one—maybe it was because of how happy they seemed, sitting on that surface of naturally grown grass. I just know that I took it out and pocketed it. I hoped they would understand.


  The stars disappeared, and the room dimmed to blackness. I stared down into the hole in the starfield. It opened up like the mouth of an abyss, as bottomless as the sky in the photos from Earth. As I stared into it, I could almost feel it sucking me into its depths. The feeling made me shiver.


  In less than an hour, I would dive into it.




  Terra



   


  As I climbed down into the station airlock, the doors sealed shut behind me. The chamber depressurized and my ears popped, making my hands twitch. I hardly noticed that, however; I was trying too hard not to think about how this was the last I’d see of my home for nearly eighty objective years.


  The hatch to the shuttle opened through the floor, giving me a bird’s eye view of the cabin. It was quite cozy, with four seats and compartments embedded in all the walls. Behind the back row of seats, I saw what looked like oxygen tanks. 


  Terra sat on the left, behind the copilot. She glanced up at me as I lowered myself to the empty seat beside her.


  “Hi,” I said, strapping myself in.


  “Hello.”


  From the tone of her voice, she sounded utterly indifferent to see me. I turned my head and smiled, but she was already staring out the tiny, circular window at the stars slowly spinning outside. 


  Neither desires nor enjoys close relationships. That’s what the diagnostics entry on schizoid personality disorder had said. I had read and reread everything on both disorders several times since my conversation with Tom, and had practically memorized their symptoms.


  Come on, I told myself, you’re just blowing things out of proportion. But the way she stared listlessly out the window, I wasn’t so sure.


  Terra was about half a head shorter than me, with a thin body and short brown hair. She never put it up or combed it much, though I’m sure she kept it clean; she just had other priorities besides her appearance. She’d always been something of a loner. I wasn’t the most outgoing person myself, but at least I’d gone out of my way every now and then to make friends. I don’t think Terra ever had.


  The pilot and copilot were the only other people besides us in the shuttle. I’d seen both men on the station before, but I could barely remember their names. My parents had never associated much with the station crew, and I didn’t know any of them very well. I want to say the pilot’s name was Bruce, but I’m not so sure. In any case, they ignored us as they made preparations to undock.


  I turned back to Terra.


  “What’s on your mind?” I asked. I couldn’t think of anything else to say to break the silence.


  She turned and gave me a puzzled expression. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean, uh, what are you thinking about?” Her defensive tone had caught me off guard. “The mission, leaving the station?”


  “Oh.” She turned her head and stared back out the window on her side. “None of that.”


  “Did you say many goodbyes?”


  “No.”


  “Really?”


  She shrugged and didn’t answer.


  Shows emotional coldness, detachment, or flattened affectivity. 


  Once, when we were both young children, one of our teachers had had a heart attack in the middle of class. His name was Evan Andreson—I remember him very well. He was an important scientist and a longtime friend of my family, only about ten years older and fifty pounds heavier than my father. I can still picture the beads of sweat on his forehead as his cheeks turned red and he clutched his chest. The muscles in his hand went tight as he grabbed at the fabric of his shirt, and with a low moan, he fell off his chair and passed out. The girl to my left—I think it might have been Stella, but I can’t remember—screamed, and the boy to my right leaped to his feet and ran to Evan’s side. 


  In a few moments, all of us were out of our seats, standing around our teacher or running out the door for help—all of us, that is, except Terra. She stayed sitting at her desk the whole time, her face utterly expressionless.


  At the funeral a few days later, almost the entire station gathered to mourn Evan Andreson’s passing. He had been one of the charter members of the Mission, and everyone knew him well. There was hardly a dry eye in the room, and my parents probably shed more tears than anyone else.


  Terra was there, sitting with her mother. Her parents had already divorced by this time, and her father was probably on the other side of the room, if indeed he was at the funeral at all. Terra’s mother sniffled and cried with everyone else, but Terra’s face was blank and expressionless. The way she glanced around the observation deck, it almost seemed she was bored.


  That incident had made me angry with her—angry, and more than a little creeped out. For the next few years, I’d carefully avoided her. 


  “Detaching from the station in five seconds,” the pilot said. “Hang on.”


  A few moments later, we undocked from the station and slowly drifted away. My stomach did some discomforting acrobatics in the weightlessness that ensued. Terra’s short hair waved lazily in the air, as if she were underwater. Technically, anyone with hair longer than two or three inches was supposed to wear a net in zero-gravity areas, but she often disregarded rules like that.


  The maneuvering jets made little puffing noises, and the starfield spun as the ship turned toward the wormhole. Out the forward window, the stars grew increasingly brighter. Terra drew in a breath, and I felt her grow tense as the wall of light gave way to the black, starless void.


  We made a solid fifteen minute engine burn, making me feel as if I were lying on my back. I wished I could look behind as the station disappeared from view, but the shuttle didn’t have any rear windows—only the cold metal walls of the hull. 


  Instead, I stared straight ahead. The view of the wormhole gave me the sensation that we were falling into the mouth of a giant drain, large enough to swallow the universe. My heart started beating harder and I gripped my chair a little more firmly.


  “How much longer before we reach the other side?” Terra asked the pilot. She alternated between glancing out the cockpit window and the small porthole to her left.


  “About half an hour,” he said, not looking up from his controls.


  “What will it look like when we pass through?”


  “Spectacular,” said the copilot, turning in his chair to face us. “First, you’ll see a point of light. Then, before you know it, that point explodes into a whole new starfield. It’s the opposite of going into the hole—as we come out, it expands until the wormhole is just a dark spot behind us.”


  “But before then?”


  “Blackness. A tiny point of light behind us, but not much else.”


  Terra nodded, her face unreadable. The engine burn ended and we returned to zero gravity. For a terrifying second, I had the disorienting feeling that gravity had reversed and I was falling up. I kept my calm, though—but Terra gave a short gasp. I glanced at her, but she ignored me, eyes glued once again to the side window.


  The pilot and copilot conferred with each other as the wormhole grew larger. The starfield began to spin around the center of the hole, and the bright rim of condensed starlight grew increasingly brilliant around the edge of the mouth. The sky out my side window was warped beyond recognition. I felt as if we were swimming in a pool full of stars.


  We passed this way for several minutes. The silence in the shuttle began to feel uneasy again. I turned to Terra.


  “Are you worried?” I asked.


  She turned abruptly, as if she had forgotten I was sitting next to her. 


  “What do you mean?” 


  “I mean, you look a little uneasy—”


  “Don’t talk about it,” she said quickly. “I don’t want to hear it.” 


  She turned back to the window. I bit my lip and wished I hadn’t opened my mouth.


  We flew on. The mouth of the wormhole filled the forward view now—a sky of nothing but black. The bright ring of light passed quickly by my window, leaving us drifting in a starless abyss. It was an eerie sight for someone who had grown up with the starfield constantly under his feet.


  I glanced at Terra and saw that she had folded her arms tightly across her chest.


  “We’re about to pass through,” said the copilot. “Watch!”


  We both peered ahead. I saw only blackness—not even space, only black nothingness. Then, a single point of brilliant light expanded like the sparks from a hundred exploding fireworks. I gasped—it was as if we had witnessed the birth of an entire universe from the midst of nothing.


  “Wow,” I said, glancing over at Terra. “Isn’t that beautiful?”


  She shrugged. “I suppose. We still have to get away from the wormhole before we can study it, though.”


  Takes pleasure in few, if any activities. 


  Her words made me cringe, and I drew in a sharp breath as I turned back to the window. I didn’t want to think about the fact that we would soon be alone together, on a ship heading for a planet twenty light-years from the nearest human being.


  Twenty light-years from help if she snapped.


   


   


  The station on the other side of the wormhole was an ad hoc outpost, barely more than a hodgepodge of rotating pods strung up along a central docking shaft. That didn’t matter to us, though. What mattered was the ship docked to the station’s end.


  The Icarus was the largest spaceship I’d seen in my life. It was long and narrow, its shape reminiscent of the early space shuttles I’d seen in old photographs from Earth, except with shorter wings and larger engines. Much larger. They took up almost three quarters of the ship’s length, dwarfing the tiny living quarters. Strange to think that something so big had been built for only two people—but then again, without the powerful engines, the Icarus wouldn’t have been able to take us to EB-175 in merely forty years. Instead, the journey would have taken centuries.


  We no sooner passed through the airlock than Terra took charge and sent us flying through the ship inspection.


  “Have you checked all the indicators on the NOVA reactor yet?” she called out impatiently from the engines, barely ten minutes later.


  “I’m getting there,” I called out. Unlike her, I was in no rush. This was the Icarus’s first voyage, and I wanted to be absolutely sure that everything was in perfect order. Of course, I didn’t tell her that.


  Even though it seemed like a huge ship from the outside, the inside was quite cozy, and Terra and I constantly bumped into each other as we ran through our checks. All of the rooms lay along a central corridor that was only a little wider than my shoulders. The main bridge was in the front, followed by the computer mainframe, a steep stairway leading up to the main observatory, followed by the cramped living quarters, storage, cryo chambers, life support systems, NOVA power plant, and NOVA engines at the rear. The engines and power plant alone took up four fifths of the ship’s length, with only a very narrow walkway running down the middle between them. 


  Thankfully, the Icarus had her own artificial gravity generators. They were a new and somewhat untested technology, but they cut down significantly on mass since we didn’t have to constantly rotate the living quarters. They also made the ship feel much more comfortable.


  In all other respects, however, the Icarus felt completely unlike home. The spotless, narrow rooms and corridors were nothing like the wide, well worn halls of Heinlein Station. The floor was solid and opaque under my feet—no floor transparencies, no view of the starfield. Only the bridge and the observatory had windows to the outside.


   “We’ll orbit past the launch point in thirty four minutes,” Terra called out as she tested the life support systems. “If we split up and work quickly, we can finish the checks and be ready to launch before then.”


  “Yes,” I said, “but in only two hours, we’ll pass the launch point again. I think we should use that time to double-check everything.”


  “What? What do you mean, ’double-check?’” She appeared in the doorway to the cryo room and glared at me, hands on her hips. “This ship was thoroughly checked out yesterday, before we arrived—twice. Everything passed inspection perfectly. We don’t need to double-check things now, and you know it.”


  Excessive sensitiveness to setbacks and rebuffs. 


  “Better to be safe,” I answered. On this issue, I wasn’t willing to budge. She stared me down for a few seconds more before reluctantly conceding.


  “Fine,” she said. “I’m finished with my checks. I suppose you want me to check yours?”


  “Yes. Please.”


  “Alright. Are you finished with the cryo chambers yet?”


  “Not yet. Give me another ten minutes.”


  She groaned. “Have you checked the NOVA reactors?”


  “No,” I said. “You can check them over if you want.”


  “Good.” 


  I didn’t like the way Terra was rushing me—it made me nervous that we’d miss something critical and have an accident. Better to ignore that for now, though. I didn’t want to set her off before the mission had even begun.


   


   


  After we’d double- and triple-checked the Icarus’s systems, all we had left to do was wait for the station to orbit into launch position, putting the wormhole behind us. With our checks finished, we made our way to the bridge and sat down on the two chairs provided for us. Terra folded her legs against her chest and stared off at the starfield.


  “The universe on this side looks so much like our own,” I said, more to break the silence than anything else.


  “Yeah,” said Terra. “It does look like we’re in a galactic disk—probably a spiral, judging from those dust bands. Still, it’s hard to tell from the way the wormhole warps the field.”


  I raised an eyebrow. Warped or not, she’d read the stars better than I could have done. 


  “Do you think this galaxy is anywhere near our own?” 


  “It’s impossible to tell,” she said, letting one of her legs down to the floor. “I’m pretty sure this is our universe, though, and not an alternate one.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  She shrugged. “Just a hunch.”


  We sat in silence for a little while longer.


  “What do you think we’ll find when we get there?” I asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Do you think we’ll find intelligent life?”


  “Maybe.”


  “If we do, do you think they’ll intercept us before we arrive?”


  I was starting to worry that this was a very real possibility. The Icarus would decelerate for nearly twenty years before we arrived, and the radiation from our engine emissions would be easily detectable to anyone at EB-175c watching the sky. When we woke up from cryo, we might find ourselves surrounded by alien ships, or with the aliens already on board, examining us. Or they might shoot us down, and we’d never wake up at all. 


  “I don’t know,” she said in an irritated tone. “How should I?”


  “Are you scared?”


  She gave me a puzzled look. “Are you?”


  I hesitated. “Yeah, a little.”


  She stared at me for a while, then turned back to the window. “I guess everyone’s scared of the unknown. It’s only normal. I’m probably a little scared, too. But I’d rather go on this voyage than be stuck back home for the rest of my life.”


  “Why is that?”


  She turned around, slightly annoyed. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life stuck on that station?”


  “No,” I said automatically. “Of course not.”


  She turned away without saying anything. A few seconds of awkward silence passed by.


  “Who do you miss the most?” I asked, trying to resuscitate the conversation.


  She glanced up at the ceiling. “I don’t know. My friends, I guess.”


  I didn’t ask about her parents. Their divorce had always put a strain on our little community. I’d long ago gotten used to talking around the subject—that’s what everyone tends to do in a tiny, enclosed community. Pretend those tensions don’t exist—at least, not in public.


  “I’m going to miss my mother,” she offered.


  “Me too.” 


  “She didn’t want me to come on this mission.”


  That surprised me. “Then why did you decide to come?”


  She shrugged again. “Why did you decide to come?”


  I opened my mouth to answer, but it took a few seconds for the words to come to mind.


  “Well… I’m the only planetologist young enough to survive cryo, so I was the obvious choice.”


  “But why did you personally decide?”


  Without thinking, I fell back on the standard answer.


  “EB-175c is any planetologist’s dream,” I said. “It’s identical to Earth in so many ways. Mass, volume, temperature, atmospheric composition—I would be a fool to pass up a chance to study it. This mission isn’t only going to make my career, it’s going to make history.”


  She stared blankly at me, as if still waiting for my answer. 


  “So why did you come?” I asked, throwing the question back at her.


  She turned back to the window and pulled her knees up to her chest. “I didn’t have anything else going for me, I guess.”


  A few minutes passed. The warped starfield continued to pass in front of us. I checked the holoscreen monitor in front of me. Fifteen minutes to launch.


  We still had one more thing to figure out before we started. I’d been waiting for a chance to bring it up naturally as part of the conversation, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. 


  I took a deep breath. “When we go into the cryo chambers, do you want to go in first or last?”


  She hesitated. Had her body gone stiff, or was it just me? 


  “It doesn’t matter,” she answered.


  “Would you mind going first?”


  “Okay.”


  One hurdle crossed. The big one, however, was still ahead. My legs went numb.


  “Do you want me to turn off the transparency in your chamber when I thaw you out?”


  She gave me a puzzled look, as if I wasn’t making any sense. My cheeks flushed red. 


  “What I mean, is—well, the glass in the chambers is transparent by default, but if you’d rather keep your privacy, we can, ah, set it to opaque—”


  “Oh,” she said, realization spreading across her face.


  Cryofreeze involves stripping naked and entering a small cylindrical chamber about the size of a coffin. Because women’s bodies are more susceptible to complications than men’s, it’s standard procedure for the men to thaw out first and oversee the thawing process for the women. Standard procedure, however, had nothing to do with privacy.


  A moment of awkward silence passed. I fidgeted a little and tried not to look her in the face.


  “Don’t worry about it,” she said after what felt like forever. “You’ll need a visual to make sure everything’s alright. It’s just part of the procedure. Weird, maybe, but…” she trailed off, cheeks turning red.


  “Are you sure? If there’s a—”


  “No, it’s fine. Standard procedure.”


  “Right.”


  We didn’t talk much after that. As we pulled out from orbit and launched along our preset course, Terra stood up and walked quietly out the door. I waited half an hour, just to be on the safe side—the last thing I wanted was to catch her undressing. If she was fully unconscious by the time I got to the cryo-chambers, it wouldn’t be so awkward for us both. Just for me. 


  By the time the artificial gravity generators went off and the Icarus began its relativistic acceleration, we were both locked in the deathly sleep of cryofreeze.




  Cryothaw



   


  They say that cryofreeze is the closest thing to death short of actually dying. I believe it. 


  First, you strip off your clothes and lower yourself down into the coffin-shaped cryo chamber. The glass seals shut above you, and a cold green mist fills the narrow space, penetrating your naked skin. The mist contains chemicals that freeze your cells properly, so that they don’t crack or break when you thaw out—but it has a nauseous smell to it, and makes you feel sticky. Your skin starts to change from pink to white to light blue, slow enough not to notice right away, but quick enough to catch if you know what to look for. 


  As the chemicals continue their work, you start to shiver. Just before the cold becomes unbearable, sleeping gas seeps in through the top valves of the chamber. You pass out, too stiff to peacefully fall asleep. The rapid freezing process—where your heart and lungs cease their natural functions—happens while you’re unconscious.


  They say that you don’t dream when you’re in cryo, but that’s a lie—they just don’t know how to explain it. Neither do I, but I can say something about the experience. The lines between the senses and your own thoughts blur together, until reality itself becomes utterly unrecognizable. Imperceptible images flash across your awareness, beyond your ability to process them. Maybe that’s what nothing itself feels like; after all, is it really possible to comprehend non-existence without thinking in terms of space and time? 


  I don’t know—I just know that I don’t want to go back there. 


  By the time you regain consciousness, the thawing process has already run most of its course. The flashes and images become brighter and more perceptible. You have a sort of falling sensation, during which you become aware of your body.


  Painfully aware.


  When you open your eyes, you’ve got a splitting headache and a nauseous stomach. Every time you move, another muscle cramps up on you. If you aren’t careful, you empty your bowels right there in the chamber.


  The glass hisses open, the chamber tilts up to a forty five degree angle, and your limp body slides down the cold metal back until you find yourself sitting on your ankles. Your breath feels like fire in your lungs, and even though steam envelopes your body from all sides, you feel deathly cold. Too weak to stand up, you fall forward onto your hands and knees instead. 


  The vomiting is the worst. Forty year old bile splatters cold across the floor, followed by a good ten minutes of dry heaving. Each convulsion is so painful, it makes you feel as if you’re coughing up your own stomach. 


  After you’re finished, you want to do nothing but lie on the ground—in your vomit or to the side, it doesn’t really matter—and cry.


  But all that passes with time. After lying on the floor for what seems like hours, your body starts to take strength. The headache dies down, and the cramps slowly diminish. When you open your eyes again, the stars fade away like some kind of ebbing soda fizz, revealing the unfamiliar room in which you have awakened. You bend your fingers, lift your arms, and slowly drag yourself away from that god-awful place.


  After that, what is there to do? Wash up, get dressed in your vacuum wrapped forty year old clothes and clean up the mess.


  My stomach throbbed as I stepped onto the bridge, but I ignored the pain. My aching body could wait; I had more important things to do. The instruments showed that we were approximately one point two light-hours from the central star, just inside the orbit of the fifth planet in the system. An unfamiliar starfield shone through the windows, dimmed somewhat by the presence of EB-175 even though the star was over a billion kilometers away. A quick review of the automated ship’s log showed that no significant objects had come anywhere close to the ship in the last two months. Nothing had been sent to intercept us.


  I blinked and reread the log, just to make sure. If there was intelligent alien life, maybe they were waiting, watching us from a distance. Or maybe the log was wrong.


  My bodily needs eventually overcame my scientific obsessions, however. I stood up from my seat on the bridge and made my way to the ship’s tiny mess hall where I could find something to satisfy my cramping stomach.


  I felt nauseous and disoriented for nearly an hour. In that time, I ate some meal and downed a packet of fruit drink, doing my best to recuperate. I didn’t want to thaw Terra until I had recovered my strength. 


  After an hour, I was ready. At least, I thought I was.


  Terra didn’t look human—she looked like a giant doll, a pale, lifeless marionette. Her skin was a whitish-blue, while her other features—fingernails, toenails, lips, nipples—stood out in high contrast shades of black and purple. Her hair was darker than I remembered, as if the cryofreezing process had sucked the color out of that, too. The glass of the chamber was cold to the touch, and the expansion of her frozen bodily fluids made her body look slightly bloated. I felt like a voyeur staring at her, but the sight was so morbidly fascinating that I could hardly turn away.


  Eventually, however, I got myself together and started the thawing process. A hissing sound came from within the chamber, and a greenish mist washed over her. Gradually, almost imperceptibly, redness and color began to return to her skin. Her body deflated as the temperature in the chamber rose and her bodily fluids began to melt. A robotic arm with two suction cups fastened onto her chest and twitched as a series of quick electric shocks restarted her heart.


  I periodically glanced down at the control screen, monitoring the various measures of her status. My legs felt stiff, and my hands trembled—I’d never run through this procedure before, and I barely knew what I was doing. The process was supposed to be fully automated, but cryonics is an imperfect science, and problems frequently arise. 


  About ten minutes in, I noticed something unusual. Little blue splotches were forming on Terra’s skin at the extremities on her hands and feet. After half a minute, they started showing up on her thighs and torso. I frowned; that didn’t seem right. I adjusted the heating pattern inside the chamber, but the blotches didn’t go away. Instead, her pulse started to drift into an unpredictable pattern.


  With sweaty palms, I accelerated the thawing process. The uneven heating was probably causing blockages in her veins and arteries. I’d need to break those up soon if her heart, brain, and lungs were to fully revive their functions. She could only last so long on the machine— 


  Without warning, her pulse flatlined into a dull monotone.


  I frantically keyed in a series of commands on my console. The robotic arm reattached the suction cups to Terra’s chest and reapplied the electric shocks. To my relief, her heart started beating again, but weaker and more erratic than before. A second later, the warning indicators on half the instruments blinked on. My heart skipped a beat as they flashed in rhythmic chorus. This was serious—very serious.


  “Please, no,” I said, face paling. There was no-one on the ship to hear me, though; I was alone.


  Within seconds, I figured out what the problem was. Micro-cramps in her muscles were causing uneven heating, cutting off the arteries and capillaries in various parts of her body. Her heart hadn’t recovered sufficiently to break the blockages, so they were spreading. 


  My hands trembled so much I doubted my fingers could type a coherent sentence. In spite of that, I worked as quickly as I could to counteract the complications, maintaining constant periodic shocks to her heart and significantly increasing the heat on her upper torso. With any luck, her blood would warm up enough to relax the contracted muscles and break the blockages. Still, most of the indicators remained in the red; the electric shocks were simply unsustainable. I waited as long as I thought I could, then crossed my fingers and shut them off. Her heart kept pumping, but the beat soon drifted back into unpredictability.


  I glanced up at the cryo chamber and caught my breath. Her arms, legs, and chest twitched and convulsed at utter random, undulating in a slow motion seizure. She had no control of her body. Chills ran down my neck and arms.


  She needed more than the machines could give her. I pulled out a syringe from the medical cabinet and nervously fumbled through nearly four dozen canisters of liquid drugs. The wrong injection could kill her, but if I didn’t do something right away, she didn’t have a chance. I grabbed what I thought was the correct formula and filled the syringe.


  A few of the indicators were moving out of the red when I returned to the controls, but the situation was still serious. A brainwave scan showed that her body was operating 85% autonomously from the machines and that she had regained partial consciousness. I waited until the indicator reached 95% and cracked open the glass.


  Steam poured out of the chamber and splashed across the ceiling, followed by the sound of violent coughing. Terra half slid, half fell to the floor. I rushed forward and caught her before she hit, and she responded by vomiting all over my shirt.


  Despite the heat of the steam, her skin felt cold, and her vomit even colder. I held her off to one side and patted her back to help her force it out. She stopped twitching and coughed a couple of times, but quickly grew weak in my arms.


  “Come on, Terra!” I pleaded. Her breathing was too ragged for her to respond.


  There wasn’t any time to lose. I pulled out the syringe and balled my fingers around it into a fist. It was built for a fast, emergency injection—the kind that could be jammed into someone’s leg. I brought it down on her right thigh. Her blotchy-blue skin rippled a little, and the fluid went in almost immediately.


  A couple of seconds passed before the medicine took any effect. When it did, her whole body went stiff, and her eyes opened wide, revealing dilated pupils. Before I could react, she started convulsing violently, as if she were going into a seizure. I set her on the floor as gently as I could and held onto her head to make sure that she didn’t injure herself.


  After about fifteen seconds, her body went limp again. I put two fingers up to her neck and felt for a pulse. To my relief, it was steady and strong. I sighed and practically collapsed from relief. 


  As if in response, her chest heaved and she started vomiting again. I scrambled to my knees and turned her onto her side. How much stuff did she have in there—hadn’t she followed the 24 hour no food rule? No time to worry about that—just help her get it out without choking on the stuff.


  She vomited and coughed until snot dripped down her face and the hoarse sound of her dry heaving filled the room. She was still too weak to sit up, so I supported her as best I could until she stopped. Sobs of pain slowly replaced the retching.


  “Are you all right?” I asked. 


  What a stupid thing to say!


  She looked up and gave me an icy glare. “No!” she shouted, then went back to coughing. 


  I held her until she began to quiet down. With the worst of it gone, relief came slowly to my nervous body. Her skin was getting warmer and her heartbeat was steady now. After forty years on the threshold of death, she was alive again.


  Alive and completely naked. My cheeks flushed, and I set her on the floor.


  “Can you stand up yet?” I asked.


  “Not… yet,” she groaned. “Cramps… everywhere.” 


  I grabbed a towel on the side of the control panel and draped it over her. She reached up with a hand and weakly held onto it. I waited until her breathing became less labored before asking her again.


  “How about now?”


  She clenched her teeth and nodded.


  I stood up and took her by one hand, pulling her gently to her feet. She bent her knees carefully as she sat up, still holding onto the towel. When she was standing up, she let go of my hand and reached out for the wall. The towel fell off of one side, but she didn’t make any attempt to fix it. She still seemed fairly incoherent. 


  “What’s… our… status?” she asked.


  “Everything is going well. We’re about two light-hours out from the system.”


  “Good,” she groaned, slowly wrapping the towel back around her body. I almost reached out a hand to help, but hesitated.


  “D—do you need help?” I stammered.


  “No, thanks, I think I’ve got it.” She glanced up at me, then down at my chest and grinned. “Sorry about your shirt.”


  “What?” I looked down and saw the vomit. “Oh, that. Don’t worry about it.”


  She nodded weakly and closed her eyes.


  “Are you sure you don’t need help?” I asked.


  “I don’t… think so. Getting… better.” She staggered away from the wall and nearly fell over. “So… cold…” 


  She had stopped shivering. That was a bad sign.


  “Here,” I said, taking her hand. “Follow me.” 


  If she wasn’t shivering, her body wasn’t generating enough heat yet and she was at serious risk for hypothermia. The best way to counteract that was to immerse her in warm water. I led her down the hall and into the narrow, cylindrical shower unit in the bathroom. She nearly passed out on the way there, and I practically carried her the last half of the way. The towel fell off in the hallway, but that no longer mattered.


  I leaned her up against the smooth wall of the shower unit, and she slid down to her knees. Her skin was sickly pale, her arms limp, and she mumbled incoherently as her head flopped back against the wall, hair partially covering her face. I bit my lip and reached around the side to activate the water. Should I turn the heat up to full, or would that give her system too much shock? My heart pounded in my chest—no time to waste. I set the temperature to low-warm and hit the activate button.


  Jets of lukewarm water shot out from all sides, drenching my already soiled shirt and dripping out into the room. Rivulets ran down Terra’s face and pale skin, but she didn’t move.


  “Come on,” I said, ignoring the water soaking my clothes as I knelt down and put my hands on her shoulders. “Terra, are you all right? Terra!”


  I pressed my fingers against her neck and found a pulse. Her body shuddered and she coughed. Nothing else to do but give her some space and let the shower do its work. 


  My heart still pounding, I stepped out of the unit and shut the door. My shirt was soaking wet, and Terra’s watery vomit ran down my legs and pooled on the floor. As I stood there dripping, Terra stumbled noisily to her feet, teeth chattering. The glass began to steam up, indicating that she’d turned up the heat on her own. 


  She was recovering. 


  “Your clothes are outside,” I said as I pulled out the vacuum sealed bags and put them on a shelf next to the door. 


  “Okay,” she groaned.


  “Are you okay? Do you need any more help?”


  “No… thanks,” she muttered. I left the room. 


  When I reached the hallway, I leaned against the wall and promptly collapsed in exhaustion. A puddle of grimy water formed around me on the floor, but I no longer cared. I sat there by myself for a long time.


   


   


  About half an hour later, after I’d cleaned up and changed into a new set of clothes, Terra joined me on the bridge with a bowl of hot meal. Her hair was wet and uncombed, but her skin was flushed and looked much healthier. She shoveled down her food with a voracious appetite.


  “You’re looking a lot better now,” I remarked.


  “I guess so,” she said between bites. “Still feel like crap, though.”


  I nodded. “For a while, I almost thought you wouldn’t make it.”


  “Really?” She set her bowl down in her lap and stared right at me, a deadly serious expression on her face.


  “Well, yeah,” I said, the sudden change in her expression making me uneasy. “Don’t you remember?” 


  “No, I don’t.” She leaned forward. “What happened?”


  I told her everything, starting from the moment I initiated cryothaw and ending with the lukewarm shower. Her eyes grew progressively wider as I told the story. 


  “Wow,” she said. “You saved my life.”


  The expression on her face was totally changed. She stared at me as if I were some kind of hero: an immaculate, superhuman being.


   “It was part of the mission,” I said, shifting uncomfortably. “I did what I had to do.”


  “It was more than that. You saved my life.”


  I shrugged. “It’s okay. You’d have done the same for me.”


  She nodded. She looked a lot more human now—more open and expressive, not as cold and unfeeling as she usually was.


  “Well, at least we’re both okay now.”


  “Yeah.”


  In the brief pause that followed, I became acutely aware of the low hum coming from the ventilation system. The solitary clinking of Terra’s spoon as she returned to her food punctuated the near perfect silence, emphasizing to me that we were light-years from any other human being. Everyone we knew was forty years older and further away from us than some of the stars out the bridge window. 


  I shivered. Thoughts like these made the air feel chilly.


  “Now that we’re both awake,” I said, “let’s get started with this mission.”


  “Sounds good to me.”


  “Great,” The chilliness passed, but only for the moment.


  I toggled the screens in front of us to display the summaries from the ship’s auto log. Besides basic statistics and reports, the data showed our position relative to the EB-175 system across several space maps.


  “According to the log,” I said, “we began our deceleration from point nine nine cee about twenty years ago, objective time. That deceleration ended yesterday, so for the past twenty years, the radiation signature from our engines has been clearly visible. If there’s any intelligent life in this system, we have to assume they already know we’re here.”


  She nodded and ate a spoonful of her cereal.


  “We’ve arrived without incident,” I continued, “so that means one thing for sure—no one’s tried to contact us yet.”


  “So you’re saying that there isn’t any intelligent life.”


  “Not exactly,” I said. “We can’t rule anything out for sure. Perhaps the ship’s AI missed something. Perhaps they’ve only just sent someone out to meet us.”


  She pulled the spoon out of her mouth and frowned.


  “How is that possible? The ship’s scanners would pick up any kind of spaceship long before it reached us.”


  “Not any kind,” I said. “The scanners can only pick up objects larger than five cubic meters. Anything smaller than that—say, a probe—would have passed through.”


   “Yeah, but who ever heard of a spaceship smaller than five cubic meters?”


  “I don’t know, but it’s not impossible, is it?”


  She raised her eyebrow. “You really think something’s out there?”


  “I don’t know,” I said, feeling a little defensive. “I’m just saying we need to consider the possibility.”


  She swallowed another bite, then took the spoon out of her mouth and held it up.


  “Give me a few hours and I’ll map every object the size of this spoon within fifty thousand kilometers of our position.”


  “Good,” I said. “When can you start? I think this is pretty urgent.”


  “Urgent? Why?” 


  “Well,” I answered, “if we found a self-propelled object coming towards Earth at relativistic speeds, we’d intercept it, wouldn’t we?”


  She shrugged and ate another spoonful of her cereal. “Maybe. But what about radio waves? High and low frequency bands? If there’s life in this system capable of spaceflight, then the electromagnetic spectrum has got to be saturated with communication signals. Did you check for that?”


  “I did, but the results are… a little bizarre.”


  “Why? What did you find?”


  I swallowed, suddenly feeling very foolish in the face of her questioning. “I found nothing.”


  “Nothing?” She gave me a funny look. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe there isn’t any intelligent life in this system?”


  “No,” I said hastily. “That’s impossible—or, well, highly unlikely at least.”


  “But Michael, we just don’t have any evidence that there is.”


  “How do we know that the life in this system hasn’t moved beyond radio based communication?” 


  “Right,” she said, rolling her eyes. “So the alien ship we can’t see is out there because of a civilization we can’t detect. And you’re supposed to be a scientist.”


  I bristled. “Are you mocking me?”


  “Maybe a little.”


  “I need you to take this seriously, Terra. Something could be out there, and we need to find out what it is.”


  “Yeah, but we don’t have to do it all right this minute. I think you’re being a little paranoid.”


  I tensed and clenched my fists. Who was she calling paranoid? We had an important mission to do, and I wanted to make sure we did it right. Couldn’t she be a bit more cooperative?


  “I just want to be ready,” I said. “That’s all.”


  “Okay, okay,” she said, leaning back. “I’ll map out the system and perform those scans. If something’s out there, I’ll pick it up.”


  “Great. How long will it take you?”


  She put another spoonful in her mouth and looked up at the ceiling. After thinking for a few moments, she looked back up at me.


  “Three hours.”


  “Alright,” I said, standing up. “While you’re doing that, I’ll check the ship and make sure all the systems are functioning properly. Let’s get started.” 


  I stopped and gave her an expectant glance, but Terra stayed right where she was, finishing her bowl of meal as if she hadn’t heard me.


  “Well?”


  She glanced up at me and turned her head to the side. “Well, what?”


  “Aren’t you going to get started?”


  “Michael, I’m really, really hungry.” From the tone of her voice, she seemed to think that that explained everything.


  “But Terra,” I said, “don’t you want to know what’s out there?”


  She snorted and shot me a dirty look. The expression on her face seemed to say: Do you really want to argue about this? 


  “Alright,” I said, caving in. “You can take a break—just, whenever you’re ready.” No point in fighting—she’d check the system and get that scan done. Eventually. 


  Before I got to the door, I heard her moan. She tried to stand up, but bent over a second later, hands on her stomach.


  “Ugh,” she said, closing her eyes. “I feel sick.”


   “Do you need some help?” The memory of the recent crisis in the cryo chamber made me forget our argument. I nearly jumped at the sign that something was wrong.


  “I’m okay.” She walked to the door of the bridge.


  “Better keep the intercom in the mess on, just in case something happens.”


   


   


  Terra threw up as soon as she got to the mess. It took her another two hours after that before she felt well enough to get started with her astronomical scans. I did my best not to push her, but it was hard not to feel frustrated.  Six hours into the mission and we had barely started.


  It felt extremely strange to walk around the Icarus, performing all the same system checks that I’d checked before we’d left. In some ways, I felt as if only a couple of hours had passed, not forty years. The ship certainly seemed no different.


  Forty years, though. That made my parents—what? Ninety years old? Were they dead already? Either way, I’d never see them again. My childhood friends were old enough to be my parents—their kids were probably older than me by now. I imagined Stella and her husband, surrounded by their grown children, with a couple of grandchildren on the way. 


  Almost immediately, I forced the thought out of my mind.


  Terra took her time getting around to her tasks, but when she buckled down, she was good. Really good. Using the astronomical equipment in the ship’s observatory, she mapped every planet and protoplanet in the system in less than half an hour; everything short of minor Trojans and stray asteroids. None of them were artificial—or if they were, they were silent.


  While she worked on the high resolution scan, I used the data to plot a course for the third planet—the one practically identical to Earth. We were a little more than a light-hour away, but moving at nearly a thousand kilometers per second—fast enough to get there in about two weeks. Plenty of time to watch and observe from a distance.


  “Are you ready for an engine burn?” I called out from my seat in the bridge. Terra wasn’t in the room with me, but the intercom carried my words across the ship.


  “Engine burn?” she said, her voice coming in as clear as if she were sitting next to me.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I’ve got our course plotted. Are you ready?”


  “Hold on—I thought you told me to do a full scan of the system.”


  “Can’t you put that on hold while we maneuver into position?”


  “Uh, no.” From the tone of her voice, she seemed more than a little pissy.


  “Okay, okay,” I said, raising my hands in the air even though she wasn’t there to see it. “It’s no big deal. Finish the scan, and we’ll execute the maneuvers after.”


  “Stupid,” she muttered, unaware that the intercom was good enough to pick her up. I frowned but said nothing, instead turning back to my work. Putting off the engine burn for another two or three hours threw off all my calculations—not by much, but enough that I’d have to make some careful adjustments.


  “What should we call it?” Terra abruptly asked.


  “Call what?”


  “The third planet?”


  “Its name is EB-175c.”


  “I know that,” she said, “but it needs a real name. EB-175c is just a boring catalog number.”


  At first, I didn’t like the idea; renaming the planet seemed utterly frivolous, considering all the other, more important things we had to do. On second thought, though, I had to admit it made sense. After all, ‘Earth’ was a name, not a catalog number. If this planet was supposed to be the next Earth, why shouldn’t it get its own name?


  “What do you think we should call it?” I asked.


  The intercom was silent for a few moments. The unchanging starfield shone through the bridge window, alien and unfamiliar.


  “Well,” said Terra, “our ship is called the Icarus. Wasn’t he a character in some kind of ancient myth?”


  “Yeah,” I said. “Greek. Escaped from prison with his father on a pair of artificial wings. Flew too high, so the gods broke his wings and made him fall to his death.” Not the most auspicious name for a ship, come to think of it. 


  “Yeah, I remember. What was the name of that place he went?”


  “Minos?” I ventured.


  “No, that doesn’t have a good ring to it. How about—‘Icaria’?”


  “Isn’t that the name of the ocean where he fell to his death?”


  “I think so, yeah.”


  “Sounds ominous.”


  “Why?” she said. “Nobody saw him die, did they? His father just kept on flying. Maybe Icarus survived, and nobody ever found out.”


  “Maybe.”


  “Can you think of a better name?”


  I couldn’t, so we settled on ‘Icaria.’ It didn’t give me much comfort to name the planet after the place where Icarus met his demise, but Terra liked the name, so we settled on it. After a while, it grew on me.


  Icaria. 


   


   


  Cryo sleep does nothing to rest the body. Seven hours were all I could take before I needed a break. I held out long enough to bring the ship into the course I’d plotted, but after that I could hardly think straight.


  “I’m dead tired,” I said over the intercom.


  “Yeah, me too.”


  “Do you want to take the first sleeping shift, then?” She’d had a rougher time of it than me, after all. I could stay awake long enough to give her a few hours rest.


   “I don’t know. Those drugs you gave me haven’t worn out yet. I can keep working for a while longer.”


  “Okay,” I said, secretly relieved. “We should time our shifts so that one of us is always awake, though.” The last thing I wanted was to miss the decisive moment of contact when it finally came.


  “All right. I can keep going for another six hours, I think.”


  I left the bridge and walked through the narrow hallway into our sleeping quarters. The bunks were little more than unmade mattresses, like a new apartment. I opened up a drawer and pulled out some bedding wrapped in vacuum sealed plastic.


  “Do you want the top bunk or the bottom bunk?” I called out.


  “It doesn’t matter.”


  I took the bottom bunk. After the bedding was made, it was all I could do to keep from collapsing in a haphazard heap on the bed. But first, I took the photo from my parent’s photo album. Unlike the immaculate walls and floors of the Icarus, the photograph had noticeably aged during the forty year voyage. The paper had yellowed and frayed slightly at the edges, and it felt surprisingly fragile, as if it would crumble to dust if I were too rough with it.


  Carefully, I tacked it to the bedpost with some electrical tape. Fragile or not, I wanted the photo somewhere where I could see it.


  That done, I set the alarm clock and sprawled out across the bed. A hundred different thoughts raced around my mind, but my body was too tired to care. Within minutes, I was asleep. 




  The Ghost Ship



   


  I woke up to the sound of the alarm clock buzzing above my head. Yawning, I reached up with a groggy hand and sat up to check the time: 14:27 hours since cryothaw. I’d overslept by more than an hour.


  Damn.


  “Terra?” I checked the top bunk—she wasn’t there. “I’m ready to relieve you. Terra?”


  No response.


  “Terra, are you there?”


  Again, no response. Why hadn’t she woken me an hour ago? The intercom would have carried the sound of the alarm to every room in the ship; it must have been unbearable. Why hadn’t she shut it off?


  A faint breezy noise mixed with the hum of the ventilation system. It sounded like it was coming over the intercom. Whatever it was, it wasn’t part of the ship. 


  I frowned and stepped through a tight doorway to the staircase up to the observatory. If Terra wasn’t in her bunk, she was probably there.


  “Terra?” I called out. Again, no answer but the low, rhythmic hissing over the intercom.


  Something was on the ship with us. Something alive.


  Chills ran up and down my arms. The stairway to the observatory was steep and narrow, much more than any of the stairs on Heinlein station. I climbed quickly, passing black and yellow labels on the walls that read: WARNING! ENTERING NULL GRAVITY ZONE. Using the handles over my head, I pulled myself through the invisible gravity field. The sudden weightlessness made me feel as if I had dived into a tank of water. I pressed a button on the wall and the circular hatch on the ceiling slid open. 


  The observatory was a dome-shaped room that jutted out above the rest of the Icarus like a bubble, or perhaps a turret. With a ceiling almost four meters high, it had a lot more open space than the rest of the ship. Wide windows graced the walls on either side of the retractable two-meter telescope, reminding me of the observation deck back home. The hatch opened on the floor at the center of the room, just in front of Terra’s workstation.


  I pulled myself in and found Terra drifting unconscious in midair, curled up in the fetal position. Her hair waved lazily, giving her the appearance of a drowning victim. 


  I nearly panicked when I first saw her, but to my relief, her pulse was still strong; she was alive and well. The noise I’d heard over the intercom must have been her breathing. She was fine. Nothing had happened to her.


  That’s when I noticed the blinking light at her workstation.


  I frowned and pulled myself up to the computer terminal. The alert was coming from the program monitoring the automatic scans. It read:


  Significant non-natural disturbance detected at 43V 29H. Source: unknown distortion of starfield. Time: 12:14 hours. 


  My heart jumped. Whatever the computer had detected, it had showed up nearly two hours ago. 


  “Terra,” I said, putting my hands on her shoulders and shaking slightly. My heart was beating hard by now. “Terra, wake up!”


  She moaned and turned towards me in midair, but didn’t open her eyes. “Wh—wha?” 


  “Wake up,” I said again, shaking her with more urgency. She opened her eyes a crack.


  “Whas… wassa matter wichew?” She pushed me away weakly, making us drift apart. After a second or two, she curled up and fell asleep again, drifting near the starry window.


  She was completely out of it. She probably hadn’t even seen the alert.


  I examined her workspace. All of her programs were still running. Notes and calculations scribbled on dozens of pieces of adhesive paper covered the space around the computer. It seemed that she’d fallen asleep in the middle of her work. 


  The alert was programmed to go off when the scanners detected a self-powered object—an alien spacecraft, for example. If it had been blinking for hours, the thing that had set it off could be anywhere in the system by now. For all I knew, some unidentified, alien craft was on the other side of the hull, listening to everything going on inside our ship. 


  Maybe they’d even found some way on board.


  I kicked off the wall and took hold of her again. “Terra, what’s going on? What happened?”


  “Go away,” she scowled.


  I floated with her in the middle of the room, unsure what to do next. Run a medical scan to make sure she was alright? Go down to the bridge and start analyzing the emissions? Check all the outside video feeds to see what the hell was out there?


  First things first. Check the scanners.


  With shaky hands, I pulled myself down to Terra’s work station and opened the scanner history. The disturbance had occurred nearly four light-hours out from our position, beyond the orbit of the furthest planet in the system. The data was contradictory and difficult to interpret—it looked as if the fabric of space-time itself had warped, if only for a few seconds.


  The event following the disturbance, however, was much more familiar. Eerily so. A burst of high frequency emissions, exactly like the anomaly we’d detected at EB-175c nearly forty objective years ago. They came from a massive object that had materialized on the scanners the moment we’d detected the signal. In a matter of minutes, it had accelerated to over three quarters the speed of light, at which point our equipment could no longer track it.


  There could be no doubt anymore. We weren’t alone in the Icaria system. 


  My stomach fell, but in the zero gravity, it had nowhere to fall to except in, making me sick. I had no idea what I should do. How could Terra have slept through this? I felt powerless, as if everything was slipping out of my control.


  I shook my head and forced those thoughts out of my mind. After all, the best scientists were always calm and rational, even in the face of danger and the unknown. My father’s words came immediately to mind—I was standing on the shoulders of my parents, performing a work that would surpass their own. One little slip up didn’t mean we were on the brink of failure.


  Terra looked uncomfortable sleeping in zero gravity, so I carried her out of the observatory and down the steep stairs to our sleeping quarters. It was something to do, something to calm me down and keep me busy. I laid her on my bunk; hers was still unmade.


  As I stood in the narrow room that was our sleeping quarters, I felt that I was as far away from home as I could possibly get. The walls were utterly bare, the lights too bright, the room too new. I had an overwhelming urge to get out of the ship, escape to someplace familiar, but of course I couldn’t—there simply was nowhere else to go.


  Snap out of it, I told myself forcefully. Get a hold of yourself. I took a deep breath and stepped out into the hallway.


  Instantly, I felt as if I were being watched.


  Space was narrow and limited on the main deck of the Icarus. The bridge, the mess, sleeping quarters, cryo chambers, observation room—these were all within a few steps of each other, connected through the main corridor that traced a straight line from the bridge to the engines. The door separating the living quarters from the storage and equipment rooms lay a few meters from where I stood.


  The glass window on the door was dark. I walked slowly to the window and peered through it. With the lighting turned out, shadows covered the far end. 


  I switched on the lights on the other corridor and peered through. Nothing there. A strip of halogen lights shone brightly along the top corners of the corridor, and cast a virtually shadowless light.


  Fifteen meters down, however, I saw another door—the one that led to the reactor and engine rooms. The window there showed nothing but darkness.


  I knew in my mind that what I was doing was silly, but I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that something was on the ship with me. I could turn around and go to the bridge, but I knew that the fear wouldn’t go away on its own. Alone on the bridge, my thoughts would drive me insane. I had to be sure there was nothing out there.


  I opened the door and walked the fifteen meters to the door at the end of the corridor. Beyond the second door, I saw the long, narrow, windowless hallway stretching to the reactor and engine rooms. The reactor room was seventy meters away, and the engine room—the furthest point on the deck from the bridge—was another fifty meters past that. In between, the long, straight corridor stretched like a narrow tunnel. When I turned on the lights in the corridor, one of the lights at the far end flickered on and off, apparently broken. In the narrow space, the flickering played tricks with my eyes, making it hard to see the end. 


  As I stared down the corridor, the feeling that I was being watched seized hold of me again. Something was definitely out there.


  You’re imagining things, I told myself. This was pointless. I turned around to return to the bridge, but stopped before I reached the door. My legs felt weak, and my heart pounded in my chest. I couldn’t go back—not without knowing for sure.


  It wasn’t hard, really. Silly, perhaps, but not difficult. All I had to do was walk to the end of the corridor—check the engine and reactor rooms. That was all. 


  I took in a deep breath and bit my lower lip. The door slid open, and I stepped into the corridor.


  Caution! Entering low gravity zone, the signs on the wall said about twenty meters down. My legs felt light under my body, and I started to feel dizzy. I held onto both railings with my hands and pulled myself along. The flickering light filled my vision, but I still couldn’t make out the far end clearly.


  The noise of the reactor was much louder here. The hum came from every direction, filling my ears and making it harder for me to think clearly. I paused for a few seconds and realized that I was sweating. Was the air hotter here, or was it just my imagination? I wasn’t sure.


  It seemed like an eternity before I made it to the maintenance room. In the low gravity, my feet floated more than they fell, making it hard to get traction. Down here, the throbbing of the reactor shook the very walls of the ship. This place wasn’t built to be comfortable—it was built to be functional.


  Nothing was in the room except the indicators and manual controls for the reactor itself. At a quick glance, they all appeared normal—and the room empty. I pulled myself out of the tight space with sweaty hands and made for the engine room. Only thirty yards now. The flickering light of the broken bulb filled my vision as I pulled myself forward.


  In an instant, chills shot down my back. Something was watching me from behind.


  I spun myself around to face the other side of the corridor. In the low gravity, I rose up and banged my shoulder against the ceiling. Wincing in pain, I pulled myself down again and looked towards the living quarters and the bridge. The door seemed miniscule to me, almost a mile away. The light flickered above my head. I felt as if the tunnel had swallowed me. 


  The feeling seized me again—something was still watching me from behind. It was on both ends of the corridor, and I was stuck in the middle. 


  The sweat flecked off of my forehead and made funny shapes that floated slowly to the walls and ceiling. My breathing was barely under control. I glanced toward the engine room. Twenty more meters and an ominously dark door. No safety, no refuge. 


  I spun around and half ran, half pulled myself in the opposite direction.


  I didn’t stop running until I reached the bridge and locked the door behind me. I turned on all the lights so that only the brightest stars were visible through the windows. That done, I collapsed on the floor next to the panel, heart pounding, breath fast and shallow.


  A wave of embarrassment hit me. What would my parents think to see me lose my nerve like this? What would Tom and the rest of the old timers back home think of me? Would they take me for a scientist or for a scared little child? I felt ashamed for my irrational fear. Even if there was something alien on the ship, this was no way to handle it.


  No, I decided. I’m not going to let my fears get the better of me. Mankind’s greatest paradigm shift would come through our mission—this was no place for irrational fears and childish behavior.


  I stood up, took my seat on the bridge, and turned off the alarm. Why I hadn’t done that before, I didn’t know. I stared at the computer, heartbeat gradually slowing, and wondered what I should do next.


  A tapping sound came from the door behind me. Chills shot up and down my arms. I spun around and saw Terra’s puzzled face peering in at me from the small window in the door. It was only her. I breathed deep and rose to let her in.


  “What’s going on?” she asked, stepping onto the bridge. “Why did you lock the door?”


  “It’s—not important,” I stuttered. I felt like a fool.


  She glanced around the room for a second, then looked right at me and frowned. Her eyes narrowed, and she folded her arms.


  “Did you come into the observatory without asking me?” 


  Her words caught me so off guard that I didn’t know what to say or do. I just stared back at her.


  “Why did you come up there?” 


  Her voice was like ice.


  “I—you were asleep,” I stammered. 


  “Never come up there again.”


  I frowned. “What?”


  “The observatory is my space. I’m the astronomer. That’s where I work. You have no right to come up there without asking me first.”


  A combative and tenacious sense of personal rights out of keeping with the actual situation.   


  She was wrong, of course. Her overreaction to what I’d done almost tempted me to point that out. I didn’t dare argue with her, however—the look on her face could not have been more vicious if I’d threatened to kill her firstborn child. Instead, I swallowed my comment and pointed to the computer screen in front of me. 


  “Look at this.”


  She leaned over, arms still folded. “What is it?”


  “While you were sleeping in the observatory, the scanner picked up an artificial object.”


  She skimmed the data, still frowning. For a long time, she didn’t speak. Her eyes narrowed, then widened with recognition.


  “This is just like what we saw from the wormhole.”


  “Yeah.”


  “I’d better get back to the observatory,” she said, heading for the door.


  “Wait,” I said, calling after her. “You’re not going to up and fall asleep again, are you?”


  “I’ll take some stimulants.”


  “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  She turned around in the doorway and shot me an angry look. “I can handle it. Just promise me you won’t invade my workspace anymore.”


  “Whatever you want. Just figure out what’s out there.”


  She spun on her heels and left the room.


   


   


  After thirty minutes of analysis, we started to get some answers.


  “I think I’ve figured out what happened,” Terra said over the intercom.


  “Yeah?” 


  I was on the bridge, ‘directing’ our study, but from her workstation in the observatory, Terra was the one calling the shots. All of the data was in her computer, and she wasn’t sharing it with me—at least, not as readily as I’d have liked. She gave me bits and pieces here and there, but they were all minor—nothing large enough to give me a comprehensive picture. When I asked her to send me more, or to at least see what she was working on, she gave me vague and incoherent answers, as if she was too busy to pay me much attention. It was maddeningly frustrating, but what could I do?


  “The temporary shift in local space-time is analogous to the warping effect from the Heinlein wormhole back at Sol,” she said. “In fact, the only practical difference I’m seeing is one of scale—that, and the fact that the wormhole disappeared right after the object came through.”


  “Wait,” I said. “You’re telling me that a wormhole spontaneously opened, an object nearly a hundred times the size of our ship came through it, and then the wormhole shut again without so much as leaving a trace?”


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”


  “But—but that’s impossible. The energy needed to warp space-time for even—”


  “I don’t know how it happened,” she said, her voice surprisingly petulant. “And yes, I’m aware that it violates our current understanding of physics, but that’s what the scanners observed. There’s no other reasonable explanation.”


  “Are you sure?” I certainly wasn’t.


  “I’m not about to let you come up and look over my shoulder, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  “No, thanks.” I sighed and rubbed my forehead with my hands. “What about the object?”


  “Well, that’s the interesting part. It came through the wormhole doing only about point five cee, but get this—when it emerged from the wormhole, it was already accelerating over one point one times ten to the fifteenth power kilometers per second squared!”


  “How fast is that?”


  She coughed. “Fast enough to hit near light speeds in five minutes.”


  I frowned. “And you’re saying this object came through the wormhole already accelerating at that rate?”


  “Yeah. Unless the data’s off, there was no shift in acceleration as long as our scanners traced it.”


  Impossible. Even if the space-time warp phenomenon was some kind of temporary wormhole—something I wasn’t yet ready to accept—a spaceship that size wouldn’t barrel through it while accelerating at such a rate. It was utterly beyond the realm of plausibility—like shooting a laser at a spinning penny and expecting it to pierce a perfect hole through Lincoln’s eye.


  “You don’t believe me,” Terra said.


  “Not quite,” I answered. “What you’re saying is—”


  She coughed again. “I’m just telling you what I observed.” 


  “All right, sure.” What else could I say?


  “You want to know what else I found?”


  “Of course,” I said, closing my eyes as I rubbed my throbbing temples.


  “The emissions that object put out are identical to the ones we detected from the wormhole. Identical.”


  “So?”


  “So I checked up on the first radiation burst, and it turns out it was actually a series of double bursts, each occurring little more than a couple hours after each other.”


  “Right,” I said. I already knew this, of course. I’d been over those reports dozens of times. Sometimes, I even saw them in my sleep.


  “So you know how the scanners lost track of the object when it picked up enough speed?” she continued. “I traced the object’s path and plotted its predicted course.”


  “Where was it headed?”


  “Well, the trajectory was only my best guess, since the data isn’t perfect, but—”


  “Terra, cut to the chase,” I said, my hands trembling. “What did you find?”


  She paused for a second. “I’m not entirely certain,” she said, her enthusiasm slightly muted. “But just a few of minutes ago, the scanners detected similar emissions in the vicinity of the sixth planet.”


  “Do you think it’s from the same object?”


  “It’s gotta be. It lies right along the path of the object’s initial trajectory.”


  “Wow,” I said, leaning forward in my chair. “What do you think it is?” 


  “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’s huge, and it isn’t natural.”


  She coughed again. Those stimulants were probably putting more of a strain on her body than she was willing to admit.


  She sent me some pictures, which I brought up on the bridge holoscreen monitors. They showed a cigar shaped silhouette, set against a stunning image of the sixth planet: an enormous gas giant with swirling bands of red, yellow, and orange. The object was ovoid, about twice as long as it was wide, tapering towards the front and flatter towards the back. At higher resolutions, I made out a handful of dome-like structures along the body, but the rest was surprisingly smooth—far too smooth to be natural.


  I checked the image scale, and chills ran down my arms. The object was nearly two kilometers long—longer, almost, than Heinlein station itself.


  It had to be a starship. 


  “What is it doing now?” I asked. My palms were sweating.


  She paused for a second. “It finished decelerating from relativistic speeds a little while ago. Now, it appears to have entered a capture orbit with the planet.”


  “Is that it?”


  “Yeah,” she said, her voice a bit uneasy. 


  “What else can you tell me about it?” I asked. “Can you get some better images? Are you detecting anything across the radio frequencies? Is it trying to contact us?”


  “I don’t know. I can check, I guess.”


  She sounded uneasy, but at the time, I hardly noticed.


  “What about the third planet?” I asked. “Did you see anyth—”


  “You mean Icaria?”


  “Yes,” I said, “Icaria. Did you notice anything unusual in the vicinity of Icaria? Anything in response to the object?”


  “Not really,” she said. “The scanners show no change in the last few hours.”


  “Nothing?”


  “Nothing significant, anyways. No radio emissions, no lights on the dark side of the planet, nothing obvious.” Her voice drifted off a bit, and she coughed again.


  “What about the—”


  “Michael, I’m wiped out. I’ve got to get some rest.”


  I paused for a moment. We were hours, perhaps even minutes away from first contact, but if Terra wasn’t functional, that wouldn’t do. It wouldn’t do at all.


  “I need you back on duty in eight hours, if you can manage it,” I said. “I won’t attempt any transmissions to the object, but we shouldn’t wait too long before sending out some kind of a message.”


  “Why not?” she asked. “What’s the rush?”


  I frowned. Why was she acting so apathetic? This was, quite possibly, the most important moment of our mission: making contact with that ship. I had to admit she was right, though. It was safer to wait until we were ready. 


  Still, I didn’t like the idea of waiting. It made me feel as if I were on the other side of the glass, looking down the long, flickering corridor again. I needed to confront it, to find some answers to the hundreds of questions buzzing and swarming in my mind. Until I had data—cold, hard, indisputable data—the very presence of that mysterious object made me antsy. If I didn’t get answers, and get them fast, I didn’t know what I would do.


  I stood up and started pacing. With space as tight as it was, that was a difficult thing to do for very long.


  “All right,” I said, “but in the meantime, I’m going to dispatch some probes to the sixth planet to observe the object. They shouldn’t arrive for a few days, but I’ll time them so that we’ll both be awake when they arrive. How does that sound?”


  She didn’t answer.


  “I said, how does that sound?”


  “What? Oh, yeah, sounds good.”


  “I also want to make a detailed survey of Icaria and dispatch a few probes to map the surface and give us some detailed images,” I said. “That’s the only habitable planet in this system, and we need to know if there’s any kind of intelligent life down there. I’ll work on that while you’re sleeping.”


  “You don’t have to come up to the observatory to do that, do you?”


  I frowned. “No. I can work the telescopes remotely from the bridge.”


  “Good.”


  She yawned. A moment later, I heard the door to the observatory slide open, and Terra’s groggy footsteps as she made her way to the sleeping quarters.


  I leaned forward and attacked my work, grateful for something to keep me busy. Anything that kept my mind off of the alien object at the sixth world was a welcome distraction.


   


   


  I sent out the probes to Icaria soon after Terra went to bed. Each probe was equipped with a miniature NOVA engine and could accelerate to relativistic speeds faster than the Icarus. Even so, the alien object was so distant that the probes wouldn’t arrive for a couple days. Until then, I would have to satisfy my curiosity with the blurry images from the telescopes. I was tempted to broadcast a transmission in the object’s general direction, but with only a few hours of lag time between us, that would have to wait until Terra was awake, frustrating as that may be.


  With nothing else to do on that front, I took some breakfast and threw myself into the planetology work, analyzing the data we’d gathered on Icaria. 


  Like most sciences, planetology began as a subset of an older, more established field: in this case, astronomy. With the flood of exoplanetary data gleaned in the late 21st century, the study of these newly discovered worlds soon grew into its own distinct discipline. As with other young, budding sciences, planetology possesses no central unifying theory—or, at least, it didn’t when Terra and I left Heinlein station. 


  Numerous contradictory paradigms and research traditions have battled for dominance in the field, but only a few central themes have emerged out of the fray. Probably the most famous of these is the question: what characteristics does a planet require to generate and maintain a functioning biosphere? Over years of study, an academic consensus grew and developed, outlining the basic requirements and conditions for life.


  In all ways, Icaria was a perfect textbook case. Its volume was about 130% that of Earth, and its mass between 110% and 115%, judging from the orbits of its two moons. It possessed a magnetosphere powerful enough to shield the surface from harmful interstellar radiation, much like Earth’s. A spectroscopic analysis of the atmosphere showed that it was composed primarily of oxygen and nitrogen—in slightly different amounts than Earth’s atmosphere, but still perfectly breathable. Based on the initial photographic survey, I estimated that between 50% to 60% of the surface was covered in liquid water. From the variable cloud cover, I deduced that Icaria had a considerably complex weather system. Most importantly, the continents were covered in splotches of green, signs of chlorophyl-based plant life.


  In other words, this planet was practically Earth’s twin. 


  I sat for hours completely engrossed in the study of this beautiful celestial orb and eagerly pored through the data as fast as it came in. Icaria was a windfall discovery, a planetologist’s Holy Grail. The data I gathered would forever alter entire research paradigms within the field. Knowing this, I handled my data with the utmost reverence, backing it up on multiple drives across the ship.


  For all the signs of abundant life, however, I couldn’t find any sign of civilization. No artificial radio emissions on any frequencies, no massive orbital structures, no lights on the dark side of the planet, no cities of any appreciable size that the powerful telescopes aboard the Icarus could detect. It was as if the planet were still in the early stages of its evolution, too primitive to produce sentient life.


  And yet, from the unexpected appearance of the alien object, it was impossible to doubt that intelligent beings of some sort had had access to this world. Icaria was teeming with natural resources, just as Tom had predicted. It was perfect for human settlement. Why, then, could I find no sign of advanced civilization?


  Something wasn’t adding up. I had to be missing a key element—I refused to believe that Icaria was a virgin planet.


  As I thought on this, another high resolution image of the surface came onto my screen from the telescope. At a quick glance, it looked no different than the hundreds of other images. A closer look, however, revealed something highly unusual.


  A single black line, thin as a hair but straight as laserlight, cut across a portion of the planet near the horizon. At first I thought something was wrong with the lens on the telescope, but upon closer inspection, I noticed that the line ended on the other side with a bulbous, semi-spherical end. Curious, I calibrated the telescope for a closer shot. 


  I gasped. It wasn’t a flaw—it was an artificial structure.


  “Oh my God,” I exclaimed, barely aware of my own voice. 


  I was looking at some kind of orbital structure, spherical in shape at the end, but with a long thin line that appeared to go straight down to the surface of the planet. The spherical end station possessed nodular structures similar to the orbital docks on Earth. The long, thin line was probably a cable, stretching from orbit down to the surface. With a few simple measurements, I estimated that the structure’s center of mass orbited near or at the altitude for a geostationary orbit.


  I was looking at an alien space elevator, a structure designed to lift material from the surface of the world into orbit. Only an advanced, spacefaring culture could produce such a marvel of engineering. Even Earth didn’t have one yet; there were simply too many technical problems to be solved, though several scientific foundations were working hard to design one. That is, had been working—for all I knew, after forty years, they might have already built it.


  But the existence of the elevator only raised more questions. Why would an alien civilization go through all the trouble of building an elevator, only to leave the surface virtually untouched? I found no evidence of civilization at the base of the elevator—no settlements, no population centers, none of the signs of civilization that a spacefaring culture would reasonably leave. For all intents and purposes, the cable seemed to lead down into a virgin wilderness. 


  Why?


  As I stared in fascination at the image of the elevator, I heard the bridge door open behind me, followed by the pitter-patter of feet on the tile floor.


  “What’s going on?” Terra cried out. I felt something wet on my shoulder, and turned to see her bent over me, squinting intently at the monitors. Her hair was dripping wet, and she was naked except for a towel wrapped around her body. A rapidly growing puddle of water had formed in the floor around her small, bare feet.


  I blinked. “Uh, hi.”


  She turned and glanced at me, a worried frown on her face. “Are you all right? What’s going on?”


  “I, uh, think I’ve found something.” I pointed to the image on the screen and traced the space elevator with my pen. “See that? It’s an orbital structure—probably a space elevator.”


  Without taking her eyes from the monitor, she nodded slowly and stood up straight. I absently brushed away a few droplets of water from the keyboard.
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