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Chapter One

Torr knew within a handful of moments
that the thing that had dropped from the heavens was not a thing of
nature. He was not certain of what it was, but he was certain of
what it was not.

It was not anything belonging to the
wild beasts of the world they had been fighting for since the ship
carrying them--belonging to the enemy of the madrone people--had
landed on a ball of dirt that rivaled their home world for
inhospitable.

In a sense, it felt like the home he
could only dimly recall, though, enough to summon sweet memories,
and it, assuredly, had more to offer, but it was not comfortable by
any means.

Their punishment, many thought, to be
forever exiled from their own world and people, because they had
failed them when the delizo had come.

For his part, in smelled like
redemption for finally having slain the bastards and bought their
freedom with delizo blood--a new world, a new start.

They had only to rid themselves of the
plague of alien monsters that thought it was theirs and they could
begin to build.

To what purpose he was not altogether
certain for they had no women and thus no possibility of making
families.

But that was something he did not feel
was productive to think about.

It was enough that he felt the urge
and he thought it was part of his celebration of
freedom.

He signaled his men to take cover when
the thing he had been tracking with his gaze abruptly changed
directions and headed straight toward them.

He had only a matter of moments to
make a decision, however.

Bring it down? Or leave it to tell its
tale--the lie he perpetuated by concealing his warriors?

It was not a thing of the delizos, he
decided, signaling for his men to hold their fire.

They did not send out mechanical
beasts to do their spying. They spied from a distant place and then
sent their slaves to conquer--had sent him and his men to do many
times in the years since they had been taken and
enslaved.

It was almost a disappointment that
the flying thing was not of delizo origins.

They might then have captured the
means of taking a ship and finding their own lost world.

As it was, they had slain their
torments with such zeal when they had broken their chains that
there were none left with any knowledge of flying the delizo ship
by the time they were done.

And thus no incentive even to keep
that handful alive.

And no certainty of any life at all
for themselves … until the ship had brought them to this world and
landed of its own accord.

It belonged to someone, however, who
knew the machines, he realized, or they would not have been able to
send the thing they had sent to see for them.

If the thing brought them for a closer
look, they might have a chance to find their world after
all.

But they would not discover that if
they made war on their machine.

* * * *

Sylvie’s eyes popped open reflexively
when the near deafening alarm was tripped. She hadn’t attained full
awareness, however, until the door to her hiber-pod opened. And, at
that, her mind was still playing catch-up, wrestling with the alert
message and trying to make sense of it.

All she knew, positively, was that
something horrendous had happened.

Or was about to.

Struggling with the physical weakness
vying with the drugs that had been injected into her system to help
her function, she climbed out of the pod and glanced both ways
along the corridor. The rest of her crew was emerging, she
saw.

But it looked like every single
colonist had been turned out.

“What the fuck?” she
gasped a little hoarsely, fighting the urge to give in to panic at
that discovery. “Why is everyone up, Brenda?”

“Major system failure,”
the AI, Brenda, responded promptly.

Sylvie’s heart jerked reflexively.
“What systems?” she gasped.

“The seed,
Captain.”

Sylvie blinked rapidly, struggling to
assimilate that. “Life support systems?” she asked, trying to
decide whether to head for the bridge or the hold. “Hull
breach?”

“Unknown,” Brenda
responded.

“To the bridge!” Sylvie
commanded the crew. “Everyone else--go to your quarters or the rec
room.”

Sylvie and the crew hurried towards
the bridge at their best speed, but all of them were hampered by
the weakness of depodding and it wasn’t much of a race. On top of
that, most of them were struggling with faintness by the time
they’d gained their seats.

They promptly sat forward and put
their heads between their knees until their biological systems
evened out.

Thankfully, it took little effort to
check the readings.

The panic level dropped when they
had.

There was no immediate threat of
death. The ship was intact and functioning at norm.

For them.

Sylvie discovered that the cyro-pod
containing their ‘future’ colonists was in failure.

“The babies!” Margaret
gasped in dismay. “We’re going to lose the babies!”

That announcement was almost enough to
renew panic. “Calm down! Sherry, you and Donna head down to the
hold and check the cryo-units--all of them--carefully.”

She glanced at Margaret when they’d
left. “Where are we, Margaret?”

Nodding a little jerkily, Margaret
opened her system and began checking the data collected since their
launch. “We passed the halfway mark,” she said after a few
moments.

Not good news, Sylvie thought. “By how
much?”

Margaret frowned, studying the data
and finally lifted her head and met Sylvie’s gaze. “We just
completed the first fold.”

Ok, so that was definitely a
disaster.

Brewing.

Which, she supposed, explained why the
frigging AI had decided to wake everyone.

So that they could have a shipload of
hysterical women falling over one another.

She felt a little tug of hysteria
herself.

The chances were that they’d used up
at least half of their fuel--enough at any rate that turning around
and heading back had the potential of being more disastrous than
continuing--in terms of the lives of the colonists.

In terms of their
future--debatable.

Neither Donna nor Sherry returned.
When Sylvie hit the maximum sense of pending doom she could handle
and remain even visually calm, she hailed them. “Donna? Sherry?
What’s the situation?”

Sherry responded. “Donna’s working on
it.”

“It?”

“It’s the babies,” Sherry
said, her voice carefully neutral. “The cryo unit is failing. The
temperature is rising.”

Margaret clamped a hand over her mouth
to suppress the cry that intelligence provoked.

Sylvie sent her a look of
irritation.

She wasn’t hysterical and she thought she had as much reason as
any of the others if not more. She was older than most of the
colonists and her last viable eggs and embryos were in that damned
cryo-unit.

Well, maybe not, she conceded after a
moment.

It wasn’t just her last chance of
having a family that was about to die.

It was theirs, too.

They’d brought their future families
in the cyro unit because there were no men with them and none
waiting.

And no plans to send any.

“You have the bridge,
Margaret. I’m going down in the hold to have a look.” She paused at
the door. “See what possible alternates we might have coming
up--before the next fold.”

Margaret turned to gape at her.
“Alternates?”

“Planets--possible colony
targets.”

“But ….”

“Just look, Margaret.
There probably isn’t a damned thing, but we can hope. We won’t know
for sure until we look.”

By the time she got down to the hold,
Donna and Sherry had reached the point of acceptance for a thing
they couldn’t change and sat down in a posture of deep
depression.

Anger flickered through Sylvie. “I see
the two of you have given up,” she said, trying to sound neutral
when she certainly didn’t feel neutral about the
situation.

They both looked up
guiltily.

“I found the problem,”
Donna said.

“And?”

“It’s broken and we don’t
have a replacement.”

Sylvie stared at her in disbelief. “No
replacement …? We should have backup parts!”

“We do. But we can’t
carry--couldn’t--carry even one of everything. They put parts for
everything that we were likely
to need and excluded everything they could that
had a very low possibility of breaking.”

Sylvie found that she was still having
a hard time wrapping her mind around it. “You checked …?

“There weren’t any listed
in the inventory.”

Sylvie’s lips tightened. “What about
the other units? Couldn’t we empty one? Or part of it?”

The both looked at her as if she’d
grown another head. “The food?”

Sylvie felt her belly
tighten.

They were right.

That was … not logical thinking on her
part.

It was hysteria--completely undoable
and unreasonable.

Everything, every single thing on
board the ship was equally essential to the success of the
mission.

They may as well draw straws to see
who they might jettison.

She cleared her throat. “How much time
do we have before the … situation is critical?

They gaped at her. “We hadn’t
calculated that,” Sherry admitted.

“Well, do it and get back
with me as quickly as you can,” she said tightly and then turned
and headed back up. She had to pass through the rec room on the way
and was bombarded with questions by the rest of their colony group,
who’d congregated there to get the bad news they expected. “We’re
stable at the moment. Otherwise--I’ll have to get back with you
when we’ve got things figured out.”

“I found one,” Margaret
announced the moment she stepped onto the bridge again.

Sylvie jolted. “Something …
survivable?”

Margaret wrestled with her data. “I
sent a probe to have a closer look, but the data looks … decent.
Not Eden, for sure--but we brought stuff to terra farm and it looks
like we have what we need to do that--a good mix.”

Sylvie was tentatively heartened. “How
long would it take us to get there?”

“It looks like a couple of
weeks at our best speed.”

“Really?” Sylvie asked,
feeling a little jump of hopefulness. “We wouldn’t even have to get
back in the pods if it’s something we could use.”

“I should be getting
reports from the probe in the next twenty four hours.”

Sylvie nodded and settled in her chair
to mull over the Intel she’d collected thus far, trying to think
what would be best to do.

She didn’t need to do any calculations
regarding their supplies. That had been calculated to the nth
degree when the ship was prepped for launch. Ditto the number of
colonists it was going to take to produce a healthy population.
Every woman on board had a bare minimum of two offspring in the
cyro-unit. Some, like her, had gone further and collected extra
ovum--in case anything happened to one or both of their fetuses.
And extra sperm from donors had been stored, too.

Unfortunately, in the same damned
unit.

Also unfortunate--as Donna and Sherry
had pointed out--the other units had their food in it and they ran
the risk of starving to death if they sacrificed even a portion of
it for the babies.

But they had no future without
them.

They would be the first and the last humans in the
colony.

And, of course, it went beyond that.
They would have life without children, but what joy would they have
without any possibility of that?

Sure, she’d suffered a few pangs about
giving up men altogether, but the babies would have been a
wonderful consolation.

To have neither? To live only for
scientific study and exploration?

She shook the depressing thoughts when
she got the information she’d been waiting for and headed to the
rec room to address the colonists and give them the bad
news.

“We have a critical
failure in the cyro-unit preserving our fetuses,” she announced.
“We have no way to fix it and we can’t afford to sacrifice the food
we brought with us--the seeds to provide a working, thriving
colony. Regardless, you will all have the chance of children.
However, the choice is now or never. You can take your fetuses and
have them implanted, NOW, or you will have to accept that you’ve
lost them. There are no other options.”

Since she’d said everything that
needed to be said as quickly as possible--before anyone recovered
enough from their shock to find objections--she waited afterward
for them to recover sufficiently to think up any problems that came
to mind.

“But … we’d be pregnant
when we got there!”

“How far are
we?”

“Ok, that’s another
decision we have to make. Margaret has found a new target world for
us that looks pretty good--at least at this point. She sent a probe
for a closer look ….”

“Wait! What are you
saying?”

Sylvie’s lips tightened. “We have a
couple of hard choices to make. That’s what I’m saying and we all
knew before we left that it was part of the reality of trying to
build a colony. There would be hard choices that had to be made. It
wasn’t just about the sacrifices we made when we decided to
go.

“The cryo-unit holding our
future has broken down. We’ve got a matter of hours to save the
fetuses We just emerged from our first fold--which puts us a hair
past the halfway mark. We have enough fuel and supplies to make it
to the target or to head home. At this point. If we load up on
babies, we’re going to be close to the halfway point of our
pregnancies when we get to our new home. And that’s going make for
some tough going for all of us. Chances are we couldn’t get our
colony up and running before we went into labor and that would be a
higher risk to everyone.

“If it transpires that the
planet Margaret found is doable--we could get there in a couple of
weeks, save the babies, and still have time to prepare--to get a
really good start on the colony.”

She surveyed the expressions on the
women’s faces and shrugged. “That’s the good, the bad, and the ugly
as far as options go. As far as I know right now. We still haven’t
gotten the final report from the probe, but so far the planet looks
… Well, not nearly as good as the target we had--and of course that
was pre-terra farmed for the livestock seed we’re carrying and
should have mature Earth vegetation. I guess the decision will have
to be save the babies--or not--take a chance on getting to the best
planet we could find and still being able to do something with
it--or not.

“What you need to
understand is that any decision made is final. This will require
taking a vote and going with the majority--so a few or a lot of
people aren’t going to be happy either way. And it could be the
best or the worst decision you’ve ever made. We won’t know until we
try.”


Chapter Two

Everyone had mixed feelings--still--as
they stood at the view ports with their noses to the glass and
stared at their colony world.

Absolutely no one had been willing to
give up their last hope of children. And, since the odds were
against carrying a ‘full load’ to term, probably at least half of
them had opted to plant all of their fetuses in the hope that
they’d end up with at least one.

Despite the fear of ending up with
three or four at once.

Sylvie had tried her best to be
reasonable and logical about her decision. She was older. Her
fetuses were--at least from older eggs. If she loaded up, she might
lose all of them. With two, she thought she stood a better chance
of carrying them to term and she thought it would be easier to
function more normally if she wasn’t loaded down with infants that
would need constant care.

She’d been miserable ever since, of
course, certain she’d made the wrong decision, but that fear had
actually seemed to stabilize her wild mood swings. She’d decided to
recalculate every scenario. And Brenda, their AI, had come up with
a 96% to 97.8 % probability that they had sufficient fuel to reach
their destination--the original one--if they returned to the pods
and resumed their trip.

And left the main ship in orbit around
the planet they were looking at and didn’t use up fuel in landing
and then launching again.

So the ‘side trip’ needn’t be
something they couldn’t come back from.

She felt way better that they hadn’t
had to burn their bridges with the decision they’d made.

Of course, it would put them all even
further along in their pregnancies, but if they wasted no more than
a week or two on the final decision, it was doable. At least almost
as much as it would have been if they had just kept
going.

That was a morale boost for pretty
much all of the colonists.

They’d saved their babies and they
still had a chance of heading to the better target--the one they’d
all thought of as their new home from the time they’d left
Earth--if they were completely dissatisfied with the one they’d
chosen.

Sylvie decided to allow two shuttles
of colonists to go down at the time to explore the planet a little
to help them decide.

She thought very likely everyone would
want a chance to look and ‘experience’, but she also thought it
best to leave at least half of their ‘eggs’ on the ship rather than
to risk losing the whole batch.

Out of an abundance of
caution.

And it couldn’t be dismissed that half
of the colony had far better odds if anything horrendous happened
to the first group.

Sylvie split the security teams
up--one quarter in each of the two shuttles that would be going
down first. The other half would be divided between the second
shuttles to go down to the surface.

She supposed, later, that it would
have been better to take one shuttle down, land, and check for any
potential threats, and then allow the second to land if they saw
nothing for concern. They hadn’t picked up anything to suggest
higher/intelligent life forms, though, or any lower order creatures
of alarming size or disposition.

Of course, by sending only one probe
for a quick look there was a large margin for error.

Everyone was ordered to stay put,
however, until team one had searched the area close to the
ships.

As captain, she was the first to step
foot on the new world.

Holding her weapon at the ready, she
searched the area immediately outside of the airlock and then
opened the door when she saw nothing and moved cautiously down the
ramp, still searching for any movement that might spell a
threat.

Any wild thing, she felt certain,
would have headed for the hills before their ship even
settled.

After a few moments of searching, she
signaled to the remainder of the team. “Weapons hot,” she cautioned
them in a low voice.

They came down the ramp with their
weapons at the ready and moved slowly outward from the ship once
they reached the ground, searching.

When they were convinced they had
fifty yards clear of anything threatening, Sylvie connected with
the pilot of the other ship and gave them permission to
land.

The ship was set down close to the
first ship and the second team of security officers came down the
ramp to join the first. They performed their own search and then
the teams spread out around the perimeter of both ships and the
colonists were urged to disembark in small groups to have a look
around.

Sylvie didn’t know about any of the
others, but she was actually heartened. The planet was
‘comfortable’--a good air pressure and gravity, the air smelled
good and was easy on the lungs. The temperature--which appeared to
be around midday--was warm but not oppressive.

The vegetation wasn’t particularly
abundant, but it wasn’t bare dirt either.

A couple of their scientists had come
down with sample cases and after looking around a few minutes they
crouched to collect samples--dirt, rocks, and plants.

“This looks promising,”
their science officer announced, coming up to Sylvie with an
assortment of plant samples. “If the beasts can eat this, we’ll be
in good shape until we can get our own feed growing.”

Sylvie shrugged. “We should have ample
time to grow our own feed to sustain our beasts They’re just
tadpoles right now.”

Lena nodded. “It’s still
promising.”

Sylvie frowned thoughtfully and
surveyed the area. “It wouldn’t take a lot of work to clear it and
get it ready for building. Everything is pretty scraggly around
here, though. Could be nutrient poor. We’ll have a better idea once
the scientists have studied the soil.”

Apparently, everyone was pretty
comfortable. Before Sylvie knew it they were wandering a little
further and a little further. She sent some of the security
officers out to collect them. And then told the others they needed
to get back on the ship.

And then altered her plans and radioed
the main ship that she was sending most of the colonists back up
and keeping the security on the ground to increase security for the
next group since it was getting toward mid-afternoon.

Apparently the second group was dead
on ready. They unloaded the first group and loaded the second and
were on site in a little bit of no time.

So they got to see and experience all
of the action.

* * * *

After nigh two weeks of waiting, Torr
had begun to think the owners of the machine would not come at
all.

And then, when he least expected it
and it was least convenient, one of the watchers spied two things
streaking across the sky toward the ground very near the place
where he had seen the first machine. These, however, were large
enough to be carrying the owners of the machine--perhaps
many.

After some consideration, he sent his
duo, Jarek, to tap half of his men to go and the other half to stay
to guard their interests and told him the warriors must move
quickly. The alien thing was coming down and if they did not hurry,
the star people might well depart again before they had time to
capture them.

Despite his certainty that they had to
move with all speed, he discovered when they reached the place
where the star people had set their machines down that they still
had not come out.

Cautious, he thought.

He did not think that he had believed
it would be easy to capture them any of the time, but he had known
they had the advantage of surprise and had not expected it to be a
particular challenge.

He could not think what the caution
might denote.

They had been spotted?

The spy machine had found evidence of
their occupation?

Perhaps spotted the ship that brought
them despite their efforts to hide it?

Or was it the beasts that they had
spotted and now waited cautiously until they were certain the
beasts were not laying in wait for them?

Any or all were possible and would
have likely ruined their element of surprise.

They had not taken off again, however,
he reminded himself, and that said to him that they fully intended
to come out--at some point.
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