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      As Setia Zees stepped into the lift to begin her journey to a new life on a new world, she nervously checked over her shoulder. People crowded behind her, waiting to travel up to the spaceport. Men and women, young and old, no faces looked familiar. It was a great relief.

      She turned to face the closing doors, squeezing into the remaining space with her single suitcase, and took a final scan of the crowd. There seemed to be no sign of Arief. Now she was on the emigrants side of the admissions area he should not be able to follow. She was safe.

      The doors closed, the elevator announced the destination, and the ascent began. Almost imperceptibly, it rose smoothly upward to the passenger processing section.

      This elevator and its partner were the only ways to reach the section other than from the air. The extremely limited accessibility was designed to deter people from sneaking in illegally. A berth on any of the three colony ships finally ready to depart after decades of preparation was worth a fortune on the black market. Desperate and crafty would-be stowaways had been discovered within engine housing, supply containers, animal crates, and even furniture—someone had hollowed out a bed about to be flown up to a ship and hidden inside it. One particularly foolhardy individual had fashioned a makeshift spacesuit and tried to strap himself to a shuttle’s hull, unsuccessfully. The image of the small figure plummeting to the ground had made all the news channels.

      The elevator slowed to a stop and disgorged its passengers. Clutching her case, Setia was carried along in the flow. Only when the crush dissipated was she able to take in her surroundings. The long, wide concourse was enclosed above and to one side by a transparent shell and filled with hurrying travellers, the noise of their chatter and footsteps echoing.

      She was not in any particular rush. She’d left plenty of time to make her appointment. But the general excitement coursed through her too. Everyone here was about to embark on a life-changing, historic voyage, a voyage from which there would be no return.

      A man bumped into her. She moved out of the flow of traffic and walked to the outward-facing wall. The processing centre was a bubble protruding from the mountainside. Resting her hands on a rail, she took in the view of the valley, lush and green as it spread to a far horizon under a clear, sunny sky. Unless she changed her mind within the next hour or so, this would be her last sight of Earth.

      She had no intention of turning aside from her path. She had to leave this world, and participating in humanity’s first deep space colonisation expedition was her only means. Remaining on her home planet meant living a life she’d grown to hate yet couldn’t otherwise abandon. It meant living a life that wasn’t hers.

      At the end of the concourse, double doors led to a small balcony where a few fellow travellers stood. Dragging her case, she went to join them. It would be a long time before she would breathe fresh air again.

      A stiff, chilly breeze hit her as she walked out, taking her breath away. Here, the mountainside was visible. She hadn’t realised she was so high up. Fine, powdery snow clung to the rocky slopes, and ice coated the handrail. She blinked as her eyes watered, squinting in the now-unfiltered brilliant sunshine.

      “Mommy! Mommy! Look! There’s another one.”

      The small child with her two parents was pointing at the sky. A shuttle was arriving. Setia had never seen one in real life. Slim-nosed and snub-winged, the giant, red Antarctic Project logo emblazoned on its tail, the silver craft slipped noiselessly through the atmosphere and disappeared over the shoulder of the mountain. The shuttles had been flying for weeks, ferrying passengers and cargo to the starships as they prepared for departure. In a couple of hours, she would be on one of them.

      “We have to go now, honey,” the child’s father urged. “We mustn’t miss our slot.”

      “But I want to see another plane!”

      “We don’t have time,” said the mother.

      When further cajoling didn’t work, the parents picked up the little girl, now in full meltdown, kicking and screaming. The woman rolled her eyes at Setia. She smiled back indulgently, secretly hoping her cabin wouldn’t be anywhere near the family. The parents carried the child out and Setia had the viewing area to herself.

      She breathed deeply, savouring the clean, icy air. What would it be like living on a starship? She’d never been on one. Though she’d watched the vids she’d been sent after paying the final instalment of the fee, she found it hard to imagine the actuality. She guessed it was something like being on an aeroplane, only with more room to move around. Hopefully, a lot more room. She’d only been able to afford the smallest, lowest class of living accommodation, barely more than a bunk. She would be spending most of her days in communal areas.

      At least there was no need to enter cryosleep anymore, not since the skein mappers had discovered⁠—

      “Setia. How nice to see you again.”

      She started and turned. “How did you…?” She hadn’t heard the doors to the viewing area open. Neither had she heard any footsteps.

      Arief smirked. “I am capable of many things. I’m surprised, after all these years, you aren’t aware of that.”

      “I’m fully aware what you’re capable of,” she muttered. She’d almost forgotten how, when they’d first met, Arief had seemed to appear from nowhere. He had appeared from nowhere. She’d racked her brains afterwards, wondering if she’d been mistaken that the alley she’d run down to escape her intended murderer had really been a dead end. But she was sure she was right. Arief had stepped out of thin air, and now he’d done it again.

      Scowling, she told him, “You want to persuade me to go back. Forget it. I’ve paid my passage with my own money that I earned through honest work, fair and square. I don’t owe you anything.”

      “But Elek needs you.” Arief’s tone was light and teasing. He wasn’t even trying to pretend he meant what he said. “And, I might add, you signed a contract.”

      “Elek has a whole security team to protect him, fully trained by me. And I don’t even remember signing a contract.” Yet she didn’t doubt that one existed—a contract signed in a moment of ‘forgetfulness’. Such moments always occurred when she refused one of Arief’s requests.

      “Irrelevant. You need to come back with me, my dear. Forget all this nonsense. Your place is here, not on some godforsaken planet.” Arief gazed out across the landscape, the wind lifting his silver-grey hair, his long, sharp nose turning pink. He’d spoken lightly, as if not fully convinced of his own words. He seemed to be looking at something in the middle distance, though she could see nothing.

      She should leave. She should walk away, return to the warmth of the inner building and the safety of the crowd, but she couldn’t. Her feet were fixed in concrete. He’d fixed them, somehow. “Let me go.”

      He faced her. “I have plans that remain unfulfilled. Plans for you and Elek. You must…” His head swivelled forward and his eyes lost their focus.

      She tried to move. Yet though something was distracting him, his hold on her remained firm. Hopelessness invaded her heart. She’d thought she’d made it. After sneaking out this morning and travelling to the launch site, paying her fare with cash so it couldn’t be traced, she’d felt confident that she’d successfully pulled the wool over Arief’s eyes. How had he known she was here? Had he discovered she’d applied to the colonisation project months ago, and he’d known about her escape attempt all along? Had Elek spilled the beans? She’d thought he’d forgotten about her proposal to come with her.

      “Let me go,” she repeated in a whisper. With a great effort of will, she managed to wrench one foot off the floor.

      Arief fixed her with a piercing stare. “Where do you think you’re going? I haven’t given permission for you to leave.”

      She gritted her teeth. “I’m going to my processing appointment, and then I’m getting on a shuttle that’ll take me up to the—” She gasped.

      He’d grabbed her wrist. A band of iron seemed to have fastened around it. The band was squeezing tighter, cutting off her circulation. She panted, responding to the pain and also the effort of trying to move away.

      Why was he doing this? If he wanted to force her to obey he only had to confuse her with a brain fog, the same as he had so many times before.

      Amusement flickered within the adamantine shell of his gaze. He was enjoying himself.

      “Damn you, Arief! What did I ever do to you? Haven’t you tortured me enough? Find someone else to mess with and leave me alone!”

      “How ungrateful. If it wasn’t for me you would be dead, a corpse rotting in the back alley of an insignificant city.”

      “I didn’t ask you to save me or do whatever it was you did to give me my abilities, and I’ve paid you back with my service many times over. I’m not your slave. I deserve to live my own life.”

      “You deserve nothing.” He leaned over her, his hold on her wrist increasing to agonising tightness.

      He might have frozen her feet but he wasn’t controlling the rest of her. With her free hand she slapped him. His head jerked to the side with the force of her blow—he had made her preternaturally strong, after all.

      When he turned back fury had sparked in his features. “Bitch. You won’t get away with that. If you refuse to come back with me, the least I can do is return you to the ground, the fast way.” He yanked her wrist upward, lifting her from her feet until she dangled in his grasp. He was going to throw her off the balcony!

      There was a flutter of wings and a bird landed on his shoulder. Bright-eyed and sharp-beaked, it was some kind of bird of prey, standing as tall as the top of Arief’s head. Setia wasn’t sure who was more shocked, her or him. He stared at the animal in disbelief. The bird must have flown across from the mountainside, but why it had landed on him and what it intended was unclear.

      He released her wrist and she dropped to the floor. He tried to shoo the bird off, but it jabbed his hand with its beak.

      She could move. Quickly, she took several steps back. Arief noticed but he was too busy dealing with the bird to do anything. It was lunging at his eyes, its talons digging deep into his shoulder. He batted it and ducked and swerved as he tried to avoid the pecks. “Oughh!”

      She should take her chance to get away, but the spectacle of the strange bird had transfixed her. And what the hell was Arief looking at now? He was ignoring the bird. The invisible thing in the middle distance had claimed his attention again. The bird pecked his ear and he winced. His face twisted in exasperation. “Oh, all right!”

      Arief became…smudged. His body began to dissolve. As Setia stared, he became indistinct, transforming into a black haze.

      Its perch gone, the bird beat the air with its wings to fly away. But rather than returning to the mountain it headed toward the passenger area.

      Setia could not take her eyes off Arief.

      He was nothing more than a vaguely man-shaped blur, a dark cloud the wind was rapidly breaking into threads.

      In another second he was gone.

      After staring for a long moment at the empty space, Setia grabbed her suitcase and turned toward the exit. She didn’t know what the hell had just happened, but she was going to get away while she could.

      A young woman dressed in an AP crew uniform stood in the doorway, the bird on her shoulder. But it was not attacking her. In fact, it seemed relaxed and comfortable.

      The woman held Setia’s gaze. “Who was that guy? What did I just see?”

      Setia shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” She didn’t want to get into any conversations about Arief, and she didn’t want to be associated with strange phenomena at the processing centre, not when she still had final checks to pass. “Aren’t you worried about that bird?”

      “Loki? He won’t hurt me.”

      “He’s yours?”

      “He helps me out sometimes. That man seemed to be bothering you, so…”

      “That was you? Thanks. He was bothering me, but he isn’t anymore.” Setia looked at the space where Arief had stood. She’d known he was capable of all kinds of things, but not transmogrifying into vapour. Who knew?

      And why had he given up on trying to make her go back to her old life?

      “Which ship are you on?” she asked the woman.

      “The Bres. You?”

      “The same. Thanks again for helping me. I have to go for my interview now.”

      The woman stepped aside and Setia edged past her. “Maybe I’ll see you around.”

      But Loki’s owner was already walking away.
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      The ID checks were extensive. First, Setia had to submit blood and hair root samples, and her inner cheek was swabbed. They took her fingerprints and scanned her retinas. Even her breath signature had to be verified. These were all in addition to the background checks the assessors had undertaken in the hours before she arrived at the processing point. After all, it had been months since her application had been accepted. Who knew what crimes she might have been accused of, what loans she might have defaulted on, or what dependants might have come forward in the intervening time? The assessors certainly did not, and one thing was for sure: if there was the slightest suspicion she was not who she claimed to be or she had unfinished business on Earth, she would not be leaving the planet.

      The medic nodded at a door. “Waiting room’s at the end of the corridor.”

      “Is that it? When I pass I can go to the shuttle?”

      “Huh? Didn’t you read the information we sent you yesterday? Psych evaluation next, then your final interview.”

      “But I did a psych evaluation when I applied…”

      The medic had buzzed the next applicant in and was looking pointedly away from her. Taking the hint, she stepped towards the door he’d indicated.

      “Your luggage, ma’am.”

      She collected the suitcase she’d forgotten. Another head check and another interview? She’d assumed that once her ID was confirmed that would be it—she would be on her way to her tiny cabin aboard the Bres. She’d been too excited and anxious yesterday to thoroughly read the passenger processing document. Surely everything would be okay. She had no psychological issues. What would the final interview be about? Was there still a possibility she might lose her berth? No doubt there was a clause somewhere in the fine print that would allow them to refuse passage in certain circumstances. The voyage would take months. They couldn’t risk an unhinged, vengeful, or malicious passenger jeopardising it. But she was none of those.

      Everything’s gonna be okay.

      The waiting room was nearly full. Only a couple of seats remained empty. A buzz of quiet conversation momentarily stilled as she entered, faces turned to her, and then the chatter resumed. Tension laced the subdued murmurs. One man’s knee jigged. A woman drummed an interface with her fingertips.

      Setia sat down between a petite, nervous-looking woman, who was holding hands with her partner, and a large, burly man with shoulder-length hair sitting in the corner. She pulled her suitcase in front of her as everyone else had done. They were allowed to bring only ten kilos of belongings for the shuttle flight, though additional baggage items could be shipped separately for a fee. She had shipped no additional items.

      The man leant uncomfortably close, pressing his muscular shoulder into her arm. She understood why no one else had taken this seat. His rank body odour had wafted out at the slight movement.

      “Runner or seeker?” As he spoke, he revealed yellow, plaque-encrusted teeth and enveloped her with halitosis.

      Burnap’s balls. The astronomical price of a ticket should have screened out people who couldn’t get their act together sufficiently to keep themselves clean, but apparently not. His question implied he was mentally unwell too. An array of sympathetic and amused glances arrived from around the room.

      Tilting her head away from him and shifting closer to her other neighbour, she replied, “What?”

      “Are you running or seeking? It’s a simple enough question.” When she didn’t answer immediately, he went on, waving a hand expansively, “Everyone in here, everyone on those ships, is leaving Earth for a reason. Some are running away from something. Escaping. Others are seeking something out. Seeking a dream, a wish, a hope. Which are you? Runner or seeker?”

      “What I am is none of your business.”

      “Ha! It might be my business. We’ll all be right in each other’s business up there.” His eyes turned upwards.

      Setia grabbed the handle of her suitcase and pushed it to the opposite side of the room, where there was another empty seat. The odorous man didn’t seem to take offence. He ignored her once she was out of his immediate vicinity.

      Gradually, people were called in for their evaluations and new people arrived to wait. Finally, it was her turn. She was led to an enclosed cubicle and sat down in front of an interface. There were two hundred questions to answer.

      When was the last time you were angry? Why?

      What do you think you will miss most about Earth? Give reasons.

      It was tempting to write answers that sounded good. I hardly ever get angry. Can’t remember the last time. The only thing I’ll miss about Earth is ice-cream.

      But the assessment software would be sophisticated, instantly detecting and flagging anything anomalous for the psychiatrists to take a closer look. And she wasn’t a good liar. In fact, her frank honesty had landed her in trouble more than once. Had she been angry when Arief had tried to prevent her from leaving? Yes. She’d been scared and frustrated, but also angry. Sighing, she gave a short version of the story, leaving out the part about him dissolving into thin air.

      An hour later she gave the instruction to submit, hoping she hadn’t come across as a lunatic. When she stepped out of the cubicle, the assistant took her to another room. Three people sat behind a desk, two women and a man. A second, fairly elderly man sat in the corner behind a console.

      “Setia Zees?” asked the woman in the centre of the three. Her salt-and-pepper hair was short and neatly styled. The man sitting next to her was about her age and wore a military uniform.

      “Is there any doubt anymore?” Setia quipped.

      This was met by a frosty stare. The younger of the two women covered a yawn with the back of her hand.

      “Please take a seat,” said the older woman. As Setia complied, she went on, “I am Kate Lineton, Chief Purser of the Bres.” She gestured left. “This is Lieutenant-Colonel Markham, and my other colleague is Wulandri, Colonisation Coordinator.”

      Setia’s ears pricked up. The coordinator was from her part of the world, typically being known by a single name only. But though Wulandri had to have made the same connection, she didn’t express any sense of solidarity. Mid-thirties and her black hair in a tight bun, she seemed tired and bored.

      “Before we start,” Setia said, “I want to ask, is there still a chance I won’t make it onto the ship? I mean⁠—”

      Lineton snapped, “The Antarctic Project reserves the right to deny transportation to any person up to and including the day of depar⁠—”

      “All right, I get it,” Setia grumbled.

      “It’s in the terms and conditions.”

      “Of course it is. What do you want to ask me?” If they were going to pull her off the list she wanted to get it over with. Maybe Arief wouldn’t find out she was still on Earth, though she had a strong feeling he would.

      “You have an interesting history, Ms Zees,” Markham commented. “There aren’t many people who can say they’ve worked closely with the great Elek. And you’ve been with him right from the start of his career, as I understand it.”

      She winced. She’d known this would come up. Yet she didn’t have, and had never had a rational-sounding explanation for her involvement with the cult leader. For that’s what Elek was, though he would never admit it. “I was asked about that in my first interview. You must have my response in your records. Do I have to go over it all again?”

      “If you wouldn’t mind.” Lineton leaned back in her chair and rested her hands on her lap.

      Markham fixed her with a piercing stare. Wulandri twiddled her thumbs.

      Setia gritted her teeth and began her usual condensed and redacted version of her meeting with Arief, him introducing her to Elek as a new bodyguard, and Elek’s slow but steady rise to national and then international fame via his in-person speeches and events. As always, she left out the most outlandish parts of the story, especially the unnatural strength, agility, and skills Arief had somehow imbued her with. The words to make that sound believable in any way did not exist.

      When she finished her story Lineton had a follow-up question. “And what made you apply to be a colonist?”

      Again, her answers had to be on file, but Setia chose not to point it out. The mood in the room seemed to have shifted. She had a feeling her place on the colony ship had become less secure over the course of her story. But perhaps she was being paranoid. It made sense that they would want to check her answers matched the ones she’d given earlier. If they deviated it might imply she was lying about something. Fortunately, she had memorised them.

      “I’ve always been fascinated by the idea of living on another planet, ever since I was a child. I was so happy when I found out the Antarctic Project had been delayed and there might still be time for me to join it.”

      “You grew up in Spiral City?”

      Setia jerked her head to face Wulandri. It was the first time she’d spoken, and Setia had almost forgotten she was here. “That’s right. I was an orphan and far too poor then to even think about applying. Luckily for me, my circumstances changed.”

      Wulandri’s lip lifted, betraying disgust. That was why she’d been ignoring her. She’d pegged her as low class and unworthy of attention.

      “What attracts you to deep space colonisation?” Lineton asked.

      “The challenge, discovering what it’s like to live somewhere other than Earth, and…I have to confess…the honour and renown of being among the first humans to do it. I know I’ll only be one of tens of thousands, but it’ll be something to tell the grandkids, right? Assuming I find someone to settle down with.” She smiled brightly.

      Lineton nodded. “Perfect.”

      Setia’s smile widened. She’d done it. Her next stop would be the shuttle to the Bres. She’d passed, and she was confident her psych assessment answers had been good too. They’d been similar to the first one she’d done, and she’d passed that so…

      “Almost word for word what you said at your first interview,” Lineton continued. “You have your generic, meaningless answers down pat.”

      Setia’s smile faltered.

      “I admire your determination, Ms Zees, but I’m afraid I have to inform you⁠—”

      “No!”

      “Your application has been unsuccessful⁠—”

      “No! You have to let me on the ship. I’ve left my job, I’ve…”

      “We will cancel any shipments you’ve ordered.”

      “You can’t do this!”

      “I’m very sorry.”

      Lineton didn’t look remotely sorry. Markham was glaring at Setia. Wulandri was picking at her nails.

      “I understand you must be disappointed,” said Lineton, “but I’m sure you know we can’t take any risks. You haven’t been forthright with us. This was your last opportunity to give your true reasons for wanting to join the project. The fact that you won’t divulge them, despite being given several opportunities, is suspicious. Your real reasons may be innocuous or you may be a saboteur, a religious fanatic, or have some other nefarious motive. As I said, I’m sorry. Now, we have many more interviews to conduct today, so if you wouldn’t mind…?”

      “I do mind! I’m not leaving. I’ll tell you why I’m here.” But if she told them, would they believe her or would they think she was making it all up?

      “It’s too late,” Markham barked. “If you won’t leave I’ll call security and have you thrown out.”

      “Please, give me a chance.”

      Wulandri said languidly, “Don’t make things harder for everyone. It’s over.”

      A soft cough sounded in the corner of the room. Setia had forgotten about the elderly man. He’d been silent throughout the interview. Lineton appeared to have forgotten about him too. Her eyebrows lifting in surprise, she turned to face him. “Is something the matter?”

      “She stays.”

      “She…” Lineton checked her interface and then glanced at her fellow interviewers, who looked equally nonplussed. “Are you sure?”

      He didn’t answer, as if he should not have had to repeat himself. Setia’s impression of the hierarchy in the officials present suddenly shifted. She’d thought Lineton was the one in charge, but it was this man.

      Lineton’s shoulders sagged. Markham’s expression became inscrutable. Wulandri looked furious.

      “Welcome to the Project, Ms Zees,” the elderly gentleman said. “Step through that door and follow the signs to the shuttle departure point.”

      Setia got to her feet. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” She walked across to him to shake his hand.

      Appearing bemused, he took her offered hand.

      “Can I ask who you are?”

      “I’m Mapper Robins. Now hurry up and get aboard the shuttle. It leaves in five minutes.”
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      Setia had nabbed the final place. The people behind her in the queue would have to wait for the next shuttle flight, arriving in an hour. She could feel their jealous gazes on her back as she mounted the steps to the passenger door. As she stepped inside, she exhaled. Tingles ran through her. Over the last ten minutes she’d gone from a burgeoning hope she’d finally escaped Arief, to shock and despair, to overwhelming relief. She was on her way to the Bres at last. The future yawned wide, dark and mysterious.

      “Baggage in the forward hold, ma’am,” the attendant said.

      A windowless tube confronted her, filled with people taking their seats in pairs across a central aisle. There were no overhead lockers. A place in front of the passenger section was assigned for luggage. The attendant helped her push her small suitcase into the only remaining space, and then she walked down the aisle, scanning for an empty seat. It would be aboard a vessel like this she would fly to a new planet roughly nine months from now. These people would be her fellow colonists. She’d been so focused on getting away from Earth she’d barely begun to think about what lay ahead.

      Every seat seemed to be taken.

      As she squeezed past someone taking off their coat, a shriek burst out. The couple with the small child were here, already sitting down. The little girl was fighting her father, trying to get up. “I don’t wanna go! I don’t wanna go! I wanna go home. I wanna see Gramma!” The mother, who was sitting in front of her, leaned over the back of her seat, shushing her daughter.

      From the expressions on surrounding faces, plenty of people were thinking the same as Setia: was the little terror going to scream the entire flight?

      A sharp-faced young woman poked her head out from behind the child. Locking gazes with Setia, she beckoned and indicated an empty place next to the bulkhead. “I didn’t want to sit against the wall,” she explained. “Feels weird not being able to look out.”

      After some manoeuvring, Setia sat down. “Thanks. Oh.” Her safety harness had slid out and over her shoulders and waist automatically, closing in a comfortable fit with a soft snick.

      “Cool, isn’t it? I heard they’re bringing them in on commercial aircraft. Of course,” her neighbour added confidently, “the Bres and the rest of the fleet will have the latest of everything. Though it’ll soon be out of date once we’re a few weeks into the voyage.”

      Setia wasn’t sure if the woman was referring to the effects of time dilation—that time would pass comparatively faster on Earth as the starships built up speed—or the general pace of technological innovation, which was so fast these days it was hard to keep track of. She didn’t feel like talking, however, especially not over the noise the kid was making, so she just nodded.

      The crew had sealed the passenger door. Everyone was seated. The aircraft gave a small jerk.

      “Looks like we’re on our way,” Setia’s companion announced.

      The shuttle rolled forward and began to turn. It did feel weird not being able to look out. So the view she’d been enjoying when Arief arrived really had been her last sight of Earth forever. She would have liked to savour the experience, to commit the landscape to memory. If only Arief hadn’t spoiled it.

      “Uhhh…” Setia’s seat companion pointed at her armrest.

      An ear comm sat in a small depression. Setia popped it into her ear.

      The pilot was in the middle of an announcement. “Our estimated flight time is seven hours thirty-five minutes, and that’s a good estimate. We’re expecting a little turbulence soon, but once we’re out of the Earth’s atmosphere it’ll be plain sailing, so to speak.” He paused, perhaps imagining a chuckle from his audience. “You may experience a very short period of weightlessness as the a-grav comes on line, and an adjustment in cabin pressure. Nothing that some determined swallowing won’t sort out. If you have any concerns or issues, please speak to one of the cabin crew, who will be happy to assist you. Otherwise, sit back and enjoy the flight.”

      Setia relaxed and closed her eyes. Almost imperceptibly, the shuttle lifted into the air. Soothing music played from her ear comm. Shrieks and scuffles continued to emanate from the kid but she managed to screen the sounds out.

      Memories flickered across her mind. She recalled hugging Elek goodbye. He hadn’t known it would be for the last time. She hoped he would be okay. He should be, despite the growing rowdiness of his audiences. His security team had been the best she could find. An earlier memory arose, when she’d met him for the first time. Lanky and hairy, he’d reminded her of an orangutan. She lifted the corner of her lip. What had he made of her? Smaller than average, a simple local woman, he must have wondered what had got into Arief’s head to prompt him to recommend her as a bodyguard.

      She stepped back in time. She was running drugs for Pratam again, taking her life in her hands every day, though she hadn’t known it. She been too young, too naive. Back then, the job had felt exciting, and it had been about the only way for someone with no education or connections to make a decent living. She’d felt no guilt about it, quick to dismiss the effects of Pratam’s shit on addicts. If she hadn’t been a go-between, someone else would, right? She shifted uncomfortably.

      She was younger now. Dad was feeding her steamed rice from a banana leaf. He looked hungry, but he didn’t take any for himself. Somehow, she’d sensed his hunger, yet it didn’t stop her from opening her mouth for more. What had happened to her mother? She had no mental image of her at all. Then Dad was gone.

      “I’m not doing it!”

      Her eyes snapped open.

      The annoying kid’s father was on his feet. “Turn the shuttle around! I want to go back.”

      For a brief moment, Setia was utterly confused. It was as if the toddler and her dad had swapped places, the child’s energy flowing into her parent.

      “Sweetheart…” the man’s wife gently remonstrated. “Sit down or⁠—”

      “You’re the one who wanted to do this, not me. This is all your idea. Why should I have to go along with it, huh?”

      “Sir!” exclaimed the flight attendant, running up the aisle. “I must ask you to take your seat immediately.”

      “Let me off the flight!” He clambered over his child. “I want to get off!”

      “That isn’t possible, sir.”

      His partner reached out and grabbed his arm. “Sit down, for god’s sake!”

      “Mommy!” The girl began to wail.

      “Shut up!” her father screamed. “Shut up-shut up-shut up! You’ve been crying ever since we left home. I can’t stand it!” He tried to snatch her out of her seat, but her safety harness held her in place. He fumbled with it—Setia couldn’t see what he was doing exactly. There was a snick as the straps sprang apart, and he yanked the kid into the air.

      “Put her down!” yelled the mother.

      The father gave the child a shake. “Shut up!”

      Setia unfastened her harness.

      The mother leapt to her feet and tried to retrieve her daughter but he wouldn’t let go. Mad rage filled his eyes. He started to shake his daughter harder.

      Setia climbed over her neighbour, who was frozen in open-mouthed disbelief.

      “Sir!” said the flight attendant, “I must insist…”

      Setia didn’t hear the rest. She was distracted by the approach of another figure. A man was racing from the front of the craft. That wasn’t so surprising in itself. The crew member would clearly need assistance in restraining the hysterical passenger. What was surprising was what was happening to the man. A dull grey liquid was gliding over his shoulders and flooding down his arms. The metallic fluid surged around his chest and hips and spilled down his legs. As he lifted one foot, the substance ran beneath it. A liquid hood appeared on his head. A grey wave rushed over his cheeks and gushed down his neck. Within seconds, he was enveloped in a solid yet flexible protective suit, an eye slit the only opening.

      The kid had become a red-faced wreck, her mouth wide open and screaming blue murder. Her head snapped backwards and forwards as her father shook her. The mother couldn’t break her partner’s hold. The armoured man slid to a halt at the scene, but the attendant was in his way.

      “Sir! Sir! Please⁠—”

      Setia punched the father behind his ear.

      Instantly, all tension left his body. As he collapsed, the mother grabbed her daughter from his opening hands. Setia took a step back. The guy was a lot bigger than her and she saw no reason to break his fall. The shuttle would have to make a return journey to drop this nutcase and his family off, inconveniencing her and everyone else. The father sprawled in the aisle, out cold.

      A shocked silence reigned. Even the kid made barely a whimper as her mother hugged her close. When Setia’s attention returned to the armoured man, his protective shield was flowing away, going back to wherever it had come from.

      The attendant helped the mother and child back into their seats.

      The formerly armoured man’s gaze turned to Setia. “Nice punch. That wasn’t by accident, right?” His dark brown hair was close cut and matched his keen eyes. He was military—shipboard military, assigned to the shuttle in case of exactly the kind of passenger breakdown they’d just witnessed.

      She shrugged a non-committal answer. After nearly losing her berth, the last thing she’d wanted to do was attract attention, but she’d felt sorry for the kid.

      Her seat companion stood to allow her to edge past and return to her place. As the soldier stooped to grab the unconscious man under his armpits, he caught her eye again. “Fancy joining the ship’s guard?”

      She gave her head a little shake and looked away.

      “If you change your mind, talk to Lieutenant-Colonel Markham. Military personnel get special perks.”

      “I’ll think about it.” She hoped her reply would make him leave her alone.

      “I apologise for the recent disturbance.”

      The disembodied pilot’s voice sounded in her ear, making her jump. She’d forgotten about the comm. She reached up to remove it.

      “We will be returning to our departure point, and once⁠—”

      Placing the comm in the armrest depression, she leaned back.

      “Wow, that was something,” said her neighbour. “The psych evaluations weren’t as good as I thought.”

      “Guess not,” Setia murmured.
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      Displayed on the seatback screen in front of Setia was a metallic disc, its edge thickened. The Bres’s hull was drab—no need for polish where metal wouldn’t rust and there was no one to impress—though the Antarctic Project logo stood out clearly.

      The colony ship had once been a gigantic corkscrew, she’d heard, wrapped around a central propulsion system. The turning of the screw would have mimicked Earth-like gravity, essential for the health of the colonists on the long voyage. Revelations resulting from the Britannic Alliance’s encounter with extraterrestrial life forms on a foray into deep space had changed all that. Now, with the invention of a-grav, there was no need for the ship to spin. The time it would take to reach the first colony planet had been drastically shortened too, from years to months, meaning no cryosleep chambers.

      The re-built Bres resembled a doughnut without a hole. It was impossible to guess her size but it had to be vast. Twenty thousand colonists would inhabit this vessel alone. The smaller, more distant, shapes of her identical sister ships, the Balor and Banba, hung in the void like ancient coins resting on glitter-speckled black velvet.

      “You’re awake?” Setia’s neighbour remarked. “I don’t know how you could sleep at a time like this.”

      Setia gave her a tight-lipped smile as she inserted her ear comm.

      The image of the Bres disappeared from the screen, replaced by a red AP. They’d arrived. She pretended to focus intensely on the pilot’s spiel while the shuttle docked. Breathless, excited chatter rose around her, bursting into a crescendo when the announcement arrived to unfasten safety harnesses and prepare to disembark. Applause erupted. Setia’s companion joined in enthusiastically. They rose to join the queue to leave the ship, taking their comms with them as instructed by the pilot. The devices would be theirs for the duration of the voyage.

      Taking her suitcase from the storage area, Setia felt as though she was dreaming. The babbling of her fellow passengers sounded muted and distant, their forms hazy and indistinct. Mechanically, she approached the exit, nearly last in line.

      “Amazing, isn’t it?” asked her seat companion.

      “Yeah.”

      “What section are you in?”

      “D.”

      “Cool. Me too. What number?”

      “I don’t know. I’ll have to check.” Setia knew full well her cabin was in D12.

      “Maybe we’ll be neighbours aboard the Bres as well. I’m in D12. It would be a cool coincidence if your cabin’s there too, right?”

      “Right.”

      The line shuffled forward. As Setia stepped through the passenger door, the chill air of the shuttle bay hit her, laced with an odd scent. A mild perfume to mask other odours generated aboard starships perhaps? Food smells, the sweat of twenty thousand bodies and who knew what else would be hard to filter out entirely.

      Three more docking spaces stood empty in the vast bay, awaiting returning shuttles. The footsteps of the disembarking passengers echoed tinnily from the steel walls, ceiling, and floor.

      “I hope the rest of the ship is prettier!” Setia’s seat neighbour remarked.

      Setia hurried down the steps, itching to put distance between herself and the sharp-faced woman. She didn’t have anything against her per se. She just needed to be alone.

      Half an hour later she got her wish. The induction to living on the ship had only taken fifteen minutes, just information on where to eat, how to get around, and what communal facilities were available to all passengers—some were only available to higher classes. Then they were free to go. She managed to lose her would-be friend on the way to Section D12. In the labyrinthine network of passages, she located cabin 42 and pressed her thumb against the panel. The door slid back, and she stepped inside.

      A single bunk occupied half the space. Above it hung an interface. Another screen sat at an angle on the desk. Opposite the desk and accompanying chair was a set of drawers. There was more storage space under the bed, and a long shelf hung over it. A second door led to a tiny cubicle containing a shower, washbasin, toilet, and small cupboard.

      Her living quarters for the next nine months occupied roughly eight square meters, and they had cost her every penny she’d had, all she’d saved during her lucrative career as the great Elek’s primary security agent. But, of course, the fee didn’t only cover her passage. It was a ticket to the future of humanity, and, for her, the only escape possible.

      She pushed her suitcase under the bunk and lay down, putting her hands behind her head.

      Nine months in this cubby hole?

      Considering the alternative, she could do it.
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        * * *

      

      Talman Prime slowly rotated in the centre of the auditorium. It was not a holo of the actual planet, naturally, but an approximation of its appearance derived from data sent back by probes.

      “Though our new home is somewhat larger than Earth it has less overall mass,” Wulandri explained, standing at a podium in the first ring of seats, “which means the gravity is slightly lower. Point eight-three-five of Earth’s gravity, to be precise.”

      “Will we be able to fly?” a high-pitched voice called out.

      Even at some distance from her countrywoman, Setia could see irritation flit over Wulandri’s features.

      “Over the course of our voyage the gravity aboard ship will be gradually reduced, so that by the time we arrive you’ll be accustomed to it and shouldn’t notice any difference. I would like to draw your attention to the largest land mass. Most research has been focused on this area as the site best suited to colonisation. As a young planet, Talman Prime is more volcanically active than Earth, but all the fault lines appear to run beneath the oceans. The main land mass seems stable. We will attempt the first settlement inland, far from potential tsunamis, yet near liquid water. Average temperatures in this area range between…”

      Setia began to lose interest. There would be plenty of time to learn about Talman Prime before they arrived, and new data was being transmitted back from probes all the time. What Wulandri was telling them was probably already out of date. Mildly regretting her decision to come to the information talk, her gaze roved the audience. Perhaps more important to the success of the project wasn’t conditions on the planet, but her fellow colonists.

      A familiar face leapt out, eliciting surprise and disgust. The cleanliness-challenged man from the waiting room was here. How come? Surely he should have failed the psych check. He appeared to be ignoring Wulandri too. He had an interface open and he was tapping it.

      Setia spotted someone else she recognised. Seated opposite the speaker in the lowest tier was Mapper Robins. His legs crossed and one foot jigging, he focused on the spinning globe, his expression thoughtful.

      “Found you!” The woman from the shuttle sat down. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Did you find your cabin okay?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “What section number?”

      Setia inwardly cringed, but lying was pointless. “D12.”

      “Snap! I knew it. I knew you would be in the same section as me.”

      “It’s fine. A place to sleep.” Setia waited for the inevitable question about her cabin number, anticipating that Burnap was playing a joke on her and that the woman would be living at 43.

      But instead she said, “You know, I don’t think we ever got around to swapping names. I’m Miriam. Miriam Belby.”

      “Setia Zees.”

      “Pleased to make your acquaintance, Setia,” Miriam said in a singsong tone. “It’s good to have friends when you have a big trip to take. Helps to pass the time. Maybe we can have dinner together. I can’t wait to try the food.”

      “I’m not hungr⁠—”

      “Oh, cool. Look!” Miriam was peering down at someone in the audience. “Mapper Robins is here.”

      “You know him?”

      “You don’t?”

      “I’d never heard of him, and I would remember a name like that.”

      “A name like what? Robins isn’t unusual.”

      “No, Mapper. Who would think it was a good idea to call their kid Mapper?”

      “That isn’t his name, silly. It’s his title. He’s a skein mapper. We have a few in the Fleet, but he’s the most famous.”

      “Ohhh.”

      Skein mappers were part of the new order. They traced the connections between people, links on a hitherto unknown plane of existence. Other than that, she didn’t know very much about what they did.

      As if sensing someone was talking about him, Robins turned and his head lifted to survey the audience. He saw her and their gazes locked. For a split second Setia was deeply and keenly scrutinised. Then his attention moved on.

      “Hm, he certainly seems interested in you,” Miriam remarked.
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        * * *

      

      When the talk was over, Setia made her excuses to her new friend about dinner, though she wasn’t sufficiently quick-witted to think up a reason to avoid meeting for breakfast. Feeling a little churlish—there was nothing intrinsically off-putting about Miriam, it was only that she would inevitably ask about Setia’s past, and she didn’t want to talk about it—she set off to find an alternative place to get a snack before retiring for the ‘quiet shift’. There would be no more night-time for the next three-quarters of a year.

      The arterial routes linking the sections accommodated the electric buggies used for travelling long distances as well as pedestrians. Setia walked at the edge of the route. Somehow, she’d managed to pick a path that went against the general flow of traffic. She dodged people walking in pairs and groups, parents holding hands with their children, couples with their arms wrapped around each other.

      Most of the colonists seemed to have come with companions. Singletons like her and Miriam were relatively rare. Perhaps she shouldn’t be so standoffish.

      A shout rang out.

      There was a disturbance down the passageway. Ripples ran out from it, waves of irritation, annoyance and disquiet. The roar of rowdy young men hit. The crowd parted and she saw them: four men carrying a fifth on their shoulders, weaving unsteadily. They staggered sideways and nearly dropped their burden. Giggling loudly at his complaints, they hoisted him higher. The near-accident wasn’t because they were struggling to carry him. All the men were burly. But the four bearers appeared as drunk as their load, possibly drunker. The man suspended between them was calling out directions with some accuracy even though his head hung upside down.

      “Hostiles at two o’clock,” he stated, referring to a stationary cluster of flamboyantly dressed women, staring disapprovingly. “Take evasive action.”

      Setia rolled her eyes and pressed her back to the wall to give them room to pass.

      As the leaders of the group drew level with her the carried man blurted, “Whoa, hold it. Abort mission. I said, abort mission.”

      His buddies were slow to respond.

      “Put me down, guys.”

      He landed with a thunk.

      “I said put me down, not drop me,” he complained, rising haphazardly to his feet while his friends doubled over with laughter, clutching their guts.

      Now he was upright, she recognized him. He was flushed and sweaty and his minimal hair was somehow messy. He was also out of uniform. But she was sure it was the soldier from the shuttle.

      He put his hands on his hips, rocking slightly. “It’s One Punch Girl!”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Girl? I’m thirty-two.”

      The other men had begun to wander away.

      “Hey, guys, it’s One Punch Girl. The woman I was telling you about, remember? Screaming kid. Crazy dad. Pow!” He mimed a punch. “Crash!” He pretended to fall down. “Guys! Guys, come and meet her. We need to persuade her to enlist.”

      His plea drew no response from his companions, who were now several metres away. Two were lifting a third between them, his arms around their necks, their forearms under his thighs.

      The soldier from the shuttle pointed at her, thumb extended, and clicked his tongue. “Catch you later.” He ran off to join his friends.

      It was going to be a long voyage.
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      “So you see, colonising Talman Prime is going to mean most of us becoming accustomed to an agrarian lifestyle. For all their merits, neither the Bres, Balor nor Banba is a manufacturing plant. Sure, they’re carrying spare parts for the machinery we’re bringing along, but those items are in finite supply, and once they’re used up, we’re on our own. There won’t be any sending to Earth for replacements. The distances are simply too great.”

      “But it’s only nine months away!” a voice in the audience objected.

      Their lecturer, a broad-chested man in his fifties who had introduced himself as Papa Paulus, shook his large head. “Nine months by one of our magnificent ships. You must know the plan is for all of them to venture onwards to other potential colony planets once Talman Prime is established.” He grinned good-naturedly, exposing a fine set of white teeth. “They aren’t delivery services!”

      The audience had mostly been in the palm of his hand since he’d started speaking, and they chuckled, all except the portly woman who had made the objection. He frowned and folded his arms over his chest.

      “We’re used to living in a highly developed, technological society,” Papa Paulus went on. “Supply chains for all our resources are well-established—the minerals mostly from offplanet these days. Do any of you know the materials required to make an interface?” He surveyed the blank faces. Setia didn’t have a clue either. “Or a printer? How about this table?” He tapped the surface of the one he’d propped himself on. “Or those benches where you sit?” After pausing a beat, he explained, “All the resources used to make everyday objects and devices have been mined and processed, or perhaps grown, or perhaps retrieved from an ancient landfill. Though we’ve managed to automate many of the production systems, they don’t happen by magic, and hundreds of thousands of people are still involved in providing the luxurious lifestyles we had on Earth.”

      “Luxurious!” the portly woman spluttered. “I scrimped and saved for this opportunity right from when I was a kid. I deprived myself of everything except bare essentials all my days, and now you’re telling me I have to be a farmer!”

      Setia gritted her teeth. What exactly had the woman expected she would be doing on humanity’s first colony planet? Bathing in asses’ milk while being fed grapes by naked men? Setia looked with sympathy at Papa Paulus. How would he handle the dissatisfied customer?

      “The anticipated lifestyles of project participants were laid out clearly in the information packets,” he replied gently. “We will be creating a new society from scratch without the backup of a huge population or well-established, wide-reaching infrastructures. Naturally, things will be tough sometimes. We will have to get used to roughing it and doing without. But think of the benefits—a pristine environment, living organisms completely new to science, the chance to build a new civilisation in the wilderness. Imagine, on the first night after we set foot on Talman Prime, you will see new constellations in the night sky. Surely, any sacrifice is worth those rewards?”

      The objector didn’t appear convinced, though Paulus’s words had inspired some looks of awe in the rest of the ‘students’.
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