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The view from this part of the Jupiter Waystation is spectacular, sparkling white bays and windows opening over the Great Red Spot.  The Spot is a swirling storm of color that, from a distance, is nothing but a landmark on a planet with no land.

Around the enormous windows there are expensive potted plants, kept alive by a series of plant lights concealed behind them. Everyone who works aboard the Waystation knows full well that the decor is intended for the colonists that depart from here.

That doesn't mean they don't take their fill of it.

Between launches the deep space station is fairly quiet. During, it's a different story of course; and also some time before, when the non-sapient robots are scrambling to load the cargo. This used to be a quieter place, years and years ago when colonies were less common, the technology for launching colony ships less advanced. Now there's a rhythmic buzz to the activity, waxing and waning around the launch schedule.

On the outside, the Waystation is shaped like a large wheel, spun to induce artificial gravity - the gravity plating used on ships is too expensive to use it on the entire station. The docks containing the various colony ships are located on the outside of the rim so as to give a little extra impetus to the launching ships. Any cost savings possible, of course - at least according to ESC.

Most of the pilots and other crew bustling through the station work for Emergent Systems Colonies, with a few outliers.  Those are mostly researchers or people wealthy enough to live in space but who don't want to or are unable to pay for passage to one of the numerous colonies founded in the light-years surrounding earth.

The inner portions of the Waystation is of course less peaceful than the show areas, especially in the back alleys and warehouses that the clients never see. But the pilots who guide the great colony ships across the cold vacuum of space quickly become used to that; more so the more they work on the station.

One such pilot, Conall Driscoll, is sitting in his current bedroom cubicle and readying himself for a new trip.  A middle-aged man of average height with curly red hair and skin pale from a life mostly spent in space, Conall is preparing for a journey both into the great void of space, and into the future.  The realities of spending so long at near light speed, not to mention the factor of cold sleep, means that you leave nearly everything and everyone behind and come back to who knows what upon your return to the Waystation.


Not that Conall pays any mind to that. It's not as if he has anything on earth to go back to.


The redhead sighs and continues his packing.

His habitation in this cubicle with its dreary walls covered in the cheapest gray paint money can buy, is a temporary thing.  It's meant to be so; there's no sense building permanent housing for a man who's about to be out of the system for most of a century.  The room's just large enough to contain a bed, under-bed storage for his clothing, and a table for him to place his personal belongings.  Those that he has remaining to him.

He truly doesn't have or need much, not after piloting for years, both subjective and objective.

The trip he's packing for won't require much either.  He'll be in and out of cold sleep for the next fifty years of earth time. The destination is so far out because the bubble of colonized planets has been expanding rapidly. And this trip is to establish a new colony, rather than bringing supplies to an old one.

Every time he comes back things have changed slightly. Controls have altered, a few old faces have retired to earth - the eventual fate of any pilot. And maybe it's sad that he won't see them anymore but it's just the way things wash out, that's all.

Well, he tries not to think about that.


There have been disquieting rumors among the pilots, especially the old hands. About androids becoming more humanlike - human enough to replace the pilots. He doesn't know much about it - ESC doesn't see fit to tell their employees much about the future of their careers - but he wouldn't put it past them. Hopefully he'll be into retirement before it turns into his problem.


The slender pilot sighs, and continues his packing.

It's been a few weeks since he returned from his last trip out.  He's starting to get a little antsy to get away from the crowds of the Waystation, though.

Legally ESC is required to provide at least that much downtime for its pilots or else it would keep them out all the time, all the way from hiring to retirement.  Best that they have some constraints on how much they work their employees.

Subjectively, Conall's in his late thirties.  Counted by outside time?  Well, he'd have to look some things up and do a complicated bit of math.  He...maybe doesn't care to do that math; men have been driven mad by less, especially in space.

Surely everyone he knew on earth is dead by now.

Yet another thing he doesn't like to think about.  The redhead lifts a lip in something that isn't quite a grin, and gets on with his packing.

Conall used to follow their stories, the people he once knew. He used to look forward to letters, emails, messages when he got back. But then the trips took him too far out of sync with earth-based time, and now he's more or less adrift.

There are benefits to being adrift like this, though. Such as being close to retirement back on earth; piloting so many times means that his pay has accumulated without his having to dip into it too much. That means that all he has left before he can retire entirely is this last, big job.

Retirement on earth is no small feat when all the good parts have become mostly the reserve of the rich who choose not to leave the solar system. The communities for retired pilots are less well-appointed, although they're a damn sight better than the overcrowding in the poorer regions. For this and other reasons, a lot of people leave earth if they've got a choice, even if it means hard work in a new colony.

To Conall it seems like an explosive situation. This, too, he tries not to think about.

Instead he considers the rapidly approaching voyage. Once aboard, he has his own little place up in the cockpit of the ship - and his own little stasis cell, too. He spends about a year at a time inside there, the machines slowing his heart rate, metabolism...well, he doesn't really understand the process. He just knows that time stops for his body - if not his mind, not entirely.
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