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Praise for the Paradisi Exodus Series

“There’s a new publishing experiment in town. Inspired by a Hugh Howey post a few years ago, The Paradisi Chronicles is a multi-author, open-sourced science fiction world writ large across generations and galaxies... Solomon and his unlikely Founder accomplice, Dextra Justice, are characters that live and breathe on the page. Together, these two are forced to make a Sophie’s Choice on a grand scale: who gets the cryo beds on the SS Challenge—the 3,000 Reachers or the stowed away Founders? Whoever stays is going to die. Period.”

—Author David Bruns, Immortality Chronicles Anthology

“The science and tech sound so cool and plausible, and it's easy to see a lot of research and time went into figuring out what would work best for the world and how it might work.... It's a great start to a series, with plenty of tension, action, and likeable characters. It makes me excited to see what this series will hold, and what the larger multi-author universe is going to be like.”

—Michelle Gilmore @InLibrisVeritas 

“Quick-paced adventure in space, using real science as a backdrop.”

—Author Adam Copeland, Echoes of Avalon
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Sic itur ad astra

(Thus, you shall go to the stars)

In the last decades of the twenty-first century, ten founding families seeking to escape an increasingly apocalyptic Earth focused their attention on constructing spaceships that would allow a select few to leave Earth and colonize the planet New Eden in the Paradisi System of Andromeda galaxy. 

In 2035, these Founders commissioned Reach Corp to design and build the near-Earth infrastructure required to meet their ambitious goals. Reach Corp agreed with one critical condition: upon the stipulation that they successfully retrofitted the original prototype ship, the Asteria-class SS Challenge, they would have full authorization to follow the Founding Families to the Paradisi System and settle peaceably in New Eden.

—Preface: The Interstellar Histories, Volume 1

Paradisi Mission, 2025–Present Day

 


The Betrayal

Earth, 2094

Lifter 2, Solix Sky Space Elevator

Today, equatorial Earth shone out against the abyss of the cosmos, its blues and greens almost the picture of paradise from this distance. Almost.

As the lifter rose up through the 30,000-kilometer mark toward the Solix Sky Elevator's Docking Station, Solomon Reach's gaze drifted down through the viewing panel beneath his feet for the first time in a long time. It wasn't his custom to think about what was happening down on Earth. He was one of the few living in space who kept his eyes on the stars.

In the last few weeks before launch, almost everyone else, including his Reach Corp crew, focused their attention on what and whom they were leaving behind. Crews gathered to view the planet below, anxious to memorize the shapes of the continents, the vastness of the oceans, and the whorl of storm clouds-signature markings of the only home they'd ever known.

Each vertical kilometer took the elevator's lifter further from Earth and closer toward their final destination: New Eden, Paradisi System, Andromeda galaxy. Earth had been their Eden once. Long before the threat of nuclear war, before the terrorists controlled the world's borders, before the storm of 2093 destroyed much of the food supply. He barely remembered the feel of real earth. It had been years since he had felt blades of grass between his toes. But he no longer cared. Always on his mind was the future he had built and the new world that lay ahead.

One hundred thousand Founders had already left on the ten other Asteria-class spaceships Reach Corp had designed for them. They would have landed on New Eden by now. Thus far there had been no communication from any of them. Of the ten thousand crew and passengers yet to leave on the eleventh and final ship, the SS Challenge, most worried that the Founder ships had met with disaster or failed to make it through the Sideris Gate or the wormhole itself. Solomon was not among them. He felt certain now that the Founding Families simply did not care whether the final ship arrived in the Paradisi System at all.

Five thousand of those waiting to take the ship to the Paradisi System were Solomon's Reachers, what he called his Reach Corp crewmembers and their children. When Solomon's father had led Reach Corp, he signed a contract with the Founding Families, the pillars of Earth's elite and the group who had secretly launched the Paradisi Mission back in 2025. Their deal was simple: Reach Corp would build the three space elevators, space stations, and ten ships needed to launch the requisite number of humans to populate the new planet.

Yet, no matter how often his Reachers—highly skilled astrophysicists, engineers, doctors, and biologists the lot of them—had proven their worth during the design, construction, and management phases of the project, the Founder crews had still considered Reachers to be of a lower class. While he tried to minimize this prejudice among his crew whenever possible, he couldn't help but lump the remaining non-Reacher crews on Nautilus-11 Space Station and the SS Challenge in with the original Founding Families in his mind. When he called them Founders, it was not a compliment. Solomon smiled grimly. Even the promise of a new beginning on New Eden wouldn't be able to eliminate the human need to segregate. Some things would never change.

Solomon had often wondered what the natives on the new planet would make of these human aliens arriving in droves. He didn't have to wonder if the natives would end up hating the Founders . . . for him, it was an inevitable outcome; humans didn't have what he would call a stellar track record when it came to colonization.

He pressed his hand to the sun-warmed radiation-shielded glass beside him, the black of his skin a sharp contrast to the world's vast oceans below. Pale blue dot, indeed. The rise toward weightlessness was a strange contrast to the gravity of his thoughts. Ignoring the buzz of his crew's conversation around him and the hum and click of the lifter rolling up its carbon nanotube ribbon, Solomon took a final moment to say goodbye to his younger sister, Nisolda. 

He figured she had died already, likely by way of disaster, starvation, or bomb. Or maybe the rare mitochondrial disease ravaging her body had finally taken her at last. It was easier to think of her that way. Easier to leave the dead than abandon the living. But the moment his mind flashed back to his last sight of her lying in that sterile sick bed, he had to turn away from Earth—and her.

He glanced instead at the elevation monitor above him. Just passing 30,100 vertical kilometers. In three days, this bedeviled planet would be a distant memory, a mere speck of light in another galaxy. Even after his fifteen years of hard work on the Paradisi Mission, the thought seemed ludicrous, like the daydreams he used to have as a boy, when the constellations came to life and had sword fights across the night sky.

“Sir, can you tell me our ETA?”

Startled, Solomon looked over to see a pale, dark-haired girl who couldn't have been more than seventeen years old. He was surprised she was by herself. Most of the crowd had already left the lounge compartment and headed off to find dinner. He was even more surprised a passenger was aboard the lifter at all. All passengers leaving for New Eden should have been strapped into their cryo beds aboard the SS Challenge by now. He glanced down at the UiComm read out at his wrist: May 3, 2094 17:34. 

“About two hours or so,” Solomon said. “You can see there through the fenestella”—he pointed up through the small viewing portal at the massive docking station looming large above them—“that we've just about made it to Solix Sky Station.”

“Oh, okay. Thank you.”

“I don't think I've seen you before. You're not a Reacher's child, are you?”

“Yes. Well, no.” A momentary blush bloomed on her thin cheeks. “He's my uncle, really. Dugal Colgan.”

“Ah, Colgan. Of course. He's one of my most brilliant bioengineers. He brought the biome labs online aboard the SS Challenge back in '92. His niece, you say? Why aren't you already aboard the ship and in your cryo bed?”

“I'm not going to New Eden. I guess Uncle D called me up to say a final goodbye or something. He didn't tell me the details.”

Solomon frowned. He knew her uncle well. He was an honest, hardworking man. But a Reacher child he'd never heard of traveling out to Nautilus-11 just before launch? Something didn't smell right.

“Do you mind if I see your spacepass?”

The girl seemed wary, and as she held out her wrist so he could check her credentials and ticket, her hand shook.

He scanned her wrist comm device.

FORENAME: NEYVE

SURNAME: COLGAN

CLEARED: SOLIX LIFTPORT, SOLIX SKY DOCKING STATION, NAUTILUS-11 SPACE STATION

She was certainly related to Colgan, as he had no other Reacher crewmember with that name. And her spacepass looked legitimate. With his thumb, he scrolled down to the most important bit of information.

REASON FOR TRAVEL: 1-DAY BEREAVEMENT PASS. UNAUTHORIZED FOR TRANSPORT: SS CHALLENGE.

“Ah, I see,” he said, trying to soften his voice. “I understand you've lost a family member.”

She seemed confused at first, but then she nodded. “I suppose that's why he'd like me to come up to see him. He's my last relative.”

Solomon was surprised she didn't elaborate. But what did he know of teen girls? He supposed he might look a bit intimidating in his red Reacher uniform and aviator cap. He cleared her height by a foot and outweighed her by a hundred pounds. Frankly, he put most men in a state of defense just by entering a room.

“I completely understand.” Solomon smiled at her, a poor attempt at putting her at ease. “I'm sure Colgan will be glad to see you one last time. I'm sorry for your loss.”

“Thank you,” she said, moving off to peer out the opposite window near where Solomon's most loyal crewmembers were discussing the finer points of sex in micro-G.

“It's all about the angle of approach, really,” Propulsion Lead Kasen Vokos said, his hands provocatively illustrating in classic Greek fashion, his mop of jet-black hair draping with annoying perfection over his forehead—something that Solomon knew usually drove his Argentinian girlfriend, Drive Ops Chief Vida Rosado, wild. She merely punched him in the arm and laughed. Kasen was always trying to get a rise out of her. She was so used to him-and all the other brilliant but socially awkward men in the Reacher crew—that, as ever, she remained unfazed.

“You're hopeless. Everyone knows it's all about how well you're strapped into the sex machine,” she said in a level voice, though her vixen-brown eyes gleamed. Those two were experts at flirting. Solomon often thought he should pay attention and pick up some tips in that regard. He hadn't been on a date in . . . well, way too long.

Flight Engineer Exley Brooker hovered at the edge of their conversation looking decidedly uncomfortable. The man was nearing the edge of acceptable age in the program and had just made the cut. Knowing he'd lucked out, he worked twice as hard as anyone else. He was also still the epitome of a Southern African-American gentleman and a confirmed bachelor.

Vida must have noticed Brooker's reaction, because she changed topics almost immediately. “Brooker, what are you going to miss most?”

“About Earth, you mean?”

“Of course,” Kasen said, raising his hands up in mock exasperation, his black swath of bushy brows rising in irritation, and his legendary lack of patience showing through once again. “What else?”

“Hmm . . .” Brooker steepled his forefingers at his lips and stared off toward Earth. “I really don't know yet. Too soon to tell.”

“If you had to guess?” Kasen pressed. He was always after Brooker to talk faster, but Solomon rather liked Brooker's Southern drawl. His deep, soothing voice reminded him fondly of Earth. 

“I suppose I'll eventually start missing Cross Creek.”

“Cross what?” Kasen asked, leaning into Brooker's personal space.

Brooker instinctively stepped back, crossed one arm across his chest, and brought his other hand to his mouth in contemplation. “Oh, it's a little old creek by my granddaddy's place down in Florida. He used to take me fishing out back when I was a kid. Catfish mostly. We'd have fish fries with the whole family every Friday. And hush puppies,” he drawled out, licking his lips subconsciously.

“Your family make it out in time?” Kasen asked, suddenly a bit less harsh in his tone.

“God, no. Hurricane of '76 took them all out.”

The smiles and laughter left the group at the sobering reminder of life on the ground.

“We're sorry to hear it,” Vida whispered for them all.

“Yeah, well, we all lost somebody in the flooding. I am starting to forget their faces, which is just as well, I suppose. Except granddaddy. He had a face only a momma could love.” Brooker's brilliantly white teeth peeked out through his deep brown skin as his mind ambled through some old memory.

“What about you, Vida? Though, I think I can guess,” Kasen asked, his Greek accent turning more pronounced as he grinned at her.

“Yes, I think you probably could. Obvious, really. I'll miss Argentina in general, but my mother especially. Yes, and—oh, the nightclubs in Buenos Aires. I used to dance the tango, you know.” Vida shimmied around Brooker with a couple of dance moves, which brought a smile of embarrassment to his face. 

Her toothy grin would have made any man pull her into a dance spin, and Kasen took up the call, though a little slowly due to the lessening gravity. She laughed at him as he dropped her into a dip. When he raised her up again, she erupted in a laughing fit that made her straight brown hair wave about beneath her red cloche hat.

“That was back before you turned me into a little Greek girl, Mr. Vokos.”

“Oh, you know you love my mother's moussaka.”

“Which I haven't had the chance to eat in years.” Vida glanced up and saw Solomon eying the conversation. “Come on over, Sol. You haven't told us what you'll miss.”

With a half-smile, Solomon stepped over to join them. His thoughts wouldn't settle on any one thing. A multitude of pictures flitted through his mind like a movie. Finally, it stopped on that same image of his sister lying still and silent in her sick bed. He shook his head.

“Can't really say.”

“Surely something from back home,” Brooker ventured. “Didn't you live in the South at one point too?”

“I lived all over. Mostly up and down the East Coast to whatever schools the authorities wanted me to go to: a quick stint at Berkeley before the quake of '72, and then back East to Cambridge, Georgia Tech, and MIT.”

“Hadn't realized,” Brooker said. “They were grooming you a long time, then? Took your aptitude tests early as well, I'm guessin'.”

Solomon nodded. “Seven years old when my father brought me down to the ground and dumped me into the fast-track system. Eventually Mads Graversen found me and the rest is history.”

“Come on now. There must be something,” Vida pressed Solomon, though her gaze shifted slightly to a spot just beyond him. She must have received a Ui message.

They all waited as she read her message via her Ueyes HUD. Her expression changed so suddenly that it twisted her usually stunning brown eyes and easy smile into cold lines.

This didn't bode well at all.

“Report, Vida,” Solomon demanded immediately after she shifted her gaze back to him.

She ignored him, glancing at Kasen instead. She whispered to him as she relaxed her expression. He raised an eyebrow, but moved to the lounge's comm unit and pressed in a code.

“Vida?” Solomon said.

She smiled and shook her head while keeping her gaze locked on Kasen. When he glanced back at her and nodded, she turned her attention back to Solomon.

“I've asked Kasen to disable the comms.” She glanced around nonchalantly to see if anyone was nearby. 

Solomon did the same. The only person close enough was the girl who had approached him earlier, Neyve Colgan, but she seemed sufficiently occupied with her own thoughts.

“What's the news?” Brooker asked.

“Tavian Hunt just sent me an encrypted message.”

Definitely didn't bode well. Tav worked as Vida's right-hand man as Drive Ops Specialist in the SS Challenge's Propulsion Sector, and more specifically, the Cavitran Drive that ensured they'd escape this disastrous planet for good. An irreparable problem with the Cav Drive would be catastrophic for the 10,000 souls aboard the ship.

Solomon massaged the pressure points on the back of his neck with both hands. “Is the Cav Drive down?” he asked her.

Vida gave him a strange look that morphed from worry to triumph in a matter of an instant.

“Well, no. Not yet. It will be soon, though. But that's the good news.”

Solomon raised an eyebrow but waited.

“Out with it, Vida,” Kasen pressed. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Just start from the beginning,” Solomon said.

“Yes, better to start there.” Vida reverted back into her usual serious tones. “Yesterday Tav heard a rumor that Challenge Command has been bringing people up in the Tolux Sky Elevator lifters via the Maldives Islands at a steady clip for about three weeks.”

“Did he say who they are? I've heard rumors about increased spacecraft activity between the Tolux Sky Elevator and Nautilus-11 in the last couple of weeks. I assumed it was Founder business. I wondered about it but—” Solomon frowned. The look on Vida's face told him everything. “They're planning to sneak those people aboard the Challenge?” he guessed.

“It's worse. Challenge Command is going to kick us off the ship altogether and give our cryo beds—and our ticket to New Eden—to these people. ”

“What the actual fuck?” Kasen blurted out, slicing his hand through the air with the severity of a guillotine.

“Tavian has to be mistaken,” Solomon said. “Where is he now?”

“Tav's back on the SS Challenge at the moment, but he investigated around the space station earlier today and saw them himself. Hidden in the Serica Sector on Nautilus-11. He heard one of the Founder crew call them the Serica group. Solomon”—Vida touched his arm and the look in her eyes said it all—“Tav said he saw thousands of them.”

“Damn.” Solomon pressed his thumb and forefinger into the corners of his eyes, trying to focus over Kasen's string of loud expletives.

What the hell were the Founders thinking? Reach Corp had constructed these ships for them over the course of decades. They had worked far beyond everything they were contractually obligated to do. The Reachers had earned their tickets aboard the last ship to leave Earth. No one had earned it more.

“Solomon, this could be disastrous for the Reachers,” Vida said.

He felt his fists tightening involuntarily, but he crossed his arms instead.

“We'll follow your lead, sir,” Brooker said, his gaze steady and clear.

Solomon nodded and swept his gaze over them all. “So the Founders—or at least members of Challenge Command—have betrayed us.”

“Or Nautilus Command, even?” Vida said. “They could have jointly planned this coup.”

“Does it even matter?” Brooker said. “When all is said and done, the space station and space elevator command crews will be incorporated into the Challenge Command group once the ship launches.”

“We'll mutiny before they get away with this,” Kasen spat out as he paced around them.

Solomon shook his head at Kasen and motioned all of them to move away from the girl, Neyve, who now seemed to be hovering nearby. The last thing they needed was to have this news spread. An actual mutiny would get people killed.

“Vida, did Tavian say anything about how they planned to get us off the ship?” Solomon asked.

“Tav didn't say, but they'll have a plan. Most likely a ruse. They know we wouldn't go willingly.”

“But I can't imagine they'd kick us all out,” Solomon countered. “They need key Reacher crew to run and repair systems. Two thousand Reachers alone have been tagged to work on the watch crews during the gatejump to Paradisi. Unless that was also a lie.”

“They're training Challenge crew in secret, I suppose?” Brooker said.

“Could be. But that would have taken them months if not years in the planning,” Solomon said. “Which would mean the betrayal goes all the way back to our original contract with the Founding Families.”

“That's the most critical question,” Vida asked. “Did they always plan to boot us off, or is this a new directive from Challenge Command?”

“Or the Joint Command Board of Directors?” Kasen piped in.

“Yes, and maybe they were paid off by these people, whoever they are,” Brooker added.

“Possibly,” Solomon said. “But with what currency? Earth money will be irrelevant on New Eden.”

“Those bastards must have something Command wants,” Kasen said.

Solomon ran a hand down his face, thinking. “Well, practically everyone in the world now knows that the Paradisi pretended mission to Mars was a lie. We've already got terrorists circling our elevator liftports looking for a way on, so maybe a collection of rich or powerful people could have made the Founders an offer they couldn't refuse. Which sector did you say they were in on the space station, Vida? Northern Light?”

“No, Serica Sector.”

“That makes sense. It's the closest to Challenge Sector, giving them easy access for boarding.” The Nautilus-11 Space Station was a day's travel away at Lagrange Point 1, partway between the Earth and Moon. At one point, all eleven Asteria-class ships were docked around Nautilus's spiral outer arm back before the first ten ships left for New Eden in 2092. The SS Challenge was the final remaining ship and its docking sector was closest to the central command sector of the main station. 

From Serica Sector, the hidden group could make their way aboard the SS Challenge via one of its three main hatches. Solomon wondered which one they'd take. Probably the Cargo Hatch. It's what he would choose, given that almost all cargo had been stowed away, and activity in the lower half of the ship had quieted down as the launch day approached. 

“It doesn't matter.” Vida touched Solomon's shoulder, as her eyes brightened. “I've got a plan.”

Solomon raised an eyebrow. “The drive?”

“Yes. The Cav can be disabled to buy us some time.”

Solomon frowned. “How?”

“Don't ask. Plausible deniability is a priceless commodity,” Vida said, a grim smile darkening her expression. “All you need to know is that I'll have Tavian Hunt take care of it, since he's already aboard the SS Challenge. In fact, I'll Ui him now.” 

She set about multitasking as Solomon glanced at Kasen, who shrugged his shoulders. 

“Don't look at me,” Kasen said, eyeing Vida, who ignored him. “I have no idea what she's on about.”

“Vida, our launch window is a tight three days. We only get one shot to slingshot around Earth.”

“We'll make it to the wormhole. I'll make sure of it.”

Solomon frowned again, not at all sure this was useful. “Disabling the Cav would buy us time,” he conceded. “But to what end?”

“So you can come up with a brilliant plan to save us all,” she said, not looking up from her UiComm.

“Ah,” was all he could muster. 

Kasen touched Vida's arm. “Keep in mind, Command will know almost immediately, since they've been monitoring the drive tests for the last couple of days.”

“I know, Kasen, but it can't be helped at this point.”

Solomon had no idea what to do. If he told his Reacher crew about the betrayal, they would inevitably fight back. In all truth, it's what he wanted to do right now. Or at least punch a wall. But Vida, Kasen, and Brooker were staring at him, waiting for their fearless leader to step up. He glanced at the girl, Neyve, who was eyeing him from her perch near the fenestella. Her wide eyes were fixed on him as the setting sun haloed around her shadowed form.

“Tell us what more we can do and we'll do it,” Vida said, glancing up, her voice back to its sweeter Argentinian lilt. 

It pulled his gaze back to her. “I'll give it some thought,” he said. “But ensure that Tavian doesn't even tell you where he hid the part and plans.”

“Why?”

“In case you're also . . . detained.”

Vida nodded, showing no sign of fear. “And in the meantime, you'll be . . .?”

“Coming up with a brilliant plan to save five thousand of my crew and their children from certain death,” Solomon finished.

“No problem,” Kasen said with supreme confidence, slapping him on the back.

“Yes,” Solomon said, though his voice trailed off as he glanced toward Earth below. “No problem at all.”


The Sabotage

Solomon nudged his boot further under a foothold and pressed his hand against the viewing portal as Lifter 2 rose up the final meters to its Solix Sky Station docking hatch. Beyond the clicking of the lifter's wheels rolling up the ribbon and the voices of the hundreds of crewmembers around him waiting to disembark, Solomon felt the jolt and shudder of connection beneath his hands as the lifter's hatch sealed with the docking module above.

Strange to think this would be his last ride up. Solomon glanced around, taking in his surroundings. This level was the topmost of ten decks on the lifter. Most of the other levels were sleeping quarters for crew and passengers as well as a smaller number of eating establishments, viewing rooms, and engineering/lab compartments. On this last ride, only a small fraction of the usual capacity of 5,000 people was filled. Almost everyone was already aboard the SS Challenge or Nautilus-11 Space Station out at Earth-Moon Lagrange Point 1, which is where they would shortly be heading as well. 

Everyone waited to disembark in the famous—or rather infamous—Orbital Lounge, which put most mile-high clubs to shame. The bathrooms and darkened corners of the bar were legendary. Not that he'd know anything about that. He was too high in the food chain to ethically date anyone on his own crew and too low class to turn any Founder women's heads. Besides that, he was just too damn busy to think about it most days. He caught them staring at him from time to time, though. His mixed English and African-American race left him with sharp, ice blue eyes, which seemed to surprise everyone he met. 

The lounge was rather quirky, with boxy Earth-viewing drinking rooms, complete with tiny couches sporting footholds and tiny but heavily shielded portholes for those wanting a last long look at Earth while getting righteously sloshed in the process. A beautiful thing, really. The planet-themed décor had fallen into somewhat of a shambles with half the patches featuring the different solar system planets having been ripped off the bar seats by souvenir thieves, and old beer bags littering the air above the bar. Solomon didn't blame the bartenders and janitors. This place would be abandoned in a few days. No point in tidying up. 

A message popped up in Solomon's UiComm HUD, which connected contacts in his eyes to a peripheral display of information on both his internal processes and the surgically implanted communications chip behind his left ear. It was an older technology than the top-of-the-line comms that the Founder crews used, but it also helped to keep Reacher internal communications more private.

“OPEN MESSAGE.”

The message appeared to be from Mads Graversen. Not good. He scanned it quickly.

3 MAY, 2094 20:23:02

MADS GRAVERSEN, SOLIX LIFTPORT DIRECTOR

I'VE JUST HEARD FROM PROPULSION THERE IS A PROBLEM WITH THE CAV. CAN YOU CONFIRM? HAS REACH CORP PERFORMED UNSCHEDULED MAINTENANCE? RESPOND ASAP. I WILL MEET YOU AT THE DOCKING MODULE.

Damn. Solomon was hoping for a little more time to prepare for the inevitable encounter with his old mentor from MIT. Or was he now Solomon's enemy? He needed to figure out how to squeeze Graversen for information while keeping his mouth shut about everything else.

Turning to his fidgeting crew, Solomon gazed at them all in turn. Vida was tucking her floating hair further back into her synthetic leather cap while ignoring the ogling Founder men jostling around her. Brooker took to running a hand repeatedly down his face, compelling Solomon to wonder if he'd had enough coffee today. Kasen, as ever, looked ready for a fight.

“Everyone clear on the plan?” They each gave him a resolute nod. “Let's run it one more time.”

Kasen spoke up first. “After arriving on Nautilus, I'll make my way to the Challenge Sector to monitor the docking module. If I see any Reachers attempting to leave the ship, I'll redirect them. I'll regroup and debrief with you on Nautilus unless I hear otherwise from you.”

Solomon nodded once and then focused his attention on Vida.

“I'll move straight toward the Serica docking module after we arrive on Nautilus, taking care to remain unnoticed. If questioned, I'll say I've been cooped up on Trafero 2 all night and wanted a stretch. I'll access Maintenance Compartment 5A and work to disable and lock the main entrance to the Serica Sector to prevent them from boarding the SS Challenge.”

“And if Mads Graversen finds you?”

“I'll let him know I was picking up my favorite tool from my buddy in Serica maintenance so I can start tinkering with the Cav Drive.”

“Brooker?” Solomon asked.

“I'll start rumoring an airlock leak in the SS Challenge's Engineering Sector midship so as to cause confusion and distract Command away from our movements.”

“One other thing,” Solomon added, “and this is critical. I want you to switch on the global Ui tracking system, figure out which Reachers are not aboard the Challenge, and via encrypted Ui tell the stragglers to report immediately to . . . Watch Deck 16, I think, since there's no exit on that level. It will be harder for Command to round up the Reachers and cart them off the ship from there. Do not issue a company-wide message. Too easy for Challenge Security to track that kind of system traffic. And this goes for all of you: send only encrypted messages from here on out—and even then, keep the chatter to emergencies only.”

Brooker nodded. “Anything else?”

“Yes, message me—no Vida, as I may be detained—the moment you hear the last Reacher is aboard.” With that thought, Solomon realized he had an ace up his sleeve that he'd completely forgotten about. He began sifting through the code database in his encrypted Ui files while they talked. This was definitely going to buy them some more time. 

“Will do.”

“And you?” Vida said, turning to Solomon.

His smile was grim. “I've just had a Ui from Mads Graversen.”

“He went up in Lifter 1 ahead of us, right?” Brooker asked.

“Yes, along with the rest of Challenge Command and the board members,” Solomon said. “I plan to question Graversen about what's going on in Serica Sector.”

“No, he'll find out what we're up to, Sol,” Vida said, her soft voice tinged with sharper notes. “That man is too perceptive.”

“Agreed. But we need more information. And they may know already what we're up to. Tavian Hunt's earlier message wasn't encrypted.” Solomon found the restricted code he was looking for and changed it to something a bit more memorable. He couldn't seem to wipe the smirk off his face as he glanced up at the sound of Vida's laugh. If he could pull this off, he'd save all the Reachers no matter what Command had planned.

“Want me to give Mads a little Argentinian charm?” Vida ran a hand down Kasen's arm and winked at him.

“Graversen does seem to have a thing for you, Vida,” Brooker noted.

“He what?” Kasen said, his eyes darting around as if he'd challenge Mads to a duel right then and there.

“Nonsense, Brooker.” Vida gave Kasen a disarming smile, distracting him from his sudden bloodlust. “Mads Graversen doesn't have a single warm-blooded bone in his body.”

The opening of the lifter's docking hatch in the ceiling above provided another distraction. On Solix Sky Elevator, crew took precedence over passengers in the line up, so Solomon and his crew were the first to begin disembarking, which was always a surreal experience. The sight of hundreds of people lifting off the floor and rising up through the docking hatch always reminded Solomon of a flutter of butterflies taking flight.

Today, however, Solomon had no time to marvel at the strangeness of it. He shoved off the deck floor toward the hatch. It was always a bit awkward to return to weightlessness again. The dread of what lay ahead mixed with the lightness of his body, and it all settled uncomfortably in the pit of his queasy stomach.

He had lived on Nautilus-11 Space Station and the SS Challenge for years, but they both had artificial gravity generators, so the weightlessness on the Solix Sky Space Elevator was usually a pleasant change. It would take him only minutes to grow accustomed to micro-G again.

They hadn't been on the ground for overlong this time. Just a series of short meetings down at the Solix Liftport to discuss the elevator's decommissioning and security protocols after the SS Challenge's departure from the solar system. More and more terrorist groups were learning about the Founders' true mission and threatening to overrun Earth's three elevators near the Indonesian, Galápagos, and Maldives island chains. The majority of the cost involved in running the elevators was in security alone. No other ships had been authorized to leave Earth due to lack of funding for the four critical elements needed for deep space travel: a Cavitran Drive, a thorium reactor to power it, an artificial gravity generator, and cryo capability. Anyone left on Earth had no hope of escape. What they did have was the promise of death, either by natural disaster or man-made weapons.

All of the bigwigs had been at the meetings: the Joint Command Board of Directors, Challenge Command, Janus Corp security personnel, and various other higher ups in the astrophysics and engineering departments aboard Solix Sky Elevator and Nautilus-11 Space Station. The meetings had been tense, secretive, and to the point. Mads had been distracted and irritable during the meetings, which was unusual. Graversen had a calculating personality, and every issue brought to his attention would be weighed and measured with cold precision. When challenged, Mads would stare down his opponent with stone-grey eyes, demanding subordination through sheer force of will.

Solomon had known him a long time, and he knew the man's tactics. They were equals as far as intelligence and wits were concerned. But Solomon had just one question for his longtime friend: was he involved in this betrayal and, if so, why?

Solomon rose up through the lifter's hatch, and with his boot, he touched off the edge to launch himself through the long docking module, situated similarly to a NASA-style module, with white bulkheads, no viewing windows, and little in the way of the “welcome to space” atmosphere so prevalent elsewhere on Solix Sky.

Yet, the Solix Sky Docking Station itself more than made up for its lackluster first impression. The initial technological breakthrough on the Solix Sky's carbon nanotube ribbon had been discovered by Alastair Johns, a genius revered among aerospace engineers and astrophysicists. He had also worked up the original drawings for the Solix Sky Space Elevator, though its final design had gone through many subsequent iterations. The station had retained much of Johns's eclectic design motifs, complete with his clean lines, heavy use of metals in the furnishings, and clever use of paneling to hide the equipment used to run the Solix. The same elements were mirrored in Nautilus's design, which gave it an uncluttered, uber-modern feel.

Yet Solomon saw beyond all this to the dying plants in the pots lining the main concourse bridging the two symmetrical sections of the station. He looked down at the worn synthetic wooden boards beneath him and at the scuffed cement-like walls that rose up toward the Skyway Star Portals where he used to watch the constellations wheel by. But none of this really mattered. Solix Sky was just another element of a dying planet. And it was his job to get everyone out of here. Well, everyone but the people hidden in Serica Sector.

With that thought foremost in his mind, the first face Solomon noticed on the other side of the busy docking area's glass enclosure was Mads Graversen. Along with all members of the Challenge, Solix and Nautilus Command groups, he wore the standard-issue black synth-leather uniform complete with its white patch signifying his director position. Two Founder guards flanked him. They had the look of serious bar bouncers itching for a face to punch. Mads himself zeroed his gaze—and his dour expression—on Solomon immediately. On the way through security—which for Solomon and his crewmates consisted of being waved through without so much as a badge check—Solomon noticed a few of his other crewmembers going past.

“Franklin,” he called out to the most responsible of the three. “Are there any other Reachers on the Solix currently?”

His swarthy lab tech Jeb Franklin glanced over and nodded. “Yes, sir. A few finishing up with some final materials experiments.” Franklin floated over while Ginna and Raro waited in the expansive main throughway of the docking station.

“What can I do for you, sir?”

Solomon floated around so his back was turned to Mads. “I want you to round up anyone on Solix and get them on the next available transporter. Ensure all Reachers aboard Solix and Nautilus make their way to the SS Challenge ASAP. This is an order and it's urgent.”

Franklin's eyebrows rose up to his hairline, but he nodded without a word and rejoined his companions.

Solomon swung around to face Mads, who looked suspicious of his exchange with Franklin. Couldn't be helped, though he should probably come up with a decent lie if Mads called him on it.

“Graversen,” Solomon said, lifting his chin once in acknowledgement.

“You got my message?” Mads said, impatience turning his Danish accent slightly thicker than usual.

“Yes, I had heard from Propulsion that something was going haywire in the Cav, but I don't have any details.”

Mads took a moment to gauge Solomon's response. From experience, Solomon knew he likely wouldn't be able to tell whether Mads thought he was lying. The man had an exceptional poker face.

“The Challenge's Propulsion crew,” Mads began, obviously making a clear distinction between the Reacher crew and the Founder crew in the Propulsion Sector, “were running drive tests all day. The Cavitran suddenly halted in the middle of a run. They suspect sabotage.” He left the comment open-ended with a subtle lilt at the end that turned it into a question.

Solomon did not break eye contact. “Why do they suspect sabotage?” He kept his voice even but inquisitive.

Mads narrowed his eyes slightly at Solomon, and then he shifted his gaze behind him to Kasen, who was about to head toward the transporter docking bays.

“Why did you disable the comms in the lifter's lounge, Vokos?” he asked Kasen.

“Sir?”

“You heard me the first time.” Mads stared pointedly, waiting.

“We heard some unusual beeping sounds coming from the comm unit is all. It was getting annoying, so I disabled it. I plan to let maintenance know on my way over to the Trafero 2 docking bay.”

There was a collective breath while they waited to see if Mads would buy this explanation. Mads blinked a few times while staring at Kasen and Solomon in turns. He gave nothing away.

“If it was sabotage, does Propulsion have any leads on a culprit?” Solomon finally asked Mads.

“Yes, you.”


The Trafero

Mads nodded once to his guards, and they moved toward Solomon immediately.

Solomon never took his eyes off Mads's face. His expression, while unreadable as ever, took on a strange new light. It seemed to Solomon that he might feel a tinge of irritation at such a setback, which would indicate he had been involved in the betrayal. And now Mads suspected Solomon's involvement in the sabotage. Where did that leave their carefully laid plans now?

“Chief?” Vida called back to them when she caught sight of what was happening.

“Vida, it's all right,” Solomon said, holding up his hand to her. “I will answer any questions you have, Mads. I have no reason to sabotage my only ticket off this planet.”

“Yes, you will answer our questions, Solomon,” Mads said, and his hooded eyes betrayed nothing more.

“I'm sure it's just a glitch, sir,” Vida started in, touching the bouncer's arm. “The Cav is my baby. No one can keep her purring like I can. I'll check her out when we get to Nautilus.”

“Stay back, Ms. Rosado, or you'll find yourself in lockdown.” The tone of Mads's voice demanded her obedience, and she immediately floated back away from the bouncer who was glaring at her. She must have realized if she pushed it, she'd end up in custody as well, which would destroy any chance she had to make it to the maintenance compartment to rig Serica Sector's locking system.

“Yes, please check with the Propulsion team when we get to Nautilus, Vida,” Solomon said, reassuring her with a smile. “It's probably an easy fix. They could use your expertise.”

“Certainly, sir.” Vida moved further back and rejoined the others as they headed toward the Trafero 2 docking bay.

Solomon once again faced Mads. “What evidence has Propulsion found? And did they say whether this will likely delay our departure?”

“We'll discuss this with the other members of Challenge Command on the way to Nautilus,” Mads said with his usual cold voice, motioning to his guards for them to proceed. 

OEBPS/navtoc.xhtml

    
    Table of Contents



    
    		
        Table of Contents
    


    		
        More by the Author
    


    		
        Sideris Gate
    


    		
        Sic itur ad astra
    


    		
        The Betrayal
    


    		
        The Sabotage
    


    		
        The Trafero
    


    		
        The Interrogation
    


    		
        The Egress
    


    		
        The Grav
    


    		
        The Nautilus
    


    		
        The Vote
    


    		
        The Cryo Hatch
    


    		
        The Passage
    


    		
        The Cargo Sector
    


    		
        The Rabbit Hole
    


    		
        The Cavitran
    


    		
        The Fenestella
    


    		
        The Trek
    


    		
        The Lacuna
    


    		
        The Aura
    


    		
        The Vivarium
    


    		
        The Dog
    


    		
        The Angel
    


    		
        The Boy
    


    		
        The Director
    


    		
        The Walk
    


    		
        The Glass
    


    		
        The Uprising
    


    		
        The Paradise
    


    		
        The Gate
    


    		
        The Jump
    


    		
        About the Author
    


    		
        Explore the Paradisi Chronicles
    


    


    


OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
CHERI LASOTA

USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

tlﬁ
£ - f,ﬁmnmiﬂ 5 = - TEE

Ff- i,l,!lﬁl |
5||:||:Rfl5
GAT:








