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One




Robin


I was the first to notice the engines’ roar had changed in pitch. A tinny whine grew over the throbbing growl they were supposed to be making. I jammed my thumb on the intercom. “Cliff, what the hell is that?” 

There was a moment of silence as he checked. “Engine seven is overheating. Can we stop the burn for a few minutes?”

“Negative, we’re too close to the planet now and going too fast. We need to keep burning steadily for the next thirty minutes or we’ll overshoot.”

“Um…” I could sense his panic even over the intercom. He might have gone to engineering school, but like most of the Greenies, he had had no real experience before the colony ship had left Proxima. In the two years we’d been underway, he had learned the quirks of the engines, but during most of that time we could always just shut the engines down and service them if necessary. Which had happened often, given what a bag of bolts we were flying. The Resurrection was an ancient colony ship, left over from the voyage from Earth to Proxima a century ago. The best the Disciples of Terra could afford: not much.

I had told them all that when they hired me to fly her, but they had simply nodded gravely and accepted the risk. It would probably survive the trip, and that was all they needed to know. They trusted their goddess to keep us from swan diving into the sun. Me, all I had to trust was this bag of bolts and she had proven much less reliable even than my initial assessment.

“Spray the coolant as fast as you can,” I said hastily. “Don’t spare it, it’s not like we’ll need it next week. That should buy us some time, and I’ll try to run a new trajectory.” I swiped my screen to bring up the nav program. Our current course stood out as a glowing yellow line, all the way from Proxima and to this new planet, Z169-alpha, or as the Greenies called it, Eos. We had been running as close as we could to the speed of light, but for a year now we’d been steadily decelerating in the hopes of hitting the tiny planet at the end at the exact moment our velocity was slow enough to swing into orbit. Like throwing a needle from New Proxima Dome and skewering a sesame seed in First South. No room for error. Certainly no room for faulty engines at the very last minute.

The whine of the malfunctioning engine was louder now, and the com buzzed. I ignored it, but the prophetess could override everything on the ship. She’d insisted on that. “Robin? I can hear a strange noise, is everything all right?”

“No,” I hissed through gritted teeth, rapidly typing in new calculations. “But if you want to not die you’re going to have to let me do my job, ma’am.”

“Sybil is fine,” she corrected, a faint note of offense creeping into her usually placid alto voice. “I’ll leave you to it then. Please call me when you get a chance.” Translation: don’t get confused about who’s really in charge of this mission, even though we let you drive the ship. You work for me. I hated that she expected me to call her Sybil. You don’t pretend to be friends with the pope. The egalitarian act only worked if everyone pretended they obeyed Sybil just because they happened to agree with her at all times. But I didn’t like the charade. I wasn’t a Greenie and I wasn’t going to play along. If she wanted to be treated like the leader, which she did, she was getting a ma’am.

The first trajectory I put in sketched a red path straight into the gravity well. Fuck. I tapped in another, the whine of the engines getting louder. The only reason Cliff wasn’t calling, I felt sure, was because he was too busy spraying coolant. And it wasn’t really working.

There! This time the dotted line was blue, meaning not fatal. It described a loop just outboard of the planet to keep from overshooting it, and by the time the loop was finished we’d have had an hour for the engine to cool down. I hoped it was enough. I punched the shipwide intercom. “Everybody brace for unusual grav vectors. Grab your kids.” Grabbing a handle on the side of my station and hooking my feet into the metal loops that scattered the deck, I shut down all the port side engines.

Immediately the gravity shifted. It wasn’t really gravity, of course, it was the inertia of our deceleration. Normally it pushed us forward as we decelerated, so the blunt cone of the ship was pointed backward and the engines were under our feet. With only half the engines running, suddenly the deck beneath my feet turned into a steep slope, and without the loops holding my feet, I would have tumbled down into the left-hand corner. I tried not to think of my kids down below. They’d had a good fifteen seconds to brace, and they had been able to match that in drills, but what if they had been distracted? What if their dad hadn’t been paying attention?

Well, at least none of the rooms on the ship were spacious enough for them to have very far to tumble. I called Cliff again. “Was I too slow? Is it burned out?” I chewed my lip as I waited for him to check. There were only nine engines; I wasn’t sure we could land without all of them. Not with any sort of control. We needed to be able to slow our descent, or the ship would burn up on entry or impact too hard to survive. Maybe if we aimed for water...but then how would we get everyone to shore?

Cliff’s voice crackled back. “It’s bad but I think I can get it running. How long do I have?”

“An hour. When we finish this loop we need them all if we want to slow down.”

He took a deep breath. “Yeah. Yeah, I think I can. I’ll get Moss to help me.”

“Get anybody you need.” I flicked him off and called Sybil. “Everything’s under control now. Are you all right down there?”

“Only shaken up a little,” she answered calmly. “How long are we going to be tilted like this?”

“An hour. Is everyone going to be all right?” I imagined little Lily hanging diagonally off a handhold. How long could she keep that up? Was Aspen nearby to help her?

“There is some panic on the habitat level. People are concerned. Could you address them? After that I can lead everyone in a prayer of thanksgiving for our deliverance.”

I rolled my eyes. I had saved the ship, not her goddess. She should be thanking me. Then again, it would surely calm the colonists. “Yes ma’am,” I said, flicking off the channel. For a moment I just stood there, hanging onto the control panel with one hand while I knuckled my achy pregnant back with the other. Of all the comforts we’d left behind on Proxima, I missed artificial gestators the most. My first two kids had been born with little inconvenience on my part. This one was sapping the life out of me already, and it wasn’t even born yet. At least when we hit orbit and turned the engines off, the thrust gravity would vanish and maybe my back would stop hurting.

Thumbing the intercom again, I started talking. “This is the captain speaking. Thanks for putting up with that. We had some engine trouble and had to shut off all the ones on the left-hand side for a bit. But no worries, we’ll be able to bring them all back on in another hour, and then half an hour after that we hit orbit.” I looked around the tiny control room, just under the blunt point of the ship’s cone. One of the ship’s few windows was here, thick reinforced plasteel, only two feet across. The arc of the planet slowly edged into view as we described our loop, tail end first, the nose turning toward the planet.

“I can see Eos from here, you guys, and it’s beautiful. When we reach orbit you’ll all get to look.” I wasn’t lying: it was truly lovely, more beautiful than Proxima had been by far. Proxima was a barren gray rock, dotted with green patches where the domes were. This was a white marble, with a band of blue and reddish-purple around the middle. It wasn’t exactly a temperate planet. Glaciers covered most of the land mass, but the tropical zone was bare of ice. At the equator it would be perfectly livable. White masses of cloud streaked the light side; the dark side was completely black, visible only by the gap it made in the stars.

“Can’t say for sure when we’ll actually land, we’ll have to check on the engines and see how long it will take for them to be ready. Plus of course picking out a landing site. But it’ll be soon. Meanwhile, hang tight, expect the gravity vector to stay where it is for the next hour, and I’ll let you know when to be ready for normal gravity to return.”

I shut off the intercom and listened idly to Sybil’s prayer. It was the usual stuff, thanking Terra, their goddess, for shepherding us to our destination and protecting us from harm. Funny word, shepherding, given that sheep were extinct so there hadn’t been any shepherds since humanity had arrived at Proxima. What humans were left on Earth were shepherding mycoprotein by now. Earth’s atmosphere wasn’t friendly to much else, last I’d heard.

Behind me the door shushed open and Sybil climbed in. I hadn’t noticed when her prayer had stopped. I half-turned, wondering if I should try to help her, but she navigated the handholds easily. She wasn’t old, after all, even though she had the placidity of a quiet elderly woman. She was in her late forties and her hair, tumbling diagonally down her back and hanging sideways past her waist, was still almost all black. “I wanted to see the planet,” she said by way of explanation. Her rich low voice, so compelling when she prayed, was beautiful even saying a simple sentence like that. No wonder people listened to everything she said.

She reached me and hooked her feet into the loops beside mine. Her face tipped back to gaze at the planet above. I looked down at her, asking, “Is it everything you hoped?”

“Everything and more,” she whispered. “The goddess is rejoicing; she sees it and she knows this is her new body, the place where she will dwell at last with her people.”

I looked away uncomfortably and scanned my readouts. My upbringing was completely secular; I’d been rubbing shoulders with the Greenies for four years, but I was never going to get used to the goddess talk. They would drop it into the middle of every conversation. I had always believed in religious freedom, but bringing it up all the time was simply bad manners.

Sybil turned her green eyes to me. I couldn’t help but meet them. Her gaze was intense and hard to ignore. “So,” she asked. “Are you excited to land?”

“Space is where I feel most comfortable," I hedged. “I always have.” Since the first time I’d gotten into the cockpit for a training run, it had felt right. So different from an atmospheric plane, where you had to consider the lift beneath the wings and the resistance of the air. In space, there was only the trajectory you started off on and the burns you made. If you didn’t or couldn’t burn, you could keep drifting forever, till your air ran out, and then your corpse would freeze…but even then, it would keep traveling off into the stars for eternity. Millennia from now it would drift right out of the galaxy, farther and farther into infinity.

That scared some people. To me it was like a drug. Half the tingling spice of danger, half the lure of the stars, which seemed to promise eternal happiness if you just kept your finger off the braking jets and followed them forever. I had always said no, and so I was still alive, but there was something seductive about listening to the temptation.

“I hope you won’t have any regrets, once we touch down,” she was saying.

I shook my head. “It’s the tradeoff I made. One big voyage, further than I’d gone before, and then an end to it. It’s better for the family, anyway. I didn’t like being gone all the time on the asteroid-hoppers.”

My hand drifted to my belly. That was another reason. Three children would never have worked out on Proxima. Even two had been a strain on our budget. On a space colony there weren’t any limits. And since Aspen, my husband, was a Greenie, they had offered me the job.

Now I swallowed hard, looking past Eos’s arc to the spangled black beyond. It would be goodbye forever to the stars and my career. The ship didn’t have nearly enough extra fuel to lift again, and it wasn’t built for it in the first place. The Greenies hadn’t shelled out for landers or shuttles. I was going to have to land this massive beast, and then there was nothing for it but to leave it there. No space for me, ever again.

I tore my eyes away and forced a smile at Sybil. “Is there anything else, ma’am? Because I really have to…” I gestured at the panels. There wasn’t really anything I needed to be doing, other than keeping an eye on our trajectory in case I needed to burn the maneuvering jets. But I would feel more relaxed doing that without her there.

“I really wish you would call me by my name,” she said softly, turning to clamber back off the bridge. “We’re all equal in the sight of the goddess.”

“That’s nice of you to say, ma’am.” The door slid shut behind her and I focused back on my displays.


      [image: ]After a fraught hour, muscles screaming from my odd position, we were almost back where we had started. “Is the number seven cooled off yet, Cliff?”

“Yeah, it’s—it’ll do for half an hour, anyway. After we hit orbit you can come look at it and see what you think.”

That didn’t sound promising. We needed all nine engines functional to land. But at least once we were in a stable orbit, we could take as much time as necessary to make repairs.

I watched the displays, seeing the numbers for relative velocity and position count down, flipping the switches to engage the full engine bank at the right moment. Abruptly the pseudogravity corrected itself, the bridge floor flattening back out and my weight once again centered over my feet.

The final burn went smoothly and there had been no further strange noises when I finally shut the engines down. Gravity vanished. Finally my giant belly stopped squashing my bladder, that was a nice feeling. Then suddenly the pressure reversed and I had to grab for the emergency barf bag under the control panel. Humiliating. I had never been spacesick before, but pregnancy was doing all kinds of unexpected things to my body. At least there was no one there to see.

I stayed on the bridge till I had confirmed our orbit was stable, and then floated downstairs. The personnel level was subdivided into a number of separate spaces, the better for everyone to keep themselves busy over the long voyage. I found Aspen and the kids in the playground. Colt was doing the monkey bars upside-down, delighted to find they worked in every dimension. Lily quietly rotated around and around the fire pole, unwilling to let go.

Aspen floated nearby, watching. His many braids floated, mermaid-like, around his head. It had been a while since I’d seen him in zero-g. But it was in zero-g that I’d met him: on the Proxima orbital station, me as a pilot, him as a botany grad student, working on the new engineered lichen that would ultimately solve the problem of feeding a colony ship for a flight that would take years. He’d been a stone-cold fox with a pocket protector back then, his clumsy movements in zero-g like a newborn foal staggering to its feet, twigging all my protective instincts. In ten years of marriage, he’d only gotten more attractive.

Aspen spotted me grinning to myself and carefully picked his way over, using the handholds on the wall. “You look pleased. Did you save us from a terrible fate with that crazy maneuver?”

I grabbed his arm and hauled him near for a kiss. “I did, actually. Were you all okay?”

“Oh, yeah. They listened very well. Lily was a bit scared, but when Colt showed her how to use the floor like a slide, she climbed down and tried it.”

“You let them let go of the handholds? What if the vector had shifted?”

“You said it would stay the same for an hour,” he countered, frowning. “I wasn’t going to leave them hanging there for an hour.”

I sighed. “Fair enough.” I was hardly in a position to criticize, was I? I hadn’t been here.

Just then a soft chime sounded. Lunchtime. You could count on Sybil to keep the routine going. Her calm leadership had kept the settlers from ever panicking, regardless of what was going on in the ship. I didn’t have to like her to admit that.

“Can you take them in?” asked Aspen. “I need to talk to some people.”

I nodded, calling to the kids. They looked absorbed, and if they chose to pitch a fit about stopping their play, I wasn’t sure what I’d do. But luckily they came over almost immediately, Lily singing softly to herself, “Round and round, round and round.”

Once we had sat down, things got thornier. The meal was grayish lumps of mushroomy substrate from the bioscrubber, spiced up a bit with bits of greens. Colt was carefully picking out the green and leaving the rest.

“You have to eat everything,” I reminded him.

“I don’t want any lichen today,” said Colt, politeness a thin veneer over stubbornness.

“Colt, you know there isn’t any choice on a spaceship. I know it’s boring always eating the same thing…”

“It’s not that,” he said disdainfully. “Pine told us in religion class this morning that scrubber lichen has no soul because it’s not Earth food. It takes away your connection to the goddess.”

I bit my tongue to keep from cursing. What business had Pine telling the children any such thing? It’s not like there was anything else to eat. “Sybil gave permission to eat this. This whole trip is to serve the goddess, right? And we couldn’t do it if we didn’t eat scrubber lichen.”

He scowled and pushed the mushroomy chunks around with his fork. A sticky sauce glued them to the plate so they didn’t drift away. “You’re not a disciple of the goddess, anyway. What do you know about what’s allowed to eat?”

My mouth drew together in a hard line and I jerked to my feet. A hard push off my seat brought me to the table where Aspen was talking with some of the others. Pine included. I leaned forward, holding onto the edge of the table. “Colt says he can’t eat his dinner because it has scrubber lichen in it. Who’s been telling the kids this stuff? They have to eat.” I looked at Pine, though I didn’t want to call her out by name.

“I never said they should stop eating it,” she said. “Only that once we arrived on the planet, we wouldn’t have to eat soulless artificial food anymore.”

I appealed to Aspen. “How can you let her call it soulless? That stuff is what allows us to be out here at all! It’s a genius invention!”

He looked uncomfortable. “Well, I mean, Sybil does say the best food is Earth food…that it helps you connect with the goddess the most. I guess Colt got a little stuck on that concept.”

“It’s really admirable that he has such a delicate conscience,” Pine said. “And at such a young age!”

I jerked upward, almost losing my hold on the table. “I think perhaps the conscience that you need to be worrying about is—”

Aspen hastily pushed away from the table. “I’ll talk to him.”

I took a deep breath and let it out through my nose. I cast Pine one last glare and turned around. She wasn’t worth it. I was going to have to get along with these people for the rest of my life. I couldn’t afford to make enemies.








  
  
Two




Aspen


I picked my way carefully into the conference room, trying not to swivel my head too much. Despite the antiemetics I’d taken, every quick movement made me want to puke. But hey. I was adjusting to zero-g better than my daughter was. One look at the zero-g toilet and she had reverted to diapers. I only hoped she would give them up again after we landed. 

My opposite number, Autumn, was there already. She was the head zoologist of the colony, an older woman with short, salt-and-pepper hair and a permanent friendly smile. “How are the goat fetuses handling orbit?” I asked. That’s what passes for a greeting between her and me. Not because we don’t like each other, but because both of us like our work more than almost anything else.

“It makes no difference to them,” she said, smiling. “They’re floating in amniotic fluid already. I’m more worried about re-entry. I put so many layers of shock absorbing gel around the tanks I’m pretty sure they could survive more g’s than the ship can.”

I grinned, climbing into a chair and hooking my feet around the legs so I didn’t float off of it again. “You don’t need to worry,” I said. “Robin’s going to set us down gentle as a baby.”

“I’m sure. I just want to be ready for anything.” 

The door slid open and Sybil came in, followed by a white guy in his fifties—her chief acolyte, Hawk. Behind almost every visionary is some practical person, the one who pays the bills and balances the budget and everything else a prophet doesn’t have the bandwidth for. Hawk was that for Sybil. He had very little charisma, but he didn’t need it. Sybil had more than enough to run the Disciples by herself.

Robin liked him better than Sybil, because he was practical and not what she considered “too churchy.” Given he was the number two guy in an entire religion, I thought that might be wishful thinking on her part.

Hawk nodded at me brusquely, dropped an identical nod to Autumn, and took a seat. Sybil gracefully slipped into the chair at the head of the table. That only left the one at the foot for Robin.

She didn’t take it. When Robin came in, she pushed off straight from the door, hooked her foot on her chair back, and brought herself to a stop floating above the table. It broke the illusion all of us had that we were sitting right-side-up, under gravity. Instead my mind flickered between possibilities. Was she floating upright, and we were bolted to the wall? Or maybe she was lying on her back and we were hanging from the ceiling.

I was used to the head trip, since I’d been visiting space with Robin since long before we left Proxima. The others, however, were clearly thrown by it. I cast her an admiring look. She knew well enough not to screw with people’s heads when she didn’t want to. Her position was a power move, to remind everyone she was better at this than they were, and it made me want to snatch her out of the air and kiss her—at the very least. I adjusted in my seat. 

“I got the maps,” she said, unrolling a long printout across the table and pinning it down (up?) with magnets. “These are the new photos taken by the Resurrection. Though there are few differences between these and the photos we already had, from the Hermes probe thirty years ago. Mostly just increased forestation in some areas. But that matters, because I can’t easily park this bucket on top of heavy forest.”

Sybil nodded. “Can you mark the landing sites we discussed before?”

She gathered more magnets from the edge of the table and placed each one. “You can see this one is right out, it’s all woodland now. But the rest are all adequate for a landing site. Whether they’d suit the colony is another question.” She looked over at me and Autumn.

I followed her cue. “Yes, we’ve discussed a great deal whether we wanted to be along the equator or closer to the tropics. At the tropics, we would have a long, warm growing season but also a long, cold winter. At the equator, there would be basically two short growing seasons a year, corresponding to spring and fall at the tropics, but the two annual winters would be mild.”

“Well, the year is long already, right?” asked Sybil. “Five hundred and…?”

“Forty-nine days, yes,” I finished for her. “So the two growing seasons really would be adequate. And even in the winter, there would be little or no snow, so there are some cold-weather crops we could keep alive all year.”

“That’s definitely what we want to aim towards, then,” Sybil said, reaching across the table to remove the magnets that were too far from the equator. That left six sites, scattered across the three visible continents. 

“The Hermes rover landed here,” Robin said, tapping the map. “So if we choose a site on the same continent, its data will be more valuable. We’ll be dealing with the same plant and animal life it analyzed.”

“For what that’s worth,” Hawk snorted. “In the ten days before it wandered into the tundra, it didn’t see much.”

“It saw plenty that was of interest to us,” I said. “It was able to analyze hundreds of plant and bacterial samples in that time and verify that there don’t seem to be any hazardous germs. And it’s the whole reason we know level-three terraforming is necessary, to replace the native life with life from Earth. None of the plant life will be edible to us.”

I felt a pang at this. I had seen the photos from the rover: tall, ferny violet trees; magenta shrubs; tiny star-shaped pink ivy. It was beautiful as it was, albeit indigestible. It would be a shame to uproot it all. But we had to, if we wanted to live there. Eos in its natural state couldn’t be our home.

“What we don’t know much about yet is animal life,” said Autumn. “Hermes did get some glimpses of large herbivores, and where there are herbivores, there are going to be predators. We’ll need to find a location where we can build some kind of stockade.”

Hawk stabbed a finger at one of the magnets. “Why not that one? The valley looks defensible.”

Autumn shook her head. “This one’s better. The high plateau should be at least some defense against predators, and it’s closer to where the Hermes probe landed.”

Sybil lightly touched the magnet Autumn had indicated, smiling faintly. “The goddess is pleased with it.”

Hawk scowled, clearly annoyed that his suggestion had been overruled. But he didn’t speak. Sybil might have spoken softly, but she wasn’t prone to changing her mind.

“So should I plan a landing pattern for that one?” Robin looked around the table. Now that Sybil had spoken, nobody was going to contradict her. But there was nothing wrong with the site: close to the equator and with steep bluffs dropping away on two sides, to help protect us from predators. It was a perfect spot. 

Sybil nodded and started picking up the magnets. “How long will it be before we can be on the ground?”

“At least a week,” Robin said. “We have to do some work on the number seven engine to ensure it won’t give us any more trouble during the landing.”


      [image: ]After that meeting it was back to the residential level to pick up the children from school. I was still, until we landed, the full-time parent. The amount of botany needed by a ship in motion only took a few hours a day, not counting what my assistants did.

Pine, the head teacher, was frowning when I came in. “No more luck at the potty,” she said.

Lily made an angry sound and threw a block. Because of the low gravity, it careened off the side of the wall and almost hit one of the other kids before a teacher nabbed it out of the air. I took Pine’s sleeve and drew her a little away. “She doesn’t like you talking about it in front of everybody,” I reminded her. I had told her the same thing yesterday.

“If it’s so embarrassing, she does have the option of just using it.”

“It’s not ‘just’ for her. The zero-g toilet is very different from what she’s used to. Did Ivy try helping her?”

“Of course.”

I caught the junior teacher’s eye across the room. Ivy was the best with Lily by a long shot. If she hadn’t been able to get Lily to use the bathroom, it couldn’t be done.

I went back up to Lily, using the edge of a bookshelf to hold myself in a low crouch at her level. “Come on,” I said, extending a hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Let’s blow this popsicle stand,” she agreed, putting her hand in mine. It was our thing at dismissal, our little call-and-response.

Colt bounced along the walls to us. He was enjoying this entirely too much, careening off everything. I felt a little bad for the teachers, having to handle a roomful of excitable children without even gravity to settle them down. I couldn’t imagine much learning was happening at this point.

“Dad, can I go to the playground?” he asked.

“Sure.” This time of day, there were always adults there. And Colt was of an age where he’d rather play with friends than be with me. That way I didn’t feel guilty about giving Lily all my attention all afternoon.

I did feel guilty, though. Just like I would feel guilty if I didn’t. I had been an only child, but my parents weren’t around much. All I wanted was to be present for my kids, but I hadn’t really banked on one of them needing so much extra help. Colt had ended up being low-maintenance, but I always wondered if it was only because I had so badly needed him to be.

Lily clung to my hand and let me tow her through the corridors. After school, I always took her to the hydroponics level upstairs.

That was a tradition older than she was. As soon as I was old enough not to have a babysitter after school, I used to go to the arboretum on the way home every day. My mother never cared particularly when I got home or what I did, so long as I didn’t make noise once she was at home. So I would wander the paths, throw myself on the grass, and stare upward at the light of the dome lamps filtering through the trees.

In under a week, I’d be on solid ground again, and with trees and plants all around. Hopefully we’d have time to study them a little before we had to start replacing them with Earth plants. That might not be what we were here for, but I itched to get my hands on at least a few samples.
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It hadn’t occurred to me I might not fit in the spacesuit. I had to exhale to do it, but I eventually got it fastened. Pregnancy was getting more ridiculous all the time. No wonder humanity had moved past it the instant it could.

Cliff followed me into the airlock, and we waited for it to cycle. “What do you think is the matter with number seven?”

I shook my head. “Could be anything. This thing is a hundred years old, and we’ve put some serious mileage on it.”

The door cranked open and I led the way outside, clipping my tether to a hook beside the airlock. Eos shone above us—below us?—and we both paused for a moment to stare. Clouds swirled over the temperate belt around the middle, concealing the shapes of the continents.

“I can’t wait to see sunshine again,” he said, starting along the side of the ship toward the engines. “Down on a planet, where it just comes down all around you.”

“Funny, I never knew you were a daysider.”

“Yeah, my family is in agriculture,” he said. “They came to Proxima in the first wave.”

I fought a rush of resentment. Hadn’t I known Cliff for four years now? He hadn’t acted like a privileged ass in all that time, and he wasn’t suddenly going to start now. Especially now that his updome family was far behind. “My people were fourth wave,” I said quietly. “I always said, if there had ever been a fifth wave, maybe we could have gotten ahead. But nobody was left on Earth who had the slightest chance of affording the passage. It took my grandparents all they had.”

“I would have thought you wouldn’t want another wave. I mean the third-wavers always act like they wish they were the last.”

I ran my hands over the engine. I couldn’t see a problem yet. Groping along my belt, I took out my magnifier for a closer look. “It’s stupid,” I said. “The third-wavers made a huge fuss over the fourth wave, because they thought we’d take all their jobs. And we did—so they could move up to better jobs. Every planet needs a bottom.”

“Pilot isn’t what I would think of as a bottom-tier job.”

I turned my helmet away so he couldn’t see the look on my face. “My father was in debt his whole life, paying for that ship. He was in love with the stars, he didn’t care that he couldn’t afford it. Everything he earned went straight to the slip on it. So all three of us, plus my grandma, had to live on what my mom made in yeast extraction.” I slammed the magnifier back into my belt loop and slid around the engine to look at the other side. Didn’t want to talk about what it was like, down in the lower levels on the nightside where you never saw the stars. The cramped single room, the public kitchens and bathrooms, the noise of the man on the other side of the wall screaming at his wife, every single night. 

Cliff didn’t pick up on my annoyance. “So did he ever pay the slip?”

“Yeah. He actually did.” I took my magnifier back out. “The very next month he stroked out. Weakened blood vessel in his brain, from pulling so many g’s. He had to, to deliver enough cargos to get out from under that fucking note!”

Finally Cliff got the hint and stopped asking questions. I probably shouldn’t blame him for not being able to read me in a spacesuit. But I still did. Privileged updomers like him never thought of the kind of things my family had learned from birth. Shaking my head, I focused on the engine. 

The trouble with space travel was a simple physics problem. With nothing to push against, the only way to move at all was to throw something away. As we pushed out a stream of hydrogen or water or oxygen or whatever, we pushed ourselves forward with the same amount of force we used on the jet material. The problem was that any amount of mass we wanted to push out, we would have to carry, which increased the amount of thrust it took to move us forward.

The solution was to throw away the jet material one atom at a time, at near-light speeds. After all, it generated just as much force to throw small amounts away quickly as to throw large amounts slowly. We still had needed to carry a shit-ton of hydrogen—1 g for four years is a massive amount of acceleration to have to generate—but at least it wasn’t so much we couldn’t afford to move it at all.

A magnetic field, powered by the massive fusion reactor in the center of the eight engines, accelerated the atoms away from us to generate the necessary thrust. There weren’t many moving parts, so not much could go wrong. But clearly something had.

Ah. There it was. A tiny gap in the delicate tracery of the cooling matrix. It was just a network of fine conductive metal that carried heat from inside the engine to the outside, where the large surface area would help it dissipate in the cold of space. But that tiny crack, barely visible to the naked eye, would stop heat from traveling along the metal. A large portion of the matrix wasn’t being used at all, because the heat couldn’t get over the crack.

“Hand me the microwelder,” I said. “I found the bastard.”








  
  
Three
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I took a deep breath. This was it. My last piloting job, and my hardest. I had never had to land anything before. I’d done about a thousand training sims by this time, and I knew the Resurrection’s responses like my own body’s. 

I could take her down. I knew I could. But my heart was still pounding. I’d never been this nervous before a burn before. Normally, I was entirely calm behind the controls. But this time I had five hundred people relying on me to get it right. Three of whom were my own family.

Thumbing the intercom, I began. “This is it, guys, we are ready to make our descent. I’ve had confirmation that all of you are safely secured. Please do not unfasten your restraints for any reason until we are safely on the ground. Sit tight and we’ll soon be home.”

Home. Could it be that? I remembered the day Aspen and I had gotten our first apartment, unlocking the door and stepping into the blank, empty room. It hadn’t felt like home then, but before long it felt like we’d always been there. This planet, bare of human habitation, was just an empty suite of rooms as far as I was concerned, but I knew in time I would look back sentimentally on this moment and wonder how I had ever not been attached to the place.

My heartrate steadied, I finally sat down and fastened my own restraints. Normally I preferred to stand, but this trip would be bumpy at best. The engines would keep it from being a free fall, but we would have atmosphere to deal with. Yet another thing I had no personal experience with.

Touching the thrusters, I began to degrade our orbit.

It’s a surprisingly long way from orbit before you even start to hit atmosphere. That part was easy. Later, as gravity started to tug at us, I fired up the engines to slightly push back. Still, we were falling fast enough that I felt barely any gravity. The time to decelerate would be later.

As the air around us got thicker, I could hear it shrieking against the metal hull. The friction of the air would degrade the metal; it was one of the many reasons the Resurrection couldn’t be used again after we landed. The electromagnetic shielding worked well against errant space dust, not an entire atmosphere. Inside, the temperature started to warm up. I checked my gauges. Well within tolerances.

“How’s number seven?” I called down to Cliff.

“Ehhhh….” he answered vaguely. “It’s warmer than it should be.”

“What the fuck?” I shouted. “We checked it!”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe the atmosphere?” 

I checked the readings. There was no camera out there; it would have gotten blasted off by the friction by now if there had been. But he was right; the temperature on the number seven was rising. Shit.

“Can you do what you did last time?” he asked.

“Can’t. We have to lose a lot of velocity before we touch down.” This was an understatement. We had started out moving at almost eight thousand meters per second, laterally. And we were accelerating downwards another nine point four meters per second every second. Not quite G, because Eos was smaller than Earth, but not enough difference to matter. “Better spray the coolant.”

“I just sprayed everything we had left.”

That’s right. We had used it all up on the last crisis. I brought a breath through my nose and let it out. “Well we’re just going to have to hope it holds itself together. I can’t land this thing at eight thousand meters per second.”

The scream of the atmosphere increased, and my seat jerked me side to side. We were hitting Eos’s airstreams, carrying weather around in the upper atmosphere. It was clear at our landing site, but there are always high winds on a planet with an atmosphere. God, I wished I could have practiced this. Maybe a hundred times. But Proxima had no atmosphere, even if we had been in the habit of landing ships directly on the surface instead of bringing things down by space elevator. There was nowhere I could have practiced. Anyone who knew how to do it was long dead, and probably using a ship better suited to the job than ours. The Resurrection was supposedly able to land in an emergency, but of course it had never been tested.

I guided her on slow s-curves, as the sims had taught me, to lose some velocity. Down below, Colt and Lily would be strapped in on either side of Aspen. Lily, especially, would be scared. They had drilled the landing—every possible landing, including a water landing and a rapid evacuation. Every Saturday evening was emergency drills of every conceivable kind. But I couldn’t help but worry. As I was realizing, simulations weren’t the same as the real thing.

The temperature on the number seven kept inching up. Then suddenly it made a leap upward. “It’s igniting!” Cliff shouted.

I clenched my teeth. “Shut it down!”

“I can’t!” he cried. “I mean, I did but nothing’s happening.”

Of course—shutting it down was supposed to cut off the oxygen, but there was oxygen outside too. The fire was being fueled by the atmosphere.

“It’s getting hot in here!”

“In the engine room?”

“Yeah, the wall is red.” Suddenly he shouted wordlessly. The fire breaking through?

“Get out of there!” I shouted. “I’m shutting the fire door in three seconds. Mark.” I counted off three seconds. No sound from him. Hopefully that meant he had obeyed? I shut my eyes and stabbed the button. Whether he had made it out or not, I couldn’t risk the ship for him. If that fire got inside, it would devour all our oxygen. Even if the heat didn’t kill us, we’d asphyxiate. I thought of Aspen and the kids, strapped in safely in the chapel. I had to protect them, and the rest of the settlers, first.

But now the ship was beginning to cant over, unbalanced by the massive flame spurt on one corner. In a moment it would start to spin. I switched off the four, five, and eight engines to try to compensate. Almost. I boosted the burn on the rest to maximum and the ship finally balanced out.

A chime on my panel alerted me to low oxygen in the main hold. What? I had shut the fire doors! Either they had malfunctioned and failed to shut completely, or I had been too slow and the fire had caught on something inside. But what? The ship wasn’t made to be flammable!

Didn’t matter. I punched the shipwide intercom. “Oxygen drill. Put on your masks.” I released the button, chewing my lip. Everyone knew what to do. But I worried Aspen would try to put on Lily’s first. It’s what I would be tempted to do. And if he passed out before he had been able to do his own, or Colt’s...

I shook my head. That wasn’t my wheelhouse. This bridge was. I leaned forward as much as I could with my straps. Elevation was down to a thousand meters now, but velocity was still forty meters per second and only dropping slowly, with one engine spurting flames and three shut down. I couldn’t boost the gain on the remaining engines any further. They weren’t made for more than 20% over cruising speed. With Cliff down there, I might have overridden that. But not without him.

My teeth worrying my lip, I flicked the remaining engines on, simultaneously turning the maneuvering thrusters on full, all along the other side. Was it going to be enough? My instruments showed me the ground coming up below me, sketched in outline. Too fast. In retrospect I should have vetoed this landing site. It wasn’t large enough. If we missed, and ended up hanging off the edge of the plateau...

With a terrible, grating roar, one edge of the ship met the ground. A second later, the seat below me rose up and slammed against me. It was like leaping off a roof and landing square on my ass. Then everything slid sickeningly sideways. My neck jerked against the straps. We were sliding, sliding toward the edge of the plateau.

A few seconds later, with a tooth-rattling jolt, we slid to a stop. The lights suddenly went out, replaced with the faint blue glow of the emergency lighting. I couldn’t breathe. Things felt flat, but were we poised to topple over? At last I checked the display. We had stopped meters from the edge of the plateau. I drew in a long, shaky breath. We had made it. But only just. 

For a second I was so overcome with shaking I couldn’t move. I had done it. I had almost killed us all. Everything was fine. We could have all died. I covered my face, trying not to imagine the might have beens. Or, for that matter, what might still be going on down in the hold. If anything had gone wrong with the masks...

That thought stirred me to action. I reached out for the intercom. “Chapel, report,” I barked.

Sybil’s warm voice responded smoothly. “We are all right down here. Very shaken. Can we take off the masks yet?”

I glanced at the oxygen levels. “No. Your level, and everything below you, are depleted. I’m not yet sure why. I’m going to go see, and then try to restore oxygen.” In that order. If there was a fire in the hold, it would be easier to fight the less oxygen there was.

“I will lead everyone in a prayer of thanksgiving.”

Gingerly I unstrapped myself and grabbed the emergency oxygen mask from under my control panel. I felt sore all over, but there was no time to check myself carefully. Somewhere, down in the engine room, was a fire. And Cliff. He still hadn’t checked in.

I climbed down the ladder and past the hydroponics deck and the personnel deck. The gravity felt strange, a little lighter than our standard acceleration gravity and a lot lighter than Proxima’s. At last I reached the corridor that led down to the engine room. The lights along the edges of the walls were tinted orange: high CO2, low oxygen. But I saw no sign of fire.

As I approached the fire doors, I spotted a shape on the floor and hurried over. It was Cliff. He wasn’t moving.

Taking a deep breath, I took off my mask and clapped it over his nose and mouth. I held it there as long as I could stand, meanwhile checking over the rest of him. One arm and shoulder were blistered red, but the rest of him looked relatively undamaged.

I took my mask back for a few more breaths before giving it back to him. If he’d survived the fire only to asphyxiate when it had stolen all the air, I’d be pissed. But his eyes were starting to flutter. “Did the fire doors stay shut?”

I glanced behind me. “Look fine to me.”

His next turn with the mask, he said, “They stuck. Wouldn’t shut. The air was getting sucked out.” With his undamaged hand, he gave me the mask back for a breath. When he got it back, he continued, “I managed to get them to shut, but it took ages and by the time I had done that, I was dizzy and couldn’t make it to a restraint seat. So I just lay down right here.”

I eyed him, stretched out like that. It was true, slamming straight down like we had would have just pressed him toward the floor. If he’d been standing he’d likely have broken both legs. “So you put yourself in danger to shut that piece of crap door?”

He waved his good hand dismissively. “If the ship is junk, we just have to make allowances. It would have sucked all the air out.”

“It very nearly did,” I said. “It didn’t help that I had no idea the door didn’t shut and so I didn’t shut any of the other fire doors until the oxygen loss had reached the personnel deck. You should have called.”

“Sorry,” he said. “I had time for one thing. I picked one.”

“I forgive you only because you’re not dead,” I said, getting up. “I’ll get you a medic.” I took a deep breath from the mask and left it with him. It was only about thirty more feet down the corridor to the next emergency station. My lungs were burning by the time I reached it—I was tempted to breathe, but the high CO2 in the air would be worse than just going without. The new mask smelled of musty plastic, but the canister was full. Good. The emergency station also had an intercom, so I called up to Sybil to send the doctor down.

Going back over by Cliff, I passed him to put my hand on the fire door. It was only warm. Tentatively I turned the manual crank to edge it open.

“Ruining my hard work?” Cliff asked. 

“I have to know if the fire’s out. If it’s gotten into the reactor we’ll have to evacuate.”

But no flames came pouring out, and I cranked the door the rest of the way open. The engine room was a mess of blackened metal and melted plastic. The curve in the wall where the number seven engine passed through the side of the room was distorted, and a gaping hole showed where the fire had exploded through. The whole inside of the engine was melted to slag. Useless. Not that that mattered.

Between the closed fire door and the outside of the engine being buried in dirt, the fire must have been smothered. But for good measure, I took down the fire extinguisher and sprayed the inside of the engine, as far as I could reach inside the hole.

When I got out, Hazel, our doctor, was kneeling beside Cliff, spraying a dressing on his arm. “Between the fire, the oxygen loss, and the unsecured landing, you’re lucky to be alive.”

“I know,” he said, struggling to his feet. “I was about ready to meet the goddess, but I’m glad I don’t have to yet.”

“She must have something in mind for you,” Hazel said, supporting him down the hall.

I hung back in the doorway. I had been meaning to join them, but suddenly I didn’t feel like it.

Restoring oxygen was next on my list. The bioscrubbers were too slow to clear the carbon dioxide before everyone’s masks ran out. The backup scrubber ran off the reactor, which had shut down when we landed. I had no idea how long that might take me to fix. Emergency power wouldn’t be nearly enough. 

But what was I thinking? We were on a planet now. A planet with breathable air. I hurried to the nearest computer terminal.

It took some doing to convince the computer that it was safe to open all the airlocks, yes, on both sides. But it eventually realized there wasn’t hard vacuum on the other side and opened the locks.

When I reached the personnel level, Lily and Colt came running to me, trailed by Aspen. For a second I couldn’t speak, just squeezing the two of them against me. What could have happened...

“You’re all right,” said Aspen, engulfing me and the kids. “What about the baby? Have they checked?”

I froze, the blood draining from my face. I hadn’t even thought. Whose crazy idea was it that we could do without artificial gestators? What sort of insane idea was it to keep our babies inside us, where they were stuck in any terrible situation we were?

Pulling myself free of his arms, I snapped, “Well it’s not my fault if it’s not, I did the best—I did the best I—” I started to cry.

“Hey,” he said gently, but hanging back a little. Afraid I’d bite his head off? I wanted the hug back. “Hey, it’s okay. We’ll go find Hazel, I just saw her.”

“You don’t know how bad it was!” I shouted. “How close we came! It’s not okay! I thought maybe everyone was—that you…” I trailed off. Four big brown eyes were staring up at me over their masks. I took big gulps of air, dashing the tears out of my eyes with both hands.

Just then I felt a big kick. A strong kick, a healthy one. My hands went to my belly. The anger seeped out of me. It was okay. It was okay. Everyone had lived. Tears streamed down my face, but I didn’t yell anymore. I reached out to Aspen mutely. 

He wrapped his arms back around me. “You did good, okay? You did fine. We’re all safe. Everybody got their masks on. A little bumped up. Colt says his butt hurts, so Lily’s probably does too.”

“My butt hurts,” I laughed shakily, dragging my wrist against my nose. “My whole back. Right up to my skull.” I crouched down so I could see Lily’s face. “That landing was a little hard, wasn’t it, sweetie?”

“My butt hurts,” she said, in exactly the tone I’d used, fiddling with the ear of her stuffed bunny.

“I know, baby. It’ll feel better soon, I’m sure.” I straightened up. “Look, the orange lights are going out.” I pulled my mask off and took a lungful of air. It was cool, with a sharp tang of smoke. I had hoped to smell flowers or something, our first breath of real planet air, but the scent of the fire covered everything.

Colt took his off and crumpled it up in his hands. “Can we look out the window? I wanna see the planet.”

“Of course we can.” I took his hand and Lily’s and led the way.

There was already a little crowd gathered around the window. Sybil turned as we approached. “Did you see this?”

We edged in beside her. It was evening, and the sky was an interesting purplish gray. But strangely, the ground was spattered with glowing gobs of red.

It took me a second to realize what I was seeing. It wasn’t some strange new glowing plant. It was fire. The earth had stopped up the engine tube and smothered the fire inside, but the fire on the outside had caught in the ground cover and was slowly edging across the plateau. I wondered how far it would go.

“I’m sorry,” I found myself stammering. “The engine was burning...I couldn’t get the fire out.” I felt like a monster, having set the planet on fire, the very first thing I did.

Sybil looked at me steadily for a long moment before turning back to the window. “It’s for the best, I suppose. To terraform the planet, the first step is to remove the native life. This will give us a head start at that.”

I turned to Aspen, incredulous. “Doesn’t it release too much carbon, though? Won’t it screw up the climate?”

“It’s already on the outer edge of the habitable zone here,” he said. “A carbon dioxide blanket might be a good thing. But don’t worry, wildfires run out eventually. They hit a river, or it rains. It’ll go a few hundred square kilometers at most.”

That still seemed like a lot. I looked out at the darkening scene, as the lines of red spread outward, away from the ship. It didn’t feel like a good omen.
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