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‘Corporal Jian Choumali.’ The base commander flipped through a paper file on his desk, then glanced up at me. ‘Take a seat, Corporal.’ 

‘Sir.’ I saluted, then perched uncomfortably on the hard plastic chair across the desk from him. The commander was a throwback to the old school: white, male, straight, educated, and oblivious. He’d never spoken to me before, and I doubted he even knew I existed before now. It must be serious for me to be in his office, although I couldn’t recall any major recent infractions. The current cohort of recruits were no worse than usual, and as far as I knew Sar-Major wasn’t pissed at me. I raised my chin, ready to take whatever he was about to throw at me.

‘Exemplary record,’ he said, almost to himself, as he flipped through the file. ‘Only twenty-four years old and already assisting Sergeant-Major Shirani to train the new recruits. Half-African, half-Chinese. Perfect.’

I opened my mouth to correct him that I was Welsh, not African or Chinese, but let it go when he leaned his arms on the file and smiled at me, making me even more uneasy.

‘What do you know about the Nippon Maru, Corporal?’

‘Everyone knows about it. They’re two years out from Kapteyn-b, and close enough to do a thorough scan. It came back positive. They’ve confirmed that the planet is habitable. We received the message last week.’

I was surprised at the turn of the conversation, then felt a bolt of excitement at the implications. The whole world had been watching the Japanese generation ship’s regular transmissions as it made its dramatic three-hundred-year interstellar journey to the colonization planet. The oldest occupants of the ship were the tenth generation to be born aboard, and were lauded as heroes on Earth. Their messages were full of determination to make the project succeed.

‘Nobody believed they could do it,’ the commander said, closing the file. ‘But it looks like they made it.’

‘So we’re sending a ship now?’ I asked.

The commander eyed me piercingly and I winced. I had to resist the urge to display more intelligence than my carefully crafted ‘dumb grunt’ persona. The last thing I needed was attention from the higher-ups.

‘What have you heard about this, Corporal?’ he asked sternly. 

‘Nothing more than what’s on the network. But you just said I’m perfect. I’m mixed race, I’m smart and young, and as you said yourself, I have an exemplary record.’ I leaned forward to sense his emotions more closely. ‘Are you asking me if I want to go on the Spirit of Britannia?’

‘How on earth do you know that’s what it’s called?’ he asked, aghast.

‘Nippon Maru means Spirit of Japan,’ I said. ‘Spirit of Britannia is the obvious choice. Ten pounds says the North Americans are working on a ship called the Uncle Sam or the Bald Eagle.’

‘George Washington, actually. You owe me ten pounds.’ 

‘I’ll present it to you after my next pay,’ I said.

‘So, Choumali?’ The commander pushed a manila envelope across the desk to me. The use of paper was a loud indicator of its high-level security. ‘The ship lifts off in two years; we need to move before the Chinese do and claim Wolf 1061, the closer planet, otherwise the journey will take twenty-four light-years, to Gliese 667, instead of fourteen. Getting to Wolf 1061 first will save us a hundred and fifty years. Say yes to this mission and you’ll be a heroine, lauded and worshipped until you go.’

‘Am I being ordered?’

‘No. It’s an offer. There are disadvantages – apart from the obvious ones of living the rest of your life on the ship. The Nippon Maru lost half its population in transit, so reproduction will be strictly controlled on the Britannia. During the voyage you will be inseminated with two children from two different fathers.’

That shook me – I’d never thought of having children. This was a huge opportunity though. What would Mum think? She needed me.

I looked the commander in the eyes as I pushed the envelope back to him. ‘My father is dead; there’s only me and my mother. I can’t leave her.’

‘She will be compensated handsomely for your pioneering spirit. She will receive five million new pounds a year for the rest of her life.’

My breath left me for a moment – five million a year? – then I pulled myself together. ‘Is that how much a human being is worth?’

‘If that human being is you, then yes.’

‘Then why aren’t I being paid more now?’ I asked, deliberately baiting him to give myself time to think. Would five million a year be compensation enough for losing me? I’d have to ask Mum about it ...

‘Because right now you’re not a representative of His Majesty’s Royal Army on a generation ship headed to Wolf 1061. You’re just an infantry corporal with a bright career ahead of you.’

I only half-listened to his reply. I was thinking of my mother’s reaction. More importantly – did I want to go? The reply came thundering through the core of my being. Hell yeah!

‘I need to speak to my mother about it,’ I said.

The commander waved one hand over the envelope. ‘There’s a week’s leave for you in there.’

‘How many other soldiers on the base are you offering this to? If too many of us accept, will you make us compete for places?’ 

‘You’re the only one on the base, Choumali. We’re being extremely selective in this first round. The second round may be more competitive.’

I felt a quick rush of concern that the army knew my secret, but the commander wasn’t projecting the edginess that most people did in the presence of a telepath. He didn’t know.

I picked up the manila envelope and stood. ‘I’ll let you know in a week, sir. Thank you for the offer.’

He rose and held his hand out, and I shook it, dazed at the suddenness of the whole thing.

‘I’m honored to offer this to you, Corporal Choumali. You – and other young people like you – are the hope for Euroterre’s future. Do us proud.’

*

[image: ]


The train thundered out of the tunnel and the wind slammed into the side of my carriage. Rain gushed down the windows, and people changed to drier seats as it entered the carriage through the degraded seals. Mist poured out of the ceiling vents as the air-conditioning system fought the increased heat and humidity.

The rails ran on a causeway through what had once been the green center of England but was now the sea. Mum lived in a small village halfway up the mountains of Old Wales, where people struggled to maintain a subsistence lifestyle. My salary helped her to retain comforts most of her neighbors couldn’t afford. I rested my head on the rattling window and thought about what she could do with five million new pounds a year. She could pay for the paperwork to live with our extended family on that. China was rich and green where the land was above water. Mum could follow her heart and help support her sisters and their children, and never have to worry about food again.

And I’d be travelling to the stars. I would never see the end of the journey, but my great-great-something-grandchildren would have a whole new pristine planet to live on. I fingered my bag containing the envelope. Of course, if Mum didn’t want me to go, I wouldn’t.

I glanced out the window and saw my mother’s eyes in my reflection. My eyes, with their epicanthic fold, were the only Asian part of me; the rest was one hundred per cent my African-heritage dad. He was tall, lean and muscular, with dark skin, a wide nose and full mouth. I had his hair as well, a black frizz cropped close in a military standard cut. When I was a child everybody had said that I was definitely his, as if there was any doubt when they saw my parents together.

The train slowed as it reached the base of the mountains and went from travelling over water to land. It stopped at the first station and a few people left.

The words ‘Spirit of Britannia’ were mentioned on the screen at the end of the carriage and I focused on it.

‘With the upcoming success of the Nippon Maru,’ the news presenter said, ‘His Majesty’s government has announced that the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Western Europe will be building a generation ship as well, to travel to the third planet of the red dwarf star Wolf 1061, fourteen light-years away.’

A graphic of the star appeared on the screen. What would the planet’s light be like, I wondered – would everything be tinted red? The next station was mine, and I lugged my duffel bag over my shoulder and went to the door. The wind and warm rain howled into the carriage as I put my head down to exit. I was the only one leaving the train, and the car I’d ordered was waiting for me. I rushed through the pouring rain to climb in, told it Mum’s address, and sat back, fluffing my short black hair to free it of water.

The car rattled and swayed over the potholed road – something felt severely wrong with the suspension. The village probably couldn’t afford the required maintenance, and finding printable designs for the parts for such an old model would be a nightmare. I’d have a look at it during the week I was visiting Mum and see if I could do some minor repairs.

I opened the envelope again and flipped through the mission orders. I’d read them so many times I had them memorized. My role on the starship would be security officer, estimating the risks in space, and reporting back to Earth with my findings. My secondary roles were raising two children – two children! – and teaching the next generation how to use military hardware in case they had to defend themselves. I’d never considered having kids, that was my partner Dianne’s thing, and now I was being ordered to be inseminated with two of them.

I shifted uncomfortably. Was two years enough time to learn all I needed to about being crew on a starship? I smiled to myself. Starship crew. I liked the sound of that.

The car arrived at Mum’s cottage, and I hoisted my bag and ran through the rain to the front door. Mum must have been watching for me, because it opened just as I reached it. I ducked through the doorway into the refreshingly cool entry hall, and trod on something small and hard that resulted in hysterical, high-pitched yelps.

I dropped my bag and picked up the puppy to comfort it, and was rewarded by frantic licks. I checked the dog over; she was fine. I’d just stepped on her wagging tail.

‘Sorry I hurt you, puppy.’ I leaned down to hug Mum with my other arm. ‘Where’s old Puppy?’

Mum guided me into her tiny living room, just big enough for a sofa and screen. A folding table stood to one side, and a rough brick bench marked the kitchen. The sweet, rich smell of steaming rice and eggs filled the cottage.

‘Some itinerants came through and stole Puppy. I didn’t get to him in time – they roasted him over their fire and ate him. Bastards.’ She put the kettle on. ‘Mr. MacDeen gave me the new puppy, but I had to trade for her.’

‘That’s fine; I don’t mind doing some digging. I’m here for a week, and I’m sure the rain will stop.’

Mum poured water into the pot. ‘That’s good, because the top field needs clearing. And I traded a new terrace field for Puppy.’

‘She’s worth it.’ I turned the dog over in my lap so I could scratch her belly, to her squirming ecstasy. Her oversized paddle-like paws suggested she would grow to be much bigger than old Puppy.

‘Hopefully she’ll be a better guard dog,’ Mum said scornfully. She set the cups on the table and filled them with tea. ‘What sort of dumb dog lets himself get eaten?’

‘You need better names for your animals, Mum,’ I said with amusement.

‘I have rice from the new bottom terrace you made for me, and eggs, and chicken,’ Mum said, ignoring me. ‘I had enough surplus coffee from this year’s harvest to trade with Mrs. Chandra for four chickens!’

‘Are they all called Chicken?’

Mum leaned across the table and tapped my arm. ‘Don’t be rude.’ She settled back in her chair and folded her hands over her belly. ‘Not any more. One of them stopped laying six weeks ago and now it’s called Dinner.’

Every time I saw my mother, the lines on her face were more pronounced; a combination of her steady weight loss and her outdoor life in the harsh climate. She was the thinnest I’d ever seen her; she obviously wasn’t eating the extra rations I was sending. She was either hoarding them or giving them away to other villagers in greater need.

‘So tell me why you’re here when you weren’t due for leave,’ she said. ‘Is everything all right with Dianne?’

‘Yeah, she and Victor moved in together. They’ve gone domestic. They say I’m welcome any time; there’s room for me as well.’ 

‘And how do you feel about that? You and Dianne were good for each other. You’ve had this on-and-off thing with her and Victor for years; I was hoping you’d finally settle down, maybe give me some grandchildren.’

I didn’t hesitate. ‘I’m glad for her, but I’m happy where I am.’ 

‘You don’t seem too worried about her setting up house with Victor.’

I shrugged. ‘I’m very fond of both of them, you know that. We’re good friends. Close friends. But not ...’ Mum always cut to the heart of things and drew the truth out of me. ‘I love her dearly, but I don’t think I was ever in love with her, Mum.’

‘That was obvious.’

‘And something else happened.’ I placed the envelope on the table.

Mum glanced at it, then back at me. ‘They found out you’re a telepath,’ she said, her voice flat with dismay.

‘No. They want me to crew the Spirit of Britannia.’

She spoke firmly and without hesitation. ‘They are not having you. They took your father, they’re not taking you! You’re all I have.’

‘They’ll give you five million pounds –’

‘That’s five thousand new pounds! That’s only two years of your salary, and you’ll be gone for the rest of your life!’

‘That is five million new pounds,’ I said.

‘Oh. Still not worth it. My daughter is not for sale!’ 

‘Five million a year, Mum.’

She froze with her mouth open. ‘A year? Five million a year?’ 

‘The ship leaves in two years. If I go on it, you’ll get five million new pounds every year for the rest of your life.’

‘But I’d lose you! Never see you again!’ She spoke like a news reporter: ‘Mrs. Choumali, was it worth the money to have your daughter effectively die?’

‘I’d still be in regular contact, the same way the Japanese were.’ 

‘It takes five years for messages to go backwards and forwards from the Nippon Maru.’ She waved her hand at the inactive screen. ‘They sent the message that they were nearly there five years ago. They could be dead and we don’t know!’

‘That’s only at the end of the journey – and neither of us will be alive then. At the beginning, the lag will be hours, a day at most. We could talk every week, the same way the crew of the Nippon Maru did.’

‘That’s more often than we talk now,’ Mum said. She rose and went into the kitchen. ‘Come and put plates out.’ She checked the rice cooker, then pulled the central pot out of the magnetic coil. ‘I will not take money as compensation for losing my daughter. You are not for sale.’

I shifted the puppy from my lap, put the bowls on the table, and used the argument I’d been saving for this moment. ‘I want to go, Mum.’

She turned to see me. ‘How much do you want to go?’

‘I want this more than I’ve wanted anything in my life. I’ll be crew on a starship, Mum. This is the greatest opportunity I’ve ever had.’

She relaxed and smiled broadly. ‘Well, why didn’t you say that in the beginning? That makes all the difference in the world. This is wonderful!’ She embraced me, her head on my chest, then put the omelet on the table and sat. ‘Our family, in the stars. A new planet with sane weather.’ She reached across the table, took my hand and squeezed it. ‘I am so proud of you.’

I released the breath I hadn’t been aware I was holding. ‘That was easier than I expected.’

‘Come, eat rice and chicken,’ Mum said, ‘and tell me about the mission. My daughter – starship captain! I cannot wait to tell Mrs. MacDeen. She thinks she’s so superior because her son is in university.’

‘I’ll be a security officer, not captain,’ I said, and put some chicken omelet onto my rice. The fresh natural food smelled wonderful and my stomach clenched with hunger. ‘And you can’t tell anyone yet.’ I scooped the fluffy flavorful rice into my mouth and put the bowl down. ‘So tell me about your plans for a new terrace field.’

‘No, I want all the details about the Spirit of Britannia,’ Mum said, and smiled slyly. ‘Any room on board for an old rice farmer?’

‘It leaves in two years –’ I began, and the puppy climbed back into my lap.

*
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I took a deep breath and eased my back. The new terrace was nearly finished, and water had already started to fill it. I fitted the rocks into the retaining wall until I ran out, then squelched back to the barrow to collect more.

I stopped, gazing out over the mountains. The peaks surrounded the village, with glimpses of the flat ocean between them a great distance away. Another huge storm was brewing on the horizon, thick with black clouds and scattered lightning. The walking trail down from the village was a grey line through the vegetation, and one of the village children was guiding a flock of sheep along it, up to the safety of their pen.

I pulled at my T-shirt; the heat and humidity had saturated me with sweat. I puffed out a quick breath and took more rocks from the barrow. If I didn’t finish the terrace before the storm hit, it could be washed away by the deluge. I carried the rocks back to the wall, pushed them firmly into it, checked they were stable, and stretched my back again.

‘Jian!’ a woman shouted, and I looked up towards the houses.

It was Dianne.

Cursing my mother’s big mouth, I slogged through the mud, scrambled up the wall onto the next terrace, then repeated the procedure twice more before I was at Dianne’s level.

She was short and black, with a rounded body and a warm generous smile that always melted my heart. She spread her arms for an embrace and I wanted more than anything to lose myself in her soft breasts and unconditional love.

I pulled at my T-shirt instead. ‘I’m soaked, love, and probably stink. Let me do you a favor and give you a hug after I’ve had a shower.’

She took my face in her hands, pulled me down and kissed me soundly anyway, and I cringed at the contact between my soaked clothing and her silk shirt.

‘I don’t care,’ she said. ‘Now come up to your mum’s house and tell me what the big news is.’

‘She didn’t tell you all the details?’ I asked as we walked along the narrow cobbled lane to my mother’s cottage.

‘Only that I needed to come see you right now.’

‘Interfering busybody,’ I said under my breath, then raised my voice so Dianne could hear. ‘I was coming to see you after I visited Mum anyway.’

‘Sure you were. Like the last three times you were “coming to see me”. Sure.’

I winced. Dianne was right: I always put my career first ...

‘... put your career first,’ she was saying, ‘and me and Victor second. I knew it would be that way right from the start, so don’t worry about it. But your mum says you have big news for me.’ She tapped me on the arm. ‘And I might have big news for you.’

‘Victor asked you to marry him?’

‘Nope,’ she said smugly as we reached Mum’s cottage. ‘Better than that.’

I turned and studied her carefully, then my heart leaped with delight. ‘Holy shit, Dianne, you’re pregnant. Look at you – you’re fucking glowing.’ To hell with it. I ignored the sweat and hugged her anyway, then planted a huge kiss on her mouth for good measure. ‘Hot damn, girl, my mum’s going to be absolutely fucking thrilled to bits.’

‘What about you?’

‘Of course I am too!’ I said, opening the door. ‘But I have big news as well. Come on in and I’ll tell you all about it.’
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I stepped off the ferry onto the island where the space elevator cable up to the Spirit of Britannia was located. It disappeared into the clouds above, and appeared to be tilting as if it might fall on me.

The island was a treeless grassy knoll with rocky cliffs all around, except for where the ferries docked. The stinging ocean wind swept across its surface, making the elevator cable sing with a deep bass thrum. It was strange – and exhilarating – to be standing on such a flat clear area. I was accustomed to everywhere above water being covered in layers of terraces that were dense with crops and tiny dwellings. Perhaps my great-great-something-grandchildren would live on a new planet where the land was this open and free.

‘Proceed to the buildings over there,’ an officer shouted from further up the hill, and I and the other cadets who’d arrived on the ferry – forty women and two men – followed her directions to the plain concrete structures at the base of the elevator.

After three hours of induction I was in a group of ten dazed recruits following an uninterested lieutenant through the corridors of the island facility. We were all too exhausted from the induction to say much. My arm still stung from the multiple vaccinations; and the burgundy-colored coverall that had replaced my Euroterre uniform was stiff and scratchy.

I checked the new secure tablet I’d been assigned. It was a heavy-duty model, water- and shockproof, and held more terabytes of information than I could read in a year, along with stern security warnings about sharing any of it, even with fellow recruits.

We arrived at a corridor with five doors on either side, and a set of double doors at the end.

‘These are your quarters, with a shared bathroom at the end of the corridor,’ the lieutenant said. ‘Settle in, then Commander Alto will speak to you.’

Each door had a name on it and a fingerprint lock. I thumbed my door and it opened to reveal standard single accommodation that could have been in any barracks, with a narrow bed and a small desk. My duffel bag was already on the floor next to the bed. I put my new clothes on the bed, the tablet on the desk, and peered out the window. The ferry terminal was at the bottom of the hill, and half-a-dozen young people were boarding, their body language projecting different levels of shame and defeat. I realized they were failures. Rejects.

I straightened. Not me, I’m doing this.

The tablet pinged: there was a briefing in the lecture theatre in five minutes.

I quickly stowed the clothing in the small closet, and headed out the door to join the other cadets heading towards the theatre. We were all wearing different-colored coveralls, probably identifying our skill sets. I noticed the same female-to-male ratio as on the ferry: there were twenty people living in this corridor, and only one man.

We turned a corner and I nearly walked into an Asian man in a green coverall. He was as tall as me and slightly overweight, with scruffy hair and a square face.

I stopped and said, ‘Sorry,’ then realized who he was. ‘Edwin?’ 

‘Corporal,’ Edwin Benton said, grinning. He flashed me a salute. ‘How’s the wife?’

I saluted back. ‘Not wife. Partner, and expecting.’ 

‘Congratulations!’ His face fell. ‘And you’ll do this anyway?’ 

‘We talked about it and she understands. We have a common partner, so the kid will be very well taken care of. They both support me.’

We turned together and followed the crowd towards the lecture theatre.

‘That’s good to hear. Your child will be very proud of you,’ he said. ‘What’s your role on the ship?’

‘Security. You’re med?’

He nodded. ‘I received the offer shortly after I finished my residency at QE4 Hospital and graduated.’

‘Of course at the top of your class.’

‘No.’ His smile turned wry. ‘Too much partying away from the barracks. I came third.’

‘I need to take you through basic again.’

‘I’m sure the colonization officers will do exactly that.’

We picked our way along a row inside the lecture hall, and sat where we had a good view of the stage and the other recruits. The theatre held about two hundred and was filling quickly.

‘Your burgundy coverall is security,’ Edwin said. ‘My green is med. I can see blue, bright turquoise, fluoro yellow and a horrible mustard orange. Any ideas?’

‘The blues and turquoises are obviously civilians – long hair – and they’re grouping together and talking,’ I said. ‘They know each other already. Scientists?’

‘That’s what I think. Similar colors for similar fields?’

‘I recognize that blonde woman in blue,’ I said. ‘Physicist.’ 

‘She’s next to a turquoise. Astrophysics?’

‘Probably. There aren’t many military here; it’s mostly civilians. I hope we won’t see any conflict between the military and civilian participants.’ I shook my head. ‘Look at me – career soldier wanting to avoid conflict.’

‘That’s the best sort of soldier, ma’am.’

‘Ma’am?’ I said, amused. ‘You’re a commissioned officer now, sir.’

‘And starting again from the bottom with this. The gender ratio makes me feel extremely privileged to be selected. But the ship will only take five thousand, and we won’t have the genetic diversity to be viable. We’ll have to take a hold full of frozen semen and fertilized embryos.’ He grunted with amusement. ‘Me and the other men are like emergency rations.’

‘Oh, don’t sell yourself short, Edwin. You’re one of the most intelligent recruits I had the privilege of throwing head first into a deep hole full of freezing mud.’

‘Surprisingly I never felt honored by that.’ He straightened. ‘Here they are.’

A group of men and women walked onto the stage, all of them much older than us. One of the men stepped up to the microphone and the room went quiet.

‘I am Commander Richard Alto, head of the project,’ he said.

He was mid-forties, tall and slender, with the dark brown skin of South Asia above the collar of his naval uniform. His narrow face was full of intelligence and I immediately liked him – then recognized him. I searched my memory. Mid-forties, Alto ... I remembered who he was at the same time Edwin obviously put it together and made a soft sound of astonishment. Richard Alto was the war hero who’d thrown himself onto a bomb twenty years ago to save the five-year-old King. I studied him carefully, looking for signs of the aftermath of the bomb, and couldn’t see anything, but I was too far from the stage to make out details.

Commander Alto continued, and I was aware of a slight speech impediment now I knew what I was hearing. ‘Before we begin, it’s important that you know the current situation. The rest of the world hasn’t seen this yet.’

He stepped back and the room lights dimmed. A screen descended from the ceiling and a projector flicked on.

The captain of the Nippon Maru appeared: the now extremely famous Haruna Harashi. Her face was pale and drawn, and she was thin to the point of emaciation. The ship’s biomass had provided only just enough food for them to avoid starvation.

She spoke in Japanese, and the translation scrolled across the bottom of the screen. ‘Dear citizens of our homeworld. My sincerest apologies for the delay on this transmission.’ She bowed, the top of her head fuzzy onscreen, then sat back again. ‘Here is the surface of Kapteyn-b. We will be landing in twenty-three Earth months.’

The planet looked barren and lifeless; and the audience buzzed with quiet comments.

‘They made it,’ Edwin said softly. ‘Go, Haruna!’

‘There is no life on the planet,’ Harashi said. ‘We can terraform it. There is sufficient water and carbon dioxide to start a life cycle.’

The buzz of conversation became more animated; this was extremely good news.

‘We have lost some crew. We have reported the degradation of the ship over time. When we reached Kapteyn’s gravity well, it broke up.’ She bowed again. ‘We lost four hundred crew before we could stabilize the ship. I will provide the list of fallen heroes at the end of the transmission.’

A few people in the audience moaned in sympathy at the idea of making it all the way there only to die just before landing.

‘We hope that we have sufficient biomass in the remaining parts of the ship to begin terraforming when we land.’ Harashi took a deep breath and wiped her eyes. ‘Wish us luck, beloved homeland, because we aren’t sure that we have enough seeds and water to feed everybody. We will not give up. We will survive.’

The translation said ‘survive’ but I definitely heard Captain Harashi say the word ‘seppuku’. She was talking about mass suicide, because they had a good chance of failure and a quick death was preferable to slow starvation. Charming.

‘Here are the details of the lost crewmen and women,’ Harashi said, glancing down at the tablet in front of her.

The projection blinked out and the screen retracted.

Commander Alto stepped back up to the microphone. ‘That’s the situation on Kapteyn-b as of five years ago. The ship was falling apart around them, and it’s possible that they didn’t land enough biomass to begin the ecosystem.’ He looked down at his tablet, then up at us. ‘We may encounter similar difficulties. However, we have their experience to work from. We know, for example, that a ninety-five per cent female crew with a cargo of frozen sex-selected semen and fertilized eggs is much more practical than fifty–fifty – hence your demographics. We can use the Nippon Maru’s scans to more accurately ascertain the nature of your destination planet. But ...’ He raised one hand. ‘There is a good chance that the Nippon Maru failed, all the colonists died without establishing anything, and we will be accused of sending you and your children to their deaths. Cryogenics is still too unreliable; a third of the test rats don’t survive being frozen more than a year and we’re looking at a voyage of hundreds. If you don’t want to be associated with a project that may fail monumentally, you can leave now before we share any classified information with you.’

The room was completely silent.

‘If you leave now, you will be escorted from the base with our thanks, and no negative implications for your career. You are all valued members of your professions and Earth needs your help to sort out the problems we have here. But if you stay, you are committed to seeing this project through to the end. Once you have been fully briefed, your knowledge will be classified. Even if you’re not evaluated as suitable to go on the ship itself, your role will be in support on the ground.’

Two women stood up.

‘I thank you for your participation,’ Commander Alto said. He nodded, and one of the administrators rose to show the two women out.

I snorted quietly to myself. ‘Failures.’

‘If they aren’t completely committed, we don’t want them along,’ Edwin said.

‘Last chance to decline,’ Alto said.

A woman leaped up and nearly ran for the door; a last-minute attack of nerves.

You’ll regret this later, I thought at her. She couldn’t have heard me – I hadn’t said it telepathically – but she turned and stared at us, then shook her head and sat again.

I hunched down in my seat. Maybe some of my opinion had leaked out. I needed to sit quietly and shut it down.

‘That was strange,’ Edwin said. ‘It was almost –’ He was silenced by Commander Alto talking again.

‘There is a contract on your tablet,’ he said. ‘Read it carefully and thoroughly. It is a contract with the nation, with Parliament, and with the King himself. You agree to tell us,’ he paused for emphasis, ‘anything at all that may relate to your ability to fulfil your role on the Spirit of Britannia that may not be on file. Previous attempts at pregnancy that ended in miscarriage. Reproductive issues. Psychological issues. Past history of trauma that may impinge on your handling of the stressful nature of the voyage. You’ve heard the problems experienced by the passengers on the Nippon Maru, including their extreme fear that they’d all be agoraphobic when they reached Kapteyn-b. If any of you suspect that you may have latent telepathic or empathic abilities ...’ Commander Alto appeared to look straight at me, and I shrank lower in my seat, suddenly finding my tablet extremely interesting. ‘Let us know now so we can bring them on, because they will make you even more useful as crew.

‘In the meantime, like most first days on the job, your main task is to read the manuals while we perform a thorough physical and psychological evaluation on you all. Get to know each other, and identify now people that rub you up the wrong way, because you will be spending the rest of your life with them. Color codings are in the manuals; and I will be speaking to each of you individually to confirm your willingness to participate, and to accept your signed contracts after the evaluation. Return to your quarters, read the contracts, sign them, and I’ll speak to you on the other side.’

*
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It was two weeks before I saw Edwin again; we ran into each other in the cafeteria. He waved me over, and I joined him and his medical colleagues, all in green.

‘I’m interested to hear what they’re doing with you,’ he said after we’d made the introductions.

‘Whether it’s as intense as what we’re doing,’ one of the other meds, Lena, added.

‘It’s more than intense, it’s overwhelming,’ I said, waving my tablet. ‘I’m studying every First Contact situation in Earth’s history to see how they usually pan out, and to be prepared if it happens to us.’

‘Isn’t it true that most of the time it ends badly for the less developed civilization?’

‘Always,’ I said. ‘At first I thought: how is this related to me defending us in space? And then I realized – I’ll be armed, and I’ll have the choice whether to respond with violence to any alien contact. It could end very badly if I make even the smallest mistake. Especially if we’re the weaker civilization.’

‘Oh geez, yeah,’ Edwin said.

‘So it’s more than just defense. It’s diplomacy and history and socio-political relations. The main goal is for me to know when to shoot and when to ask questions.’ I looked around at them. They were all wan and exhausted, same as me. ‘You’ve already had your med training, you’re qualified doctors. What more can they teach you? Zero-g surgery?’

‘More basic than that,’ Lena said. ‘Today was surgery without scalpels, anesthetic, antiseptic, sutures or bandages.’

‘Fun and games,’ Edwin said. 

‘Is that even possible?’ I asked.

‘It is if we improvise using a small tool kit that all of us carry,’ Edwin said. ‘But after we’re finished, we have to scrounge for replacements from general supplies aboard the ship. You really don’t want to hear the rest.’

Lena pushed her finished tray away, folded her arms on the table and rested her head on them. ‘I’m so wrecked. This is worse than residency.’

‘You can always quit and go home,’ I said.

‘Nope,’ she said into her arms. ‘I had The Talk. I’m staying and finishing this bullshit. I am going into space.’

‘The Talk?’ I asked.

‘You haven’t been told about it? A few of us have had it,’ Edwin said. ‘Commander Alto takes you for a private chat in his office to confirm your place on the ship. I think he’s starting with medtechs and then working his way through the colors.’

‘I’m so busy reading the stupid histories that I barely have time to eat,’ I said. ‘Let alone talk to my cohort. I think there’s two or three other security people I haven’t even met yet.’

‘Yeah, sometimes we go days without seeing each other,’ Edwin said.

‘Everybody panics until they’ve done The Talk,’ one of the women said. ‘Scared they won’t be confirmed. Then when they are confirmed, they panic that they’re actually doing this.’

‘Super-stressful,’ Edwin said.

‘We have to be resilient enough to cope with it,’ Lena said. ‘It will be even more stressful when we’re launched into space in a claustrophobic can with a limited social network of people we may intensely dislike for the rest of our lives.’

‘Are you sure you don’t want to give up and go home?’ I asked. 

‘I lie awake every night convinced I can’t do this, and decide to quit when morning comes,’ she said. ‘I never do.’

‘A few people are doing that,’ Edwin said. ‘Up all night freaking out, then back into it the next day, just as committed as ever.’

‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘I’m determined to get there. Any hints on ensuring you’re confirmed by Commander Alto?’

‘I don’t think you’ll have any problem,’ Lena said. She rose and picked up her tray. ‘I’m turning in. I don’t care how early it is. I’m completely wrecked and I need to write a letter home.’

She returned her tray to the rack and went out.

The Nippon Maru came up on the screen and we all turned to watch. The commentators started to dissect the situation on the Japanese colony ship.

‘They have nothing new to add,’ Edwin said. ‘Everything they could say, they’ve said.’ He put his cutlery onto his empty tray. ‘We just need an update from the ship to know what’s happening.’

‘We may never hear from them again,’ I said, still watching the screen.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


3


[image: ]




It was six more weeks of psych and physical examinations and training before I was called in for The Talk.

I went up three floors to the admin level, and introduced myself to Alto’s assistant. ‘Jian Choumali to see Commander Alto.’

The young man didn’t look away from his screen, he just pointed at some chairs. ‘There, and wait.’

I sat. The room had once been bright and modern, but the white paint had peeled in places, and there was a brown patch on the wall where the commander’s assistant had been leaning on it. The door was painted white as well, with Commander Alto’s name on it, but it was thin ply and I could hear voices inside without making out what they were saying.

The door opened slightly and I craned my head to hear. ‘No, I understand,’ the woman holding the door said.

‘Your choice,’ Commander Alto said. ‘Are you sure this is what you want to do?’

She opened the door wider, and I saw she was wearing the rose-pink jumpsuit of Human Resources. ‘I’m sure, sir.’

‘Very well,’ Alto said, and she nodded, came out, and closed the door behind her.

‘Are you staying?’ I asked her, full of curiosity.

She broke down, sobbing. She made no attempt to wipe her face, just stood with her hands by her sides, weeping uncontrollably.

The young man behind the desk sighed loudly with impatience, and guided her into one of the seats. He took a box of tissues from his desk and dropped it into her lap, and she nodded her thanks, still crying.

He returned to his desk, looked down at his screen, then up at me. ‘Corporal Choumali?’

‘Sir,’ I said, sitting straighter.

He gestured with his head. ‘Your turn.’

I looked from the weeping HR woman towards the door, then decided to ignore her, tapped on it, and went in.

Commander Alto’s desk held a pile of paper files, but apart from that it was clear. A bookcase contained a number of old paper books, and some happy photos of him with family members: his mother in a sari, his father in a suit, and his wife and child – both dead, killed in the ’64 floods – smiling at the camera.

I gathered myself and stood at ease across the desk from him. ‘Name?’ he said without looking up from the tablet he was reading.

‘Corporal Jian Choumali.’

He gestured towards the chair across from him. ‘Take a seat, Choumali.’

I sat. ‘Sir.’

As he flipped through notes on the tablet, I took the opportunity to study him more closely. The prosthetics were good – they’d been made to mimic his skin color – but half of his face was glossy and unmoving, and obviously fake. His right hand was larger than natural, and he wore a glove over it. He used his left hand – still natural – to manipulate the screen.

‘Corporal in the army, IQ one hundred forty-four, impressive results on the testing.’ He looked up, and the pupil of his right eye was silver, not black. ‘Do you know why we recruited you, Corporal?’

‘You just listed three of the reasons,’ I said, doing my best to ignore the prosthetics. ‘I’m also mixed race, providing genetic diversity, and I suspect another reason is that I’m bi. You’ll have far more women than men on the ship, and there’ll be fewer issues if we women can pair up in supportive relationships.’

‘Are you still sure you want a place on the ship? The Nippon Maru never contacted us again, and it’s very likely they failed.’

‘We need to do this, sir. Our atmosphere is shrinking. Sea levels are rising. We have to colonize other planets if we’re to survive.’

‘True,’ he said. ‘So are you sure? You have good security clearance; you could return to your position in the military if you wanted. You don’t have to stay here. You were building a successful career, and your base commander would be happy to have you back.’

‘I want to go, sir.’

‘Very well. We need to know if there’s anything that could jeopardize or enhance your participation in the mission. Anything at all. If there’s a skill that we don’t know about, tell us now.’

I looked down at the table. They knew who my father was, and they had to suspect I had the same abilities.

‘You know everything about me,’ I said without looking up. ‘You just said that I passed all the tests with flying colors.’

‘That’s true. But we need to be absolutely sure that you can follow orders and fulfil your obligations, and not hide anything from us. You were ordered to tell us anything that we might need to know, Choumali.’

I hesitated, then said, ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well?’ He leaned forward and studied me intensely. ‘Is there something you want to tell me?’

I looked into his eyes, past the weird silver pupil and the rubbery facial prosthetics. His emotional aura was full of curiosity.

Crunch time. I wouldn’t be sent home for being telepathic. But if they found out I’d been lying about it, they’d throw me out immediately. I had to make the commitment, but it would change everything; most of all, the way the other recruits interacted with me. As a psi, I’d become an outsider instead of one of the clan.

‘All right,’ I said, and sighed with feeling. ‘You probably know this already, but I’m a projecting telepath. Mid-level empath.’

‘Good.’ He scribbled on the tablet with his stylus, his emotions not changing at all. He’d already known I was a telepath. ‘That was a deal-breaker, Corporal. If you didn’t tell us the truth, you’d be going back to the base.’

‘I can’t go back to the base anyway. You’ll tell the military that I’m psi, a freak. I’ll lose every single one of the friends I made there.’ And Dianne, I added silently. The minute Dianne and Victor found out I was psi like my father – which I’d assured them many times I wasn’t – it would be over for us and I’d never see our baby.

Commander Alto smiled lopsidedly through the facial prosthetic. ‘We don’t need to.’

Everything came together in my head. ‘They know?’ 

‘Of course they do.’

‘Why didn’t they put me in the Corps then, like my father?’ 

‘Because it killed him. And we have rules about families. That’s why we’ve allowed you to lead a nondescript life as an infantry corporal, when with your skills, talents and intelligence you should really go to the Academy. You obviously made the choice to be unremarkable, and we respected that.’

‘But not now?’

‘You agreed to go on the Britannia, Corporal. You signed the contract.’

‘I suppose I did. Will I have psi training?’

‘You’ll be evaluated. You’ll still be one of the security officers; the telepathy is a bonus. Your main task will remain the same. We have yet to choose your secondary skill set, but you’re talented with equipment so perhaps engineering. You can help complete the ship’s construction. We need as many skilled hands as we can find.’

‘How many security officers will the ship have?’

‘We want twenty, but we’ll see how we go after the orbital training. The other security people keep quitting, saying it’s too hard. Do you have any other questions before we move you up to the ship? You have been fully briefed, haven’t you?’

‘Yes, sir. I cannot wait to see it.’

‘Your new home,’ he said. ‘Provided you can handle the microgravity until we have the habitat spinning.’ He picked up the tablet and swiped it. ‘Call home and say goodbye to your family. You’re going up in the elevator next Friday.’

‘That soon?’

‘You were one of the last to receive The Talk. We confirmed people who were more likely to drop out first, so we could be firm about the numbers.’

‘You were sure I wouldn’t drop out?’

‘Your supervisors often used the word “driven” to describe you,’ he said.

‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

‘In this case, absolutely. Dismissed.’

*
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‘This is Dr Dianne Liebowicz, thank you for calling me,’ Dianne said onscreen. ‘I’m not here right now, but leave a message and I’ll call you back.’

‘Hey, it’s me,’ I said. ‘I’m confirmed! I’m leaving next week, and I wanted to see how you’re doing. Call me back, okay? I called Victor, but he was probably using the grinder on his latest sculpture and never answered.’ I hesitated, searching for the words. ‘I love you,’ I added lamely, and disconnected.

Dianne was busy with a postdoctoral study of heat-tolerant stonefruit, and was spending most of her time away from her tablet, up to her elbows in dirt. Both she and Vincent were buried in their work, same as me.

I sighed and pinged Mum, and she answered immediately. ‘Jian!’ She smiled broadly at me. ‘Did you know you’re famous? They interviewed me!’

‘That’s great,’ I said. I took a deep breath and galloped through the words. ‘I was just confirmed. I go up to the ship next week.’

She was silent for a long time, watching me. Emotions swept over her face: pride, loss, grief. ‘And no final hug goodbye?’

I shook my head. ‘You know about the quarantine thing.’ 

‘Dammit, Jian. It’s really happening, isn’t it?’ She choked on the words.

‘Yeah,’ I said through my thick throat. ‘A few more days and I’ll be gone.’

‘Listen to me,’ she said sternly, seeing my distress. ‘You are doing something wonderful. I support you. Even if I can’t give you a real hug, I’m sending you a million virtual ones. I love you, Jian, and I am so proud of you. I agreed to this months ago, and I still agree.’ She put her hand on the camera lens, blacking out my view of her. ‘Go do great things. I am so proud.’

There was a knock on the door. ‘Jian?’ Edwin said on the other side. ‘This is pretty urgent – can we talk?’

‘Just a minute,’ I said to him.

‘It’s okay, talk to your friend,’ Mum said, the screen still black. ‘You’re right: we’ll be in contact all the time anyway. I’m not losing you.’ She sniffed loudly, and spoke through her tears, ‘I love you.’

‘I love you too,’ I said, and she didn’t reply. ‘Mum?’ She’d disconnected with the screen still black.

I wiped my eyes with a tissue.

Edwin rapped on the door again. ‘Let me in? I need to talk.’ 

I went to the door and opened it.

‘Oh shit, sorry,’ he said, and sagged. ‘I came to say goodbye.’ 

‘What? Nearly three months of misery and you succeeded – and now you’re quitting? This isn’t like you. We’ll need talented people like you on board. You’re the best med –’

He cut me off. ‘My father has cancer. If I’d been with them instead of here, I probably would have seen it.’

‘Oh, that’s awful. So you’re leaving?’

‘I need to take care of him, and my mother. My sister is with them, but I’m a doctor and they trust my judgement. The oncologist has given them a whole suite of treatment options and they can’t decide what to do. They need my advice. They need me there.’

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘I’m glad you found out before we hit the point of no return.’

‘My father didn’t want to tell me,’ he said bitterly. ‘He wanted me to go without knowing. I’m glad my sister had the sense to ignore him.’

I put my hand out, and he shook it. ‘I’ll make sure to send you updates on how much we’re suffering.’

‘Don’t worry, the two remaining medtechs in my cohort will be doing that too,’ he said.

I lowered my voice. ‘And I hope your dad will be okay.’

‘He won’t. That type of cancer has a very low survival rate, and they’ve been dithering about treatment for too long. He has about six months.’

‘I’m sorry.’

He smiled sadly. ‘I’ll eat a big fat steak in your honor.’ 

‘I’ll take a photo of the stars in yours.’

He nodded to me, wiped his eyes, and went out.

I went to the window to watch the ferry arrive to take the last few dropouts home, then banged the sill with my fist. Nothing would stop me from doing this.

The screen pinged behind me and I turned. It was Dianne. I sat and opened the comms. Her usually immaculately styled hair was a tangle, and she was wearing a scruffy T-shirt. She squinted at the camera.

‘Oh, sorry,’ I said. ‘Are you sick?’

‘Not so much now I’m in second trimester. Oh.’ She smiled and looked down at something offscreen. ‘Nah. Not sick at all.’

She wiggled sideways, and Victor’s face popped up next to her, just as scruffy.

He grinned and ran his hand over his blond curls. ‘Since she hit second trimester all she wants to do is eat –’

‘And fuck!’ Dianne said in unison with him. ‘Something to do with the hormones. I don’t mind.’ She nudged him with her shoulder. ‘And neither does he.’

Victor grinned his silly I’m-sleeping-with-two-women grin that always warmed my heart.

‘Your mum said I had to call you right away,’ Dianne said. ‘Did something happen?’

‘I’ve just been confirmed. I’m going up to the ship in the next few days.’

Dianne broke down. She cast around, then grabbed the corner of the bedsheet and wiped her eyes. ‘I’m so proud of you,’ she said through the tears. 

Victor smiled indulgently. ‘So when are you moving up?’

‘I can’t tell you exactly. I’ll let you know when I’m there.’ 

‘Good,’ Dianne said. ‘I’m glad we won’t know when you’re going up. They’re keeping you safe. You are so important.’ She put her hand on her belly and looked down. ‘You hear that, kid? Your mum’s a hero.’

‘I’m a mum,’ I said softly.

‘Starmother,’ Victor said. ‘Don’t worry about Dianne. I’m looking after her, and I’ll look after our kid. You go save humanity.’ 

‘You are such a hero, Jian,’ Dianne said. She ran out into the kitchen. ‘I’m fine!’ she shouted. ‘Go! It’s just the hormones. I’m really proud!’

‘We’re both proud,’ Victor said. ‘And your kid will be as well.’ 

‘Don’t you go choosing a name for him or her without my input,’ I said sternly. ‘Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?’

‘Not yet, the ultrasound’s next week,’ Dianne said, coming back into the bedroom with a box of tissues. Her hair was even more bedraggled, and I’d never seen her look more beautiful.

My tablet pinged. I was due for a sociology class. ‘I have to go,’ I said.

‘Go, lovely,’ Victor said. ‘We’re fine.’

‘We are,’ Dianne said. ‘Call us every day, okay? And if you give us some warning about when you’ll call ...’ She smiled suggestively. ‘You can contribute to the hormone wrangling.’

‘Sounds like a plan,’ I said. My tablet pinged again. ‘I have to go.’

Dianne blew me a kiss as Victor kissed her on the cheek. ‘I love you!’

‘I love you too,’ I said. ‘Both of you.’

‘All three of us now!’ Victor said, just as Dianne switched the screen off.
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On Friday, I packed my duffel with the basic kit and a few mementos from my life: a letter from Dianne, one of Victor’s little sculptures, and a couple of my mother’s handwritten recipes from the family in China that I would never have the chance to cook myself. I checked the room carefully, making sure I’d left nothing behind, then exited the building and joined my five fellow burgundy-clad security officers.

Lieutenant Ng, in her black executive coverall, was waiting at the base of the steps that led up to the elevator pad. It was a bleak and miserable day with cold stinging rain, and we huddled to keep warm, stamping our feet.

Ng raised her voice to speak to us. ‘In five minutes the rest of our cohort will be sent out of the building and up to the station. You’re on crowd control. Line them up at the base of the stairs here, and we’ll load them onto the elevator in small groups. Your tablets have the order for loading the space elevator – put them in line according to the list. Any questions?’

She waited while we all considered, and nodded when we said ‘No, ma’am’ at different times. ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Walker, assign tasks.’ She turned and went up the stairs to the platform.

‘Breathe deep,’ Nelly said. ‘It’s the last fresh air we’ll ever breathe.’

‘Oh, thanks a lot,’ I said. ‘I really needed reminding about that.’ 

‘Our last day on Earth,’ Leticia said. ‘Shame it’s such a pisser.’ 

‘Here they come,’ I said, seeing the first of the crew leave the building.

Emily Walker, the head of security, opened the list on her tablet. ‘They finally made a decision about the groupings. They’re mixing them up so they can’t form cliques on the elevator. Positions: Jian and me down here. Nelly, Rachel and Leticia, go to the elevator pod and make sure they use the correct berth.’

‘Ma’am,’ we said, and moved to guide the other crew, cool and professional.

The entire crew of the ship would be rotated through enforcement roles throughout the trip to avoid a situation like the Stanford Prison Experiment, but as security we had to maintain a slight distance from the rest of the group to ensure our roles were respected. We wouldn’t be part of the clan, but when everybody found out I was psi, I’d become even more of an outsider. Nobody had told my cohort yet, but it was only a matter of time, and word would spread quickly.

*
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‘Choumali as the aggressor on Brett. Sherazi, you have to neutralize Choumali,’ Commander Alto said.

He was standing at the side of the cylindrical gym that had been designed for zero-g training. It ran the full width of the elevator pod and was three meters tall.

I turned on my magnetic tether, threw it so it connected to the side of the pod next to Nelly Brett, and towed myself in. When I was close enough, I wrapped the tether around my forearm, then took her into a headlock.

‘Tap me out if I hold you too hard,’ I said into her ear. 

‘I know, I know,’ she said.

Rachel Sherazi threw her tether to land on the floor a couple of meters in front of us. She towed herself down it, hesitated, released the tether and kicked off the floor towards us. She grabbed Nelly by the arms, kicked off again, and tried to jerk Nelly out of my grasp. Terror radiated from her.

‘No, Rachel,’ I said softly. ‘Please, grab me!’

She ignored me, so I held Nelly firmly, and it turned into a tug-of-war. I was bigger than Rachel, and more secure on my tether. She didn’t have a hope of taking Nelly from me.

‘You can’t do it this way. You have to –’ I began, but it was too late.

Rachel lost her grip and floated away. She released her tether, activated it, and threw it down next to us.

But before she could try again, Commander Alto said, ‘Stand down, Sherazi.’

I released Nelly, and she nodded to me. Rachel floated in front of us, holding her tether.

Commander Alto glared at her. ‘I thought you had therapy so you could work with Choumali?’

‘I did, sir,’ she said.

‘Then why won’t you touch her?’ he shouted. ‘This was your last chance, Sherazi. Are you really going to throw it away?’

Rachel turned away, cowed. ‘I can work with her, I can be near her ... Just don’t ask me to touch her. She’ll know what I’m thinking.’

Commander Alto’s voice dropped to a low growl that was somehow even more intimidating than the shouting. ‘And if she’s lying on the ground bleeding out in front of you, will you be able to touch her then?’

Rachel hesitated, and I sensed her terror turn to deep anguish. My throat caught in sympathy. She had been so keen and eager, but everything had changed when I’d told her I was psi. The terror was constant and intense, and she seemed to have no control over it.

She shook her head.

‘Very well,’ Commander Alto said. ‘Stay on the elevator pod when everybody disembarks. You’re heading back down to the surface with me.’

‘No, Commander,’ I said. ‘I’m one of five thousand. We can still work together without her having to touch me.’

He cut me off. ‘This is not your decision to make, Corporal. All members of the security team need to support each other ...’ He glared at Rachel. ‘Unconditionally.’

I raised my hand. ‘Then send me back down ...’ I sighed. ‘I know. I’m the only psi. I’m sorry, Rachel.’

‘Not your fault,’ she said.

‘You do know that I can’t hear your thoughts?’

She nodded. ‘It doesn’t make any difference. It’s a true phobia.’ 

‘Damn,’ I said under my breath.

‘Clean up, and return to your stations,’ Commander Alto said. ‘We’re nearly at the top. Everyone’s been notified, and confirmed that they’re ready to disembark. You have half an hour to wash and change. After that, report to your stations to supervise the lockdown, then assist the crew to unload. Sherazi, stay at your pallet. You’ll be riding the pod back down to the base station. Any questions?’

‘No, sir.’

We all saluted Commander Alto, and headed for the bathroom.

I pulled myself up the pod’s central ladder so I was near Rachel. ‘Don’t bother, Jian,’ she said before I had a chance to speak. ‘It’s my own weakness. I’ve failed.’

‘But you fought in the Swiss/Prussian war –’

‘I failed!’ she shouted, tears forming droplets that spun away from her face. ‘Just leave me alone and return to your duties. You’ll be needed out there – you’re our only psi. You’re worth twenty of me.’ She raised her hand. ‘Go and do great things.’

‘I’m sorry, Rachel,’ I said again, but she’d already kicked off from the ladder and floated through the door to her floor of the pod.

*
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The colonists slept on pallets attached to the floor in a ring around the perimeter of the pod. I picked up a clean coverall and underwear from the locker at the foot of my pallet and went into the bathroom: a central shared collection of sinks, with a vacuum drain in the floor to collect runoff for recycling.

Leticia and Nelly were already there, stripped and washing. I took my coverall off and tethered myself to a sink.

‘Jian?’ Leticia asked. I didn’t reply.

She grunted. ‘All right, be like that.’

I faced away from them, pulled out my washcloth and soaped myself down, then rinsed. It was like washing in the zero-g obstacle course we’d just completed. We had to constantly dodge the droplets of water as they were sucked into the drain so we didn’t inhale them.

I washed my coverall and undies in the sink. The soap smelled fresh and wonderful after the sweaty environment of the gym. When I was done, I put on my clean clothes and clipped the wet laundry to the drying rack.

My coverall was still the burgundy of security, and once again I silently thanked Commander Alto for not forcing me to wear the white that indicated psi. I was the only psi on board; every other psi on Earth was in a critical role and couldn’t be released. The crew of the Britannia had all been informed that one of the security staff was psi, but most of them didn’t know exactly which one. To them, I was just another face in the crowd, but that would change as we grew to know each other better. I sincerely hoped I wouldn’t have another Rachel situation.

Emily was waiting outside the bathroom for me. ‘Choumali.’ 

I nodded to her. ‘Ma’am.’

‘Come with me.’

I followed her to the unoccupied central ladder shaft. She stopped between the fourth and fifth floors, and turned to me. I felt a moment of profound awkwardness, because she smelled wonderful. Her dark skin glowed in the harsh light, and her proximity hit attraction buttons inside me that hadn’t sparked since I’d left Dianne.

Dianne. She was still out there, and loved me, and was pregnant. And Emily was my senior officer, dammit, and fraternizing was absolutely not going to happen.

I realized with a small thrill that Emily felt the same way: she was attracted to me. I gazed into her eyes, and wondered what it would be like to kiss her.

She locked her emotions down and snapped me out of it. ‘Choumali, you’re not to blame for Sherazi’s failure. Get over it. It was her weakness, her fault, her problem. You have done nothing wrong. If you really want to go to the stars, pull yourself together, put your professional soldier face back on, and get out there and do your job.’

I hesitated, then composed myself and saluted her. ‘Ma’am.’

We were so close that my hand brushed over her hair, and she moved slightly away.

‘Sherazi was the only one with serious issues about having a psi on board. Everybody else regards you as an asset. Do you understand?’

‘I understand, ma’am.’ 

‘Good. Dismissed.’

I turned and left, furiously beating myself up inside. If I wanted to have a relationship on the Britannia, it could be with anyone but Emily. I had the grimly humorous thought that her unavailability could be what made her attractive to me and my glaringly obvious issues with commitment.

I didn’t have time for this; the pod was due to dock shortly. I returned to the fifth floor and my pallet, one of the fifty laid out on the circular floor. Small groups of crew hovered together over their tablets, discussing their roles. Others floated in the large convex windows that gave glimpses of Earth below us, or the Britannia at the top of the elevator.

I rushed to the porthole to see. We were closer to the ship than my last view that morning, and it filled my field of vision.

The connection between the ship and the elevator station wasn’t visible, making it difficult to judge the ship’s scale. Intellectually, I knew it was three kilometers long, but it didn’t seem that large. It was a series of three cylinders on a central drive shaft, shining with clarity in the sunlight without an atmospheric haze to soften it. The lowest cylinder, the habitat, had portholes that bulged from its surface, while the other two cylinders, the biomass carriers, were one side glass and one side metal, and only half-finished.

The portholes on the habitat cylinder, which at first had seemed twenty centimeters across, now looked like their full two meters wide. Each porthole was the floor of a single living unit, and there were fifty of them lined up along the side of each cylinder. A hundred to a row, fifty rows to the cylinder, for a total of five thousand people.

Leticia and Nelly emerged from the pod’s core and joined me. I checked my tablet. We still had fifteen minutes before we began to decelerate and had to lock everybody down.

‘You okay, Jian?’ Nelly asked.

I nodded. ‘Emily’s right. I need to get over it and move on.’ 

‘We’re really doing this,’ Leticia said softly as she watched the Britannia.

‘We really are,’ I said.

‘It looks empty,’ Nelly said. ‘How many up there already?’

‘It said three hundred, but I think two hundred more were moved in while we were in the training center,’ I said.

‘And with us it brings the total to seven hundred,’ Leticia said. ‘I hope our society isn’t stratified by the next recruits having to apply rather than being invited.’

‘Write a paper on it,’ Nelly said.

‘As if I don’t have enough to do already,’ Leticia said with scorn.

Commander Alto’s voice came over the intercom. ‘We begin our final deceleration in five minutes. Strap in.’

Emily spoke to us on our personal comms: ‘Secure your floors.’ My floor was the fifth. I scooted around the circular space in the microgravity, checking everybody was strapped in next to their bedding. Then I strapped myself next to my own pallet, and signaled readiness on the tablet.

There was a jerk and the pod slowed. I was pushed away from the floor, and my stomach rebelled. I closed my eyes in an attempt to battle the nausea.

Commander Alto climbed up the ladder and into our floor, then connected himself to a hook in the central cylinder. ‘Everyone all right?’

‘All accounted for, sir,’ I said.

‘We’ll be docking in five minutes. Double-check you’re secure; it can be bumpy.’

A loud telepathic message in what sounded like Japanese smacked me between the eyes. From everybody else’s expressions, they’d heard it as well. The elevator stopped completely and we surged into the air, but none of the lockdowns failed.

‘What was that?’ one of the crew asked. ‘What did she say?’ 

‘She said: “Honored members of humanity native to Earth”,’ Commander Alto said.

‘Holy shit!’ another crew member said. ‘What the hell?’ She turned to us, her face full of horror. ‘Alien invasion! Look at the size of that ship! It just popped into existence next to the Britannia.’

Commander Alto unclipped himself and floated to the portal.

A few of the civilians did likewise.

‘Back to your places and strap in!’ Commander Alto shouted at them, and they returned to their pallets, cowed.

‘Walker, I need you up here,’ Commander Alto said into the comms, then turned to me and gestured. ‘Choumali, with me.’

I joined him at the portal. The alien ship was sleek and metallic: a single fluid shape, pointed at the front, and flowing into a narrow swooping cylinder that tapered off into a wedge at the end. The shape resonated with me; I’d seen something similar in the past.

‘What does it look like?’ someone asked behind me.

‘I can see it,’ another crew member said. ‘It looks like that sculpture, Bird in Space, but made of red metal. It’s gorgeous.’

The ship dwarfed the Spirit of Britannia. It was at least twice as long, and shone in the reflected light of the sun; a single molded piece of red metal with no visible portals, engine or lights.

Emily emerged from the pod’s central staircase and joined us. ‘Is there a weapon nearby, sir?’ she asked Commander Alto. ‘We need to be armed.’

‘Not here, but there are some on the Britannia. There’s a full arms locker for the security officers on the bridge.’

‘Nothing here, sir? We may need to defend ourselves.’

More Japanese came through telepathically; the woman’s voice was high-pitched and sweet.

Commander Alto’s eyes unfocused as he translated. ‘She says she’s not here to harm us, and that she’s brought the colonists home.’ More Japanese; Commander Alto continued to translate. ‘Valiant attempt, humanity, but there were only five left and they were close to death. I thought it best to bring them back rather than attempt to save the colony.’

I heard some words I understood: Hajimemashite, watashi no namae wa Shiumo desu. ‘Pleased to meet you, I’m Shiumo.’ Her next words were full of humor. ‘Welcome to the Galactic Empire,’ Commander Alto translated, his voice soft with awe.
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Commander Alto raised his voice to speak to the Britannia’s stunned crew members. ‘You’ve all read the documentation on First Contact protocol. Choumali, Walker, strap in.’

He went to the communication panel, clipped himself to the pod, and tapped the comms button.

‘Sir?’ the staff member at the docking station said.

‘Restart the elevator. Take us to the top, and get that transfer tube connected on the double.’ Commander Alto looked around at us. ‘Hurry up and strap in, soldiers, otherwise you’ll hit the floor hard.’ He returned to the communicator. ‘I need to be up there. Move it!’

He pressed his earpiece. ‘Lieutenant Ng, as soon as we’ve stopped moving, come up to the fifth floor and help us deal with this. Yes, a First Contact situation. None as yet. We’re making this up as we go along.’

Emily and I secured ourselves just as the elevator restarted, pinning us to the floor.

Commander Alto gestured for Emily and me to join him when the pod stopped moving. I unhooked myself and floated over.

‘Choumali, contact Shiumo and tell her we’re on our way,’ he said.

I opened and closed my mouth, lost for words.

‘You’re the only psi here, Choumali. Do as you’re told!’

‘She’s the psi?’ someone nearby asked softly, and word passed around the floor.

‘I don’t know if I can do it, sir. I haven’t had any training, and I don’t speak Japanese.’

‘Try.’ He went to the airlock. ‘Walker, with us. Everybody else, stay put.’

I broadcast the alien’s name. Shiumo-sama?

There was a moment of silence, then more Japanese.

I’m sorry, I don’t speak Japanese, I said. Do you know any English?

Yes, of course. The crew of the Nippon Maru taught me all your languages. What’s your name? she asked with a slight Japanese accent.

Jian.

My, you are underskilled, Jian. Must you shout everything for the whole world to hear?

My face heated with shame. Apologies. I have no training. 

Well, that’s just not good enough.

Shiumo showed me some telepathic diagrams. Tight-beam communication. Moderating my volume. Adding nuances of emotion to the communication. I watched with wonder as the explanations unfolded and the new skills slotted into my head as if they’d always been there.

I have the leader of our nation’s generation ship project here, I said. Would you like to meet with him?

Sure. You choose how we do this. This is a First Contact situation after all, and your comfort is paramount. Her voice filled with amusement. I’ll be in deep shit back home if I mess this one up. The last First Contact I did, I accidentally asked their head of state to have my babies before I even set foot on the planet.

A few of the crew sniggered.

‘She sounds so cute,’ one of them said.

‘Ask her where she wants to meet: our ship or her ship,’ Commander Alto said, and I passed the message on with my new tight-beam skill.

Shiumo replied in broadcast mode. Wherever you’d be more comfortable. First Contact is all about you.

Can you live in our atmosphere? I asked her.

Yes. Direct me where you want me to go, and I’ll hand your people over. We need to hurry. They’re in a very bad way and close to death.

Commander Alto hesitated, and I could nearly hear his mind grinding through the options. Better control on the human ship, but more information to be gained on the alien ship. The risk of capture and ransom if he went into Shiumo’s ship. The possibility that the alien could damage the Britannia if he allowed her to board it. The lack of any safe third ground, and the desperate plight of the colonists. Infectious disease, psionic damage, the dying colonists, the three-day wait before anyone else could come up and speak to her ...

I realized that I could nearly hear Commander Alto’s mind – the insta-training that Shiumo had given me had also dramatically increased my sensitivity. The alien was good. I wondered what she looked like, and how many of them were in the massive ship.

‘Is docking an issue for the transfer?’ Commander Alto asked. ‘How do we connect the ships together?’

How will we move between ships? Our docking systems are incompatible, I said to Shiumo.

Not a problem. My ship can dock with anything – we’re pan-connective, Shiumo said.

Commander Alto turned to me and the other crew members. ‘Choumali, with me. Tell Shiumo where the Britannia’s docking bay is, explain how it works, and tell her we’ll meet her there. Walker, remain here and supervise the crew on the pod. Lieutenant Ng, you’re coming with us to help direct the evacuation of the top two modules. I want everyone down in the habitat section while the alien’s on board. Seal every bulkhead between the bridge and the habitat, and don’t open them until the medtechs give you the all clear.’

Ng saluted him. ‘Sir.’

‘Two greens to handle the colonists. Webster and Bailey.’ Commander Alto pointed to the med officers. ‘Everybody else, stay here on the pod and wait for further instructions. Walker, you have the bridge.’

‘Understood, sir,’ Emily said, and turned away to speak on the internal comms.

Sarah Webster and Lena Bailey, the two medtechs, followed us to the airlock. The airlock door opened and we went in. It closed, the second door opened, and we were in the transfer tunnel from the elevator to the Britannia. We pulled ourselves to the end of the flexible tube, its soft sides ice-cold and suffocatingly clinging, went through another airlock, and into the long, hollow spine of the Spirit of Britannia. The documentation had smugly claimed that the Britannia was the largest and most advanced generation ship ever constructed, but compared to Shiumo’s ship it was basic and ugly.
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