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Chapter 1: Skip

[image: ]




Streamers of light in the sky, and the ground is vibrating beneath my feet. I feel a subsonic rumble in my bones. I’m confused. I search my thoughts for a place to hold on, but memories drip away like mercury. A flight of blackbirds swirl overhead and the sun is the wrong color. I turn slowly and look for a familiar landmark. I’m standing on a vast plain of sand. I bend down, pick up a handful, and let it trickle between my fingers. Each grain is pale blue, translucent, and the shape of a dodecahedron. Time oozes by like a slug crawling over my mind.

I open my eyes and reach up, rubbing my temples. To my right is a display showing the number one; above the red glow of the digit the label reads, Years. To my left is another display with green digits. It reads four fifty-nine, and is counting down. Above me is the darkness of space, visible through clear glass. I can feel the tremor of engines pushing against my back. Below the view of stars glowing like eyes in the darkness is a panel with many dials and gauges. They bewilder me. I blink and try to focus. Memories tumble like rocks between my ears. There is a smell of technology, and skin. 

I’m in a skip ship. That much is clear. And I’m awake again, after one year—but only for five minutes. I look down at the cryotube, wrapped around me. There is little room for movement, although my arms are free. Above and to the left is a diagram of the ship on a display panel. It’s a long cylinder with a cone-shaped shield at one end and a kilometer of nuclear fusion engines at the other. My chamber is near the shield. Each section is glowing a soft green except the engines, which are pulsing amber.  

The countdown timer is at one minute. I search my memories for answers. Why was I here? How far from Earth? Where was I headed? My thoughts were a jumble. 

The countdown timer reached zero, and the cryonic system activated.

The year counter read five when I opened my eyes and turned my head to look. The rumble of the fusion engines was still strong beneath me. Sol was no more than a pinpoint in the rear view. The speed indicator said I was going one tenth light speed and still accelerating. I rubbed sleep out of my eyes and blinked. My pulse was loud in my ears. 

Five years? For me it was only twenty-five minutes since I left Earth. The rest was frozen kaleidoscope dreams and wandering through dark forests of regret. I forced myself to remember that I needed to check the messages and loops in the memory banks of the ship, since my own memories were faulty. I glared at the countdown timer. Five minutes was no time at all. 

There was a vid from Mom. She looked older and too tired to cry anymore. There was resignation in her voice. She always called me Charles, even though everyone else called me Charlie. It was strange seeing her age while time barely flowed for me. I recorded a reply, thanking her for staying in touch and assuring her that I was happy. I told her I was sorry for leaving her and then I hit send.

I ran through a quick systems check. Everything was nominal. My brain was getting used to only being alive for minutes at a time. The puzzle pieces of memory came together faster than last time. The smell of the ship was comforting and expected, unlike the first few times. 

The counter approached one minute. I reached to my left and up, pressing on the touch display until a map of my route lit up. There was a blue line from the Sol system to Trappist. And there was a dot on the line showing my position. So far to go. The engines still rumbled beneath me. According to the display they would burn for five more years and then I would hurtle toward my destination in silence, while everyone I ever knew back on Earth grew old and died.

It was disorienting, only being conscious for five minutes a year. I flickered through time like a moth toward a flame while the machines kept me alive. Outside the ship maintenance spiders crawled, like lice, repairing and tuning. Space was indifferent to my presence. I was a speck of dust in a vast nothingness. It was a hollow land, like my memories. 

It seemed like decades since my diagnosis and decision, but yet it was only minutes. Minutes that flew by like bats, swirling around me and blocking the moon.

My grey eyes flickered open. The year counter read twenty. I thumbed through the messages. Mom was dead. Her last video made me cry. A handful of obits rattled by on the newsflash update: friends of mine. Some of them had stopped contacting me years ago, as the distance became unbearable. I knew many of the ones that still lived would die before they got my last message to them. Light speed sounds fast until you are years away, then it’s a gulf that can never be crossed.

The log showed a handful of meteorite impacts on the forward cone, but no damage. My speed was one quarter light; the rumble of the engines stopped. They had timed it so I would be awake when the engines shut off. I smiled. They thought of everything. Everything except how to cure me.

The absence of sound and vibration from the engines felt wrong, since they had been accelerating the skip ship as long as I could remember. The silence between the stars was thick. I hung in the darkness like a bug in amber, hurtling toward destiny. The dreams between wake cycles were intense—not like dreams back on Earth. Darker and vaster, with the feel of a presence looking down at me from above. I assumed it was due to the cryodrugs the tube was feeding me, which allowed the freeze to work. 

Twenty years gone. Half of my friends dead. And it would take me a thousand years to get there. I imagined that Earth would build a faster ship while I hurtled through space like a silver spear. And that ship would beat me there. But maybe the humans would start another war and descend into savagery. 

There was little I could do about it, caught in the gulf between worlds. Emotion welled up in my chest. I felt loss and pain. I took a deep breath and reminded myself of the mission. Always the mission. 

The countdown reached zero once more and I closed my eyes.

The year counter was at fifty, the digits glowing red to my right. There were no messages from friends waiting for me. Judging from the scroll of obits, only Mary was still alive. She was ninety-eight.  By my calculation I had only been awake for a little over four hours since I left Earth. 

I tapped on the display to find the history of my vitals. Other than the cancer, all was well. The cryotube was doing its job and there had been no malfunctions. A few more taps on the holographic display showed me my trajectory—still on course toward the Trappist system, where I was convinced I would find life.

Not my life. But spectacular and new life. A reason for me to exist. A justification for leaving them all behind.  

Sadness had to be quick when I was only awake for a few minutes at a time. But it came, and washed over me. And I remembered the faces of the dead. It had been painful to leave them, and to explain my reasons. Most of them were upset and didn’t understand. They blamed me for taking away the short time I could have given them. It hurt. 

But Mary understood. She had given me a hug before I left that lasted twenty years. I thumbed up a vid message from her that she had sent when I was ten years out. It went right to my heart and leaked out my eyes.

I had explained to her how important it was to me to do something useful with my remaining time. To do something for humanity other than fade away. And how it didn’t mean I wanted to be alone. It didn’t mean I wanted to leave her. It was a trade. The hardest trade of my life. 

She didn’t want to accept it, but accept it she did. She could see in my eyes that I had already decided, and there was nothing that would change my mind. There was no better way for her to show that she loved me, than to let me go. And she knew it.

I was pigheaded then, and as I looked into the darkness of space beyond the window, I realized that nothing had changed.

Chemicals from the cryotube flooded into my veins, washing away regret, and darkness fell.

There was a flashing light on the display when I woke. The year counter read one hundred. The engines had been silent for eighty years. I tapped on the flashing indicator and it showed me a hole in the external shield. The magnetic bubble had saved my life, but there was a scar down one side of the skip ship. It didn’t feel dangerous, slicing through the deep vacuum, but I knew it was. Lucky for me it was a glancing blow. Hitting anything at one-quarter light was a bad idea.

My dreams had evolved now that messages from Earth no longer came. I spent a lot of time searching while I was asleep between the stars. Searching to remember the faces of my family. Searching to remember the lips of lost loves. Searching to remember what it meant to be Human. 

I didn’t feel a connection to Earth anymore. I felt like I was born amongst the stars and had always been in the skip ship. Only looking at the medical display kept me grounded and reminded me I was dying. All this technology, and never a cure. It didn’t seem right. 

Part of me expected a faster-than-light ship from Earth to appear at any moment. And for doctors to bring me aboard and announce they had found a cure. Surely over the last hundred years they had discovered how to make my own cells obey? 

Another part of me laughed at that part. I was a hundred years from Earth. It was less than a dot on the horizon and more like something that had never existed. For all I knew they had unleashed a nuclear armada and left the place charred and dead. That would explain why the messages had stopped.  

But I couldn’t think like that. I couldn’t let the feeling creep into my soul that everything I had done over the last hundred years was for naught. I held onto hope, like a shining crystal, and clutched it tight to my chest. 

The counter reached zero and I frosted into oblivion once more.

Three hundred years. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. Everyone I had ever known was long dead, and their children were dead, and their children’s children were dead. Yet still I survived. 

The Trappist system was growing in the long range, and appeared on the sensor grid as more than a single dot floating in space. The three planets I was heading for were fuzzy blobs and the star at the center was a red dwarf. Unlike the Sol system, the seven planets were tight around the sun. 

I reached up and tapped the display to show my vitals. The cancer was spreading slowly, like moss over stone, within me. Even with the cryofreeze it was an evil that couldn’t be halted. A betrayal of my body by my body. 

I laughed and gave the display the finger; then I swore like a sailor. It felt strange to talk, my voice was gravely and hoarse from disuse. It gave me joy to cry out against death. Mary would have smiled and blushed at my outburst. I could still see her face in my mind, and feel her touch like a ghostly presence against my skin. 

My voice echoed through the small chamber. It was too bad I couldn’t get up and walk around, but the ship was a vast cylinder of fusion engines, long dormant, and there was barely enough room for my chamber and cryotube. I knew if I disconnected from it and crawled out, I would die. 

So I fought down the spikes of claustrophobia, took a deep breath, and tried to relax. The timer counted down to zero and everything crystallized into silence.

Eight hundred years. I wasn’t sure I was still human. Wasn’t even sure what that meant. I felt like a harbinger of sorrow. My emotions jumped around inside me like fireflies in the woods. I had given up on Earth sending a ship to rescue me a hundred years back. I imagined it as a broken shell, destroyed by war, where only insects ruled.

Trappist was only two hundred years away. The medical display informed me that I would live to see it—if being awake five minutes a year could be considered living.

I grinned and looked at my reflection. I was clean-shaven due to nanobots caring for my skin. They were too tiny to feel, but I knew they worked on me while I slept.  

I flipped through the sensor logs, but nothing popped out. Me and the skip ship were alone in the vastness of space. No visitors. No rocks. No explosive decompression.

Which made sense, as I was still alive. Or I was dreaming I was alive. I wondered how long after death my mind would stretch out my consciousness? Would my last two seconds seem like an eternity? 

My fingertips felt numb, and I could only take shallow breaths. The disease was progressing. I tapped the medical and it did not look good. But the display assured me I would make it to Trappist. Everything was on schedule. Unless it was lying to keep me calm. 

I would be the first human to find intelligent life in another star system. The thought made me smile. 

And I might be the last human to exist. I had no way of knowing. 

I fired off a dark, yet hopeful message to Earth; it shot toward the planet at light speed, perhaps one day to arrive. Whether there was anyone left to hear it was the question. And it was a question with no answer.

I contemplated hacking the system so I could live for more than five minutes at a time, but I knew that would endanger my chances of living all the way to Trappist, so I held back. Eight hundred years into a thousand year plan was no time to change horses.

I took a deep breath and held it while the counter reached zero.

The blue-green planet spinning below me was beautiful. A thousand years gone by like butterflies in the wind. I locked onto it and flipped the transmit switch so Earth could see it in all its glory—in thirty-nine years when the message got there.
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