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  Still in shock, Cassie Morant slumped in the cockpit of the empty hopper, staring at the two viewplates before her.




  In one, the planet Griphus, a blue, green and brown marble wrapped in belts of cloud, grew smaller. Except for the shape of its land masses, it could have been Earth.




  But it wasn’t. Griphus was an alien world, light-years from Sol System.




  A world where nineteen of her shipmates were going to die.




  And one of them was Davey.




  On the other viewplate, the segmented, tubular hull of the orbiting Earth wormship, the Johannes Kepler, grew larger. Cassie tapped a command, and the ship’s vector appeared, confirming her fears.




  The ship’s orbit was still decaying. She opened a comm-link.




  “Hopper two to the Kepler,” she said. “Requesting docking clearance.”




  Silence. Then a male voice crackled over the speaker, echoing cold and metallic in the empty shuttle. “Acknowledged, Hopper two. You are clear to dock, segment beta four, port nine.”




  Cassie didn’t recognize the voice, but that wasn’t surprising. The Kepler held the population of a small city, and Cassie was something of a loner. But she had no trouble identifying the gruff rumble she heard next.




  “Pilot of hopper, identify yourself. This is Captain Theodor.”




  Cassie took a breath. “Sir, this is Dr. Cassandra Morant, team geologist.”




  Pause. “Where’s team leader Stockard?” Theodor asked.




  Davey. “Sir, the rest of the surface team was captured by the indigenous tribe inhabiting the extraction site. The team is…” Cassie stopped, her throat constricting.




  “Morant?”




  She swallowed. “They’re to be executed at sunrise.”




  Another pause.




  “Did you get the berkelium?” Theodor finally asked.




  Cassie fought her anger. Theodor wasn’t being heartless. The team below was secondary to the thousands on the ship.




  “Just a core sample, sir,” she said. “But it confirms that the deposit’s there.”




  Theodor swore. “Dr. Morant, our orbit decays in under twenty hours. Report immediately after docking to brief the command team.” Theodor cut the link.




  Cassie stared at the huge wormship, suddenly hating it, hating its strangeness. Humans would never build something like that, she thought.




  Consisting of hundreds of torus rings strung along a central axis like donuts on a stick, the ship resembled a giant metallic worm. A dozen rings near the middle were slowly rotating, providing the few inhabited sections with an artificial gravity. The thousands of humans on the ship barely filled a fraction of it.




  This wasn’t meant for us, she thought. We shouldn’t be here.




  Humans had just begun to explore their solar system, when Max Bremer and his crew had found the wormships, three of them, outside the orbit of Pluto.




  Abandoned? Lost? Or left to be found?




  Found by the ever curious, barely-out-of-the-trees man-apes of Earth. Found with charted wormholes in Sol System. Found with still-only-partly-translated, we-think-this-button-does-this libraries and databases, and we-can’t-fix-it-so-it-better-never-break technology. Incredibly ancient yet perfectly functioning Wormer technology.




  Wormers. The inevitable name given to Earth’s unknown alien benefactors.
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