



  




  [image: cover]






  




  

    Dear Reader,


  




  

    Thank you for buying this book. You may have noticed that it is free of Digital Rights Management. This means we have not enforced copy protection on it. All Tor ebooks are

    available DRM-free so that once you purchase one of our ebooks, you can download it as many times as you like, on as many e-readers as you like.


  




  

    We believe that making our Tor ebooks DRM-free is the best for our readers, allowing you to use legitimately-purchased ebooks in perfectly legal ways, like moving your library

    from one e-reader to another. We understand that DRM can make your ebooks less easy to read. It also makes building and maintaining your digital library more complicated. For these reasons, we

    are committed to remaining DRM-free.


  




  

    We ask you for your support in ensuring that our DRM-free ebooks are not subject to piracy. Illegally downloaded books deprive authors of their royalties, the salaries they

    rely on to write. If you want to report an instance of piracy, you can do so by emailing us: anti-piracy@macmillan.com.


  




  

    Very best wishes,


  




  

    The Tor UK team & our authors


  




  





  [image: ]




  





  To Ginjer Buchanan




  





  [image: ]




  





  Dramatis Personae




  The Crew of Adventure




  RACHEL STEWART-RADHAKRISHNAN, commander




  PAV RADHAKRISHNAN-STEWART, pilot




  ZDS (“ZEDS”), a Sentry




  YAHVI STEWART-RADHAKRISHNAN, passenger




  XAVIER TOUTANT, passenger




  SANJAY BHAT, flight engineer




  In Bangalore




  TEA NOWINSKI RADHAKRISHNAN, former astronaut




  TAJ RADHAKRISHNAN, former vyomanaut




  WING COMMANDER KAUSHAL, commander, Yelahanka Air Base




  MRS. MELANI REMILLA, director, Bangalore ISRO




  SURESH KATEEL, Indian politician




  COLIN EDGELY, leader of the Kettering Group




  CHIEF WARRANT OFFICER SINGH, leader of the security team




  WARRANT OFFICER PANDYA, security team




  AIRCRAFTSMAN ROI, security team




  EDGAR CHANG, media representative




  KALYAN BHAT, bereaved relative




  ARUNJEE LIN, media representative




  URVASHI MURALY, media representative




  SURINA, nursing assistant




  ISHAT, crematorium worker




  On Keanu




  HARLEY DRAKE, former astronaut




  SASHA BLAINE, former astronomer




  JAIDEV MAHABALA, engineer




  VARIOUS YAVAKI




  

    

      NICK BARTON-MENON




      ROOK




      ELLEN WALKER-SHANTI




      DULARI SMITH


    


  




  MAREN HOUTMAN, art sector




  JORDANA SWALE, agro sector




  ZHAO BUOMING, former spy




  MAKALI PILLAY, exobiologist




  DALE SCOTT




  At Site A




  REIVER AGGREGATE CARBON-143/A72, combat and assembly formation




  WHIT MURRAY, junior engineer




  TRANSFORMATIONAL HUMAN EVOLUTIONARIES




  

    

      COUNSELOR KATE




      COUNSELOR MARGOT




      COUNSELOR HANS




      COUNSELOR NIGEL




      COUNSELOR CORY COUNSELOR IVETTA


    


  




  RANDALL DEHM, engineer




  JAMES DE LA VEGA, program manager




  Pilots




  STEVE LIU and JO ZHANG BENVIDES and QUENTIN




  





  Prologue




  [image: ]




  THURSDAY, APRIL 12, 2040




  





  

    

      SEC DEF TO CONGRESS: QUOTAS NOT MET, BIG CHANGES LOOM!


      CHINA THREATENS SANCTIONS; PRESIDENT GERRY LAUGHS


      STOCKS UP ON SEC DEF THREAT


      SUMMER ’40-CAST: IT’S A DRY HEAT!


      YANKS’ ROBO-ARM TOSSES 4TH STRAIGHT PERFECT GAME!


      LILY MEDINA WEDS HER FOURTH—THIS YEAR!




      HEADLINES, NATIONAL TIMES,


      7 P.M., THURSDAY, APRIL 12, 2040


    


  




  WHIT




  Whit Murray thought: Something is happening.




  He had no information, no warning. There was no visual cue. Yet he felt a cold tickle at the base of his neck.




  It was eight in the evening, the sky still light even though the sun had set. Whit had just left the North Nellis metro stop and was hurrying toward the dorm. He was tired, he was hungry

  (he’d worked past closing time at the Installation cafeteria), and he was eager to score one of the top bunks.




  Then he realized he was alone on the sidewalk.




  On the tall side—at least compared to most of his contemporaries—Whit tended to slump when worn down. He was large, but not fit, certainly not coordinated in any sense of the word.

  His gait, especially tonight, was more of a shamble.




  He also had one of those faces that teenaged humans constantly misread. It had to do with his eyes, which were frequently open wider than strictly necessary, giving him an expression of

  superiority or disdain, none of it what he felt, but enough to encourage the odd elbow from a fellow traveler on a bus and even a couple of actual beatdowns inside the Installation itself.




  Posture, visage, aloneness, it all added up to robbery victim, or target for the Aggregates.




  For some reason—possibly gestures and nonverbal cues from his coworkers all day—Whit realized that he wasn’t going to be robbed.




  He was going to be ambushed by an Aggregate, and likely taken somewhere he didn’t want to go.




  It had happened to others. It had happened to his father and mother.




  As he continued on his way, though more slowly, glancing left and right, seeing no one—no human beings—Whit wondered why the Aggregates never sent warnings, or even benign

  messages.




  Maybe they found some value in shock and surprise. Of course, Whit wasn’t going to be surprised. The Aggregates had been dealing with humans since before Whit was born, yet they continued

  to underestimate the informal, off-the-grid ways in which information flowed from one person to the next.




  No matter. Whit was on alert, and ready for the encounter.




  All he could do was wonder: Where were they sending him? And why? He was a junior containment specialist spending more time on education than hardware development. What good would he be anywhere

  else?




  Well, there was manual labor. Maybe his size had caused the Aggregates to reclassify him.




  Off to his left he could see the glittering towers of downtown Las Vegas. Whit did not gamble; he knew no one who patronized the casinos, though clearly there must be hundreds of thousands who

  did. The money eventually went to the Aggregates. All money went to the Aggregates. He remembered his father complaining that it was bad enough aliens had taken over the United States and

  now controlled the government . . . but they also let the roads turn to potholes and allowed buildings to collapse. “No matter how powerful they are,” Andy Murray used to say,

  “when people see everything going to shit, they’re going to rise up.”




  Of course, expressing sentiments like that had led to Andy’s disappearance . . . and so far, he’d been wrong. There was no sign that citizens of what was now called “Free

  Nation U.S.” or any humans under the Aggregates were going to throw off alien oppression. There were too many, they were too powerful, too all-knowing, too ruthless.




  And they had too many humans on their side.




  The first sign of an Aggregate “ambush” was always the team from Transformational Human Evolution (or THE): three (never fewer) of the handsomest humans anyone ever saw, at least one

  of them female. They stepped out of the shadows as if they had somehow materialized.




  The woman in Whit’s trio was a redhead in a dark blue business suit with a nice skirt. She had eyes so green Whit could tell, even in the darkness.




  “Whitson Murray?” she said. She had some kind of accent, too, vaguely Eastern European, what always sounded like Russian to Whit. (THE liked to have its action teams working in

  countries other than the ones they were born in.)




  “Confirmed,” he said. Who else would he be? Obviously they could read his data. (And probably just as obviously, they only wanted to note the delta between his data and his

  response.)




  “I’m Counselor Kate; this is Counselor Margot”—another woman, middle-aged, pleasant, and sort of motherly, with a hint of Italian in her voice—“and Counselor

  Hans.” A man not much older than Whit, but taller, clearly stronger. “We represent Nevada Aggregate Twelve-Ten, and we bring you the joy of a new mission.”




  All three members of the team turned, like dealers in a hardware showroom, revealing half a dozen units of Nevada Aggregate Twelve-Ten




  Whit hadn’t seen them arrive—more fuel for the teleportation argument.




  He always wondered—did the Aggregates ever go anywhere in groups smaller than a dozen?




  The individual units of this Aggregate formation looked and probably were identical, as if assembled in the same factory. But they were capable of independent action, and the one on the far left

  stepped forward and spoke to Whit.




  “Junior Specialist Whitson Murray,” it said. When the Aggregates first revealed themselves, fifteen years ago, everyone expected them to sound like machines—about as articulate

  as Siri III on the iPhones everyone carried then. But they turned out to have sweet, almost childlike voices. Whit knew that if he closed his eyes, he might think he was being addressed by an

  eight-year-old.




  A dangerous and articulate eight-year-old. The rule was, lower your head a bit and don’t look threatening. So he did as the sweet-voiced member of the formation continued:

  “Your development records demonstrate great mathematical and engineering skill.”




  The proper response was “Thank you,” and you can bet he offered it, even as he thought, Duh, why else would I be working at the Installation?




  “Your work in Department Ninety-One is terminated effective tonight”




  Which was not great news: When you were out of work, you were out of the dorm. When you were out of the dorm, well . . . Counselor Margot had mentioned a “new assignment.” Whit held

  the humble posture.




  “You are being transferred to Department Two Hundred Ninety-Two effective eight a.m. tomorrow.”




  “Thank you,” he said. “I look forward to new and challenging work.” Whatever it was.




  “Your future is bright, Mr. Murray.”




  And with that, the speaking unit stepped back in line, and the whole crew marched forward into the Nevada evening, in the general direction of the metro stop . . . Hell, he thought, maybe they

  were headed to the Atlantis for a round of roulette and a few drinks.




  Whit would never know. He was left with his friends from THE.




  He shifted his backpack. “Do I have to relocate?”




  “Not far,” Counselor Margot said. “Department Two Hundred Ninety-Two is located in northern Arizona. You will also hear it called ‘Site A.’”




  That was a relief. Because if THE had told him, Your new job is in Cairo, he’d have to get to Cairo tomorrow. Which would leave no time for packing: He would simply have to turn,

  get to McCarran, and get the first plane to Egypt, leaving behind whatever clothes and possessions he had in his locker.




  There would be some allowance for the time change—but he would have to be there by close of business.




  “How is this different from my current work?” Which was designing and testing subsystems for power beams.




  “Our world is about to be invaded,” Counselor Kate said. Whit was getting the idea that her role in the team was to be dramatic.




  His reaction must have shown skepticism. (In addition to having a face that encouraged people to get pissed off at him, his face hid nothing.) Counselor Hans hauled out his pad and displayed it

  to Whit.




  It showed a surveillance camera image of a bullet-shaped vehicle, half-shadowed, obviously in space. “This vehicle took off from Keanu three days ago. It will land somewhere on Earth

  tomorrow, we believe.”




  “What kind of invading force is that?” Whit said, never unable to keep from saying what he thought. “One ship against a planet?”




  “One ship can unleash any number of devastating chemical, biological, or cyber weapons,” Counselor Hans said, sounding a lot like the kind of person who would coldly unleash any one

  of them. “And we cannot assume this will be the only one, merely the first of a possible wave.”




  “I’m as concerned as I am intrigued,” Whit said, truthfully. “But what—?”




  “We’re preparing to strike back, if necessary. A team has been in place for a year . . . but now it needs to be expanded with young, fresh minds like yours.”




  “I don’t know anything about spacecraft or orbital mechanics,” he said. He didn’t even know enough about spaceflight to understand the possible jobs.




  “The nouns change,” Counselor Kate said, smiling, “but the verbs remain the same.”




  Before Whit could ask what the hell that meant, Counselor Hans said, “If you can understand fluid dynamics, you can do orbital mechanics.”




  Okay, so he would be doing orbital mechanics now. Forget the two years he’d just spent on electromagnetic fields and plasmas, something he’d been studying since age fourteen. You

  didn’t say no. You wouldn’t die—not immediately. You’d just lose the Aggregates’ trust while winding up on THE’s shitlist, meaning you would be

  “offered” a position in the agro or enviro sectors, likely on some grim cropland or drowning seacoast, where lives tended to be shorter than in the cities of this great land.




  That’s what happened to Andy Murray—and he lived two whole years after declining a transfer.




  “No” never occurred to Whit.




  Besides, he was intrigued. He had heard about the return of the rogue Near-Earth Object Keanu, of course. Even THE and the Aggregates couldn’t stifle that information. Like everyone, he

  knew the story of the savage takeover of the NEO by terrorists, the extermination of intelligent nonhuman life forms, and the NEO’s attempt to flee the solar system.




  When Whit was thirteen, there had even been a TV series called Planet X that told an exciting story about humans landing on a Near-Earth Object and behaving stupidly—and

  discovering, among other things, that there were zombies on the NEO.




  Or something like zombies. Dead humans brought back to life. For a while.




  Everything went to shit and the humans—alive and formerly alive—wound up taking over and sailing the NEO out into the universe to fuck more people up.




  It was supposed to be science fiction, but everyone said it had a lot to do with whatever had happened on Keanu before Whit was born.




  Either way, these people sounded bad.




  “It’s a scouting mission,” Counselor Hans said, “prelude to a full-scale invasion.”




  “From space?”




  “They’re going into orbit,” Counselor Margot said. “Not far away.”




  “I’m in.” Whit wasn’t convinced, but he had no options.




  It took maybe three seconds for Counselor Hans to squirt Whit’s new employment info data to his pad. “Good luck,” he said. “Earth needs you.” He sounded as though

  he actually believed it.




  “You should get Transformed,” Counselor Margot said. Of course, Whit thought. There’s always the recruitment pitch.




  “I’m thinking about it,” Whit said, as he put some distance between himself and the trio from THE. If he didn’t hurry, he was going to be too late to grab any food from

  the dorm’s cafeteria, and that would truly suck.




  He would actually consider getting Transformed under one condition, which he could never utter aloud:




  Bring back my father, you bastards.




  Meanwhile, he had to be on their side.




  





  Day One
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  FRIDAY, APRIL 13, 2040




  



  

    

  

    

      QUESTION: In all your time away from life on Earth, what did you miss most?




      RACHEL: (long pause) Pizza.




      INTERVIEW AT YELAHANKA,


      APRIL 14, 2040


    


  


    


  


  

  RACHEL




  “It’s so big!”




  Rachel Stewart’s first view of Earth, as she returned from two decades of exile, was a shock:




  Earth looked exactly as she’d pictured it.




  When she and her crew launched from Keanu, their Near-Earth Object habitat for twenty years (and currently making its own approach and preparing to go into an orbit beyond the Moon), their

  former home world looked like a fat whitish-bluish hemisphere. Rachel had learned long ago that the Moon was the size of a dime held at arm’s length. In her case, on launch day, Earth from

  five hundred thousand kilometers was about the size of a quarter.




  Keanu and their transfer vehicle, Adventure, were approaching the planet from its southern pole, so what they saw, in the relatively few times cameras or windows were pointed earthward,

  was the Antarctic surrounded by ocean.




  To Rachel’s surprise, having grown up with the threat of melting ice caps, Antarctica was still white and snow-covered. How deeply, she had no way of knowing.




  But it was reassuring. Especially as Adventure’s speed increased as the vehicle flew closer—so much closer that Rachel revised “flew” to “fell,”

  since that’s what they seemed to be doing.




  The only response to Rachel’s comment came from Zeds, the Sentry pilot, in his Hindi-tinged English. “I thought human childhood habitats looked small when revisited.”

  That’s what happens when you raise aliens as if they were human, Rachel thought. They grow up just as argumentative as their two-armed cousins. The sarcasm was apparent even

  through Zeds’s environment suit. (It was odd for Rachel to know that Adventure had originally been built by and for Sentries—but the Sentry pilot was the one forced to wear a

  suit.)




  “Shut up and land this thing,” Pav said. That was her husband, Pav Radhakrishnan. Now thirty-six by Earth’s calendar, he had grown stolid and confident while still, in

  stressful moments, capable of acting like a hotheaded teen male.




  “Daddy!” That was their daughter, Yahvi, fourteen, speaking from her couch slightly behind Rachel’s left shoulder—sparing Rachel the wifely duty of correcting her

  husband, a job she never liked and wasn’t good at.




  There were actually six in Adventure’s cockpit: Rachel and Pav and Yahvi, Zeds the pilot, plus Xavier Toutant and Sanjay Bhat. The latter two, like Rachel and Pav, were members of

  the original HBs—the “Houston-Bangalores” who had been scooped off planet Earth twenty years back and transported to Keanu. Xavier came from Houston; he had been the HBs’

  scrounger and jack-of-every-trade for two decades.




  Never shy, he grunted and said, “Let’s just do it the way we practiced.”




  Sanjay, on the other hand, was one of the quieter members of the Bangalore crew. . . . Rachel hadn’t even known his name until at least a year after their arrival on Keanu. Granted, there

  were more than 180 people to meet and get to know in those days, after humans expelled the Reivers from Keanu . . . but in the confines of the human habitat, it wasn’t as though Sanjay could

  easily escape attention.




  But he had.




  Nevertheless, he had proven himself to be one of the masters of the proteus, Keanu’s 3-D printing and fabrication system . . . the nearly magic Architect technology that allowed humans to

  (a) get rid of the Reivers, (b) make supplies and equipment, and, ultimately, (c) turn themselves into the galaxy’s smallest spacefaring civilization. If anyone could take credit for the

  design, construction, and operation of Adventure, it was Sanjay




  “Entry interface,” Sanjay said.




  Adventure began bumping at just that moment, much like an airplane hitting turbulence. As her mother, Megan, had reached for her hand during flights across the Rockies and into Houston

  on horrible stormy afternoons, Rachel reached for her daughter’s.




  She had faith in Adventure . . . as much faith as anyone could place in a machine that was several thousand years old and built by a race of sentient aquatics on a world far, far

  away.




  It was, when she looked back, a crazy challenge—outfitting an ancient spaceship preserved in vacuum for centuries. How do you do that?




  Well, first you turn the work over to two dozen former Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO) spaceflight engineers. Given the proteus tools available to use in the Keanu system, the largest

  challenge was . . . theological. That is, technical challenges turned out to have possible solutions, all of them workable, in theory.




  What kind of propulsion system should the Sentry vessel have? Thermal protection? Environmental?




  Should it spin or tumble to provide artificial gravity?




  The development took six years, once Rachel and the others realized they were truly headed back toward Earth and would inevitably have to land there. Some of them, anyway. (And as the anointed

  ruler of the HBs, a job she kept trying to shed, Rachel knew it would have to be her.)




  First, the HBs had tried to create an indigenous lander. After all, they were already using proteus printing to fabricate engines, control systems, environmental systems, seats, and everything

  else . . . why not the actual shell or, as Sanjay and former astronaut Harley Drake kept telling her, “The bus, Rachel. It’s called a bus.”




  Their first “bus” was a stubby, short-winged thing like one NASA had tried to build around the year 1995. It was called the X-38, Rachel thought—she remembered her father,

  Zachary, talking about it. It never flew as more than a prototype, but it was the model they used.




  And during its first launch from the surface of Keanu—launch being an extreme word for a process that essentially involved squirting some reaction mass downward, causing the X-38

  to float off the surface—the vehicle failed. Some defect in their design or manufacture caused the X-38 to break up when its main engine fired to put it in a big looping test orbit.




  Two HBs died, including Shane Weldon, one of the original space professionals from NASA who’d run Zack’s mission to Keanu.




  So, with time running out, and no wish to come up with a new design and risk another failure, Rachel and Sanjay and company turned to the Sentry ship that had been parked on the surface of

  Keanu.




  The Sentry ship was a needle-nosed, stubby-winged thing that looked like a tapered artillery round. Over the centuries it had been stripped and looted like a pharaoh’s tomb; when humans

  first discovered it, it was literally just a shell.




  But what a shell! Sanjay and his team were amazed at the structural integrity of the Sentry ship the first time they pumped air into it. “The leak rate is better than Brahma!”

  Brahma had been the Coalition craft commanded by Pav’s father, the one that landed on Keanu back in 2019 a few hours after Zach Stewart’s Venture spacecraft.




  Once the HB team proved that the Sentry ship would hold air, it was time to equip it with propulsion systems and fuel tanks (all of it, every molecule, arranged and/or manufactured in the human

  habitat) and items like storage lockers for food and cargo, and seats (human-sized, except for one) and controls and . . . well, a shitload of equipment. Since the cockpit was designed for

  Sentries, who were generally a half meter taller than humans, five of the seats wound up having to be suspended in the middle of the volume, “like flies in a spiderweb,” in Sasha

  Blaine’s unhelpful words.




  One other major task was coating the exterior of the Sentry ship with a thermal protection system. Sanjay’s rudimentary analysis showed that the “metal” of the Sentry shell was

  unknown. Obviously, as Harley said, “given that it’s lasted ten thousand years, it must be pretty fucking robust.” But they had no way of knowing how it would withstand the

  thousand-degree temperatures of reentry into Earth’s atmosphere.




  So they elected to coat the entire exterior in the same material used for the X-38 . . . a light silica-based compound that had been evolved from the space shuttle by Brahma’s

  engineers. The extra layering spoiled the Sentry ship’s clean, classic lines . . . but everyone felt safer knowing that they had protection during reentry.




  This work took years. In fact, when Adventure finally launched four days ago, Rachel was still not sure they had done everything possible, run every test.




  They had, however, taken time to do one old-fashioned thing: They had given the Sentry ship a name, Adventure, partly to honor the original Venture that brought Rachel’s

  father’s crew to Keanu . . . but mostly to remind them of their new mission.




  But they had simply run out of time. Keanu was approaching Earth, where it would be a fat target for Reiver weapons. Jaidev, Harley, and all the HB leadership had agreed: Adventure had

  to reach Earth at the first opportunity.




  Now here they were, passing the Antarctic, dropping lower and lower, over the empty expanse of the Indian Ocean. To their right, roughly northeast, they could see a huge cloud formation.

  “Cyclone,” Pav said. “Bad news for Indonesia.”




  “Is it still called Indonesia?” Xavier said.




  A new voice sounded inside the cockpit. “Adventure, this is Bangalore Control—” Rachel sat up at those words, since she remembered hearing them from Brahma

  mission director Vikram Nayar back during that horrible week of the Venture/Brahma landings, the deaths, the mess that led to her arrival on Keanu.




  Rachel and the HBs had been in touch with Earth for thirty months, of course. Carefully. The HBs suspected that the Reivers had reached their home world as many as nineteen years in the past,

  once they’d been expelled from Keanu. But they had no information about the success of their invasion, the extent of the infection. Well, there had been stray, strange transmissions warning

  Keanu and the HBs to . . . stay away.




  As if they would. As if they could.




  There had also been odd, plaintive transmissions from India and the United States, people asking for information on loved ones lost twenty years ago. Sasha Blaine began to build a database, but

  it was already heartbreaking: They knew that a handful of names were not among the HBs, meaning they had gone missing—or died—on Earth in 2019.




  “Bangalore, Adventure. At forty-five thousand meters, descending. Are you tracking?” Pav was handling the communications, for obvious reasons. He was human; he was from

  India; and he had been Keanu’s only voice link with Earth so far.




  “We are tracking you,” Bangalore said.




  Pav glanced over his shoulder at Rachel. “So they can still do that much.”




  Their imaging systems and signal intercepts had led the HBs to believe that humans had given up spaceflight. They had detected no air-to-ground transmissions (an obsolete phrase, but still the

  best they could do) from lunar bases or Mars orbiters. They weren’t even sure there were still space stations.




  What popular or historical material they had managed to screen confirmed this: The last two space missions in the history of human spaceflight had been to Keanu in 2019.




  Popular history and entertainment mentioned “visitors” and “benefactors” known as the Aggregates, but with few useful details. Earth had changed in twenty years,

  obviously. The global environment had continued to evolve; Arctic ice was largely gone and sea levels had risen.




  There had been the usual wars, all of them regional. Some nation-states and associations seemed to have disappeared; there was no mention of a United Nations, for example. They saw references,

  however, to the Free Nations and the Western Alliance. (Overall, they didn’t see nearly as much broadcast material as expected, though surely their position—far out of the solar system

  plane—their sheer distance, and their lack of a receiving network had a lot to do with it. There was also the reality that most of Earth’s communications were now short-range or through

  fiber-optic nets, not spewed into the galaxy at large.)




  What was most intriguing was the rise of a religious-scientific movement called Transformational Human Evolution. The HBs had not been able to find out just what it was, only that a lot of

  people—in the tens of millions, possibly hundreds of millions—were members.




  If you look at it one way, Rachel thought, we’re arriving as emissaries . . . another way, as scouts.




  Another way—as irresponsible parents. She and Pav had spent hours debating the wisdom of bringing their daughter on such a dangerous voyage. It wasn’t just to give her the kind of

  educational sightseeing trip Rachel’s parents had given her, though it seemed appropriate that Yahvi should visit her ancestral world.




  The reason was this: While Adventure was capable of being refueled and could conceivably have launched in a high, looping Earth orbit that might have eventually taken the crew back to

  Keanu . . . Rachel and Pav fully expected this to be a one-way trip.




  When they left Keanu, the six of them were saying good-bye to friends and their home.




  And, given those circumstances, Pav and Rachel were simply unwilling to leave Yahvi behind.




  As they dropped lower, the initial buffeting lessened and they found themselves in the rosy glow of plasma. “We’re leaving a bright streak across the Indian Ocean

  dawn,” Sanjay said.




  “How is the temp?” Pav asked. Why, Rachel didn’t know. If it was too high, they were in deadly trouble. It wasn’t as though they could do anything about it.




  “Shields are holding,” Zeds said, which almost made Rachel laugh, since it sounded like a line from a movie she remembered watching with her parents.




  “How unlikely is this?” Xavier said. “A ship designed to return from Keanu to the Sentry world ten thousand years ago and God knows how many light-years from here . . . and now

  it’s landing on Earth!”




  Rachel could see Pav shrug. Zeds just grunted, a peculiarly human reaction.




  Things began to happen very quickly now. A guidance system was doing the actual piloting: Zeds and Pav were simply monitoring—or, in Pav’s case, worrying aloud.




  They were low enough now, over the Laccadive Sea, that Bangalore had had to alert air traffic to their passage—but still high enough that they could see, off to the right, the northwestern

  coast of Sri Lanka.




  But just like that they were over India proper, heading directly north up the tip of the subcontinent. “Was that Madurai?” Yahvi said. Rachel had asked her to keep quiet at this

  time, but at fourteen it was hard to remember parental orders—Rachel knew from experience. And besides, she was proud of the fact that her daughter had tried to learn terrestrial

  geography.




  “Not yet,” Pav said. He had actually flown over Madurai as a boy.




  “Coming up on the big swoop,” Zeds said. “Ready to rock it.”




  The “big swoop” was a vital maneuver. . . . Adventure was currently flying nose forward like a reentering space shuttle. Unlike that vehicle, however, it could not lower

  landing gear from its belly and glide to a stop on a runway.




  Adventure would have to fire its main engines, which had so far been used rather sparingly, first to lift the vehicle off the surface of Keanu four days back, then to change its

  trajectory, essentially slowing it down, putting it on a shallow “flight” toward Earth.




  The stress on the vehicle would be immense. But, having shed much of its original thirty-eight-thousand-kilometers-an-hour speed diving into the atmosphere—turning velocity into

  heat—Adventure now began to ascend, gaining a bit of altitude (and reaching thinner air), going nose up, up, up, and up until the vehicle was standing on its tail . . . and the crew

  left feeling as if they were weightless and motionless.




  They weren’t, of course. They were still flying toward Bangalore at a good clip.




  Stress on the vehicle aside, there was also stress on the six of them—the only real g-forces they experienced during the flight. They now felt as though they were being pushed deeper into

  their couches, possibly with the addition of a fifty-kilogram weight on their chests.




  But that lasted only for a minute or two. Zeds was especially silent and obviously struggling. Rachel had learned that the gravity of the original Sentry world was half that of Earth, and the

  Sentry habitat was stabilized close to that. (Sentries always seemed unhappy when they entered the human habitat; it was due to being twice as heavy as they liked.) Zeds wore a protective suit that

  offered support, but he still had to be feeling flung about.




  Rachel and the other humans were in street clothes. They weren’t expecting multiple g-forces, or not for more than a few seconds, so suits weren’t needed.




  Xavier did utter “Shit” a couple of times. And there was at least one audible whimper in the cockpit. That was me, Rachel realized.




  “Good job,” Pav said, surely intending that for Adventure herself.




  As things smoothed out, Rachel began to feel relief—she had not realized just how worried she had been about the big swoop.




  Now she and the others felt as though they were falling backward, as Adventure rode its rocket down and to the north. A rearward-facing camera showed a large city passing beneath them .

  . . Bangalore. But they were going too fast and their field of view was too narrow to identify any landmarks, just the mass of the big city itself.




  When the HB Council decided that landing in India was preferable to Houston or Florida in the United States (there were more of the mysterious THE folks in America than anywhere else), Bangalore

  became the choice.




  The actual target was an Indian air base north of the city called Yelahanka, which had been chosen primarily because it was the closest controlled airport to the former Bangalore Control Center.

  The mission control building and surrounding territory had been destroyed by a Keanu vesicle in August 2019, but a larger space research campus survived.




  “Two thousand meters,” Pav said. “Descent speed is good.”




  “Feels a little sluggish to me,” Zeds said.




  The moment he uttered those words, Adventure shuddered and a red light flashed on the control panel. (The designers had kept the earthly conventions wherever possible.)




  Before Rachel could react—or even feel fear—Yahvi’s hand landed on her shoulder.




  “Relax,” Zeds said. “We’re still good.”




  “But losing some altitude,” Pav said. For a moment, they exchanged terse, operational chat, like all pilots Rachel had ever heard on every airplane flight she’d ever taken.




  “I saw a flash from one of the screens,” Pav said.




  Then Zeds added, “I think we lost part of the tail.”




  Hearing that, Rachel almost choked. The tail was actually a set of four fins, each providing aerodynamic control and landing support. Losing one or part of one might not be fatal, but it was

  certainly not good news.




  “We’re holding steady,” Zeds said after a long ten seconds. “Still under control.”




  “A heads-up would have been nice,” Pav said.




  Rachel wished again they could have kept constant contact with Keanu, a hopeless task given the NEO’s distance from Earth and the lack of relay satellites.




  The ultimate mission? Historically humans thought about visiting other worlds in order to explore. But no matter how much it had changed in two decades, Earth was their home . . . so exploration

  wasn’t the goal.




  Another classical reason was to find some vital element or mineral, and God knows the Keanu HBs could have used food, clothing, and any of a hundred thousand items from Earth, from books to

  shovels to electronics. They had been able to fabricate many items, but they were only as good as their memories—or ability to reinvent certain items. (It would have been great, Rachel

  believed, to have been able to buy an RL-10 rocket off the shelf, rather than try to fabricate something like it.)




  Another motive for great human voyages, of course, was war.




  So, really, the flight of Adventure was a bit of all three. Which made it sound as though there were a real plan. But for the first ten years of her life on Keanu, Rachel and her

  colleagues had concentrated on surviving in their original habitat, all the while trying to learn how to control the NEO.




  That job had previously belonged to a race called the Architects, the original builders of the NEO who had launched it on its ten-thousand-year mission.




  But the only Architects the humans had met had been Revenants . . . formerly alive beings revived to communicate with humans, to tell them, in Rachel’s view, just enough to make their

  lives difficult.




  Eventually, using clues from the last Architect, the HBs had learned how to “fly” Keanu, turning it back toward the solar system for this curious mission.




  Missing tail fin or not, Adventure was still flying, still descending at a survivable rate. Pav reached to his left and patted Zeds on the shoulder, or one of the pair on the

  Sentry’s right side. “Looking good!”




  Rachel allowed herself to feel hope—right up to the time Adventure crashed.




  It wasn’t a serious crash, an auger-in at great velocity. No one would have survived that.




  But it was a hard thump down, the silvery shell smashing tail-first into a grassy apron north of the main Yelahanka runway.




  Pav’s last words were, “Too fast!” Rachel had sat through a number of simulations, though nowhere near the number Pav and Zeds had performed. She could read the changing

  numbers—altitude and speed—and saw that the altitude number was getting low while the speed remained too high. (When, in rehearsals, she pointed this out from her backseat spot in the

  cockpit, Pav would often remind her that it was her father who was the astronaut, not Rachel. Of course, she could and did say the same to Pav.)




  She wondered what “too fast” meant. As in too fast for comfort? Or too fast for survival—




  In those twenty seconds, Rachel watched the view screen with horrid fascination, the tarmac rushing toward them not much faster than it had in their sims, Yahvi saying, “Mommy . . .

  !” Even Xavier couldn’t go silently into that not-so-good night, moaning, “No, no, no!”




  She was thinking, I’m going to die here, stupidly and so will my daughter. Why did I put her at risk?




  “Are we on the runway?” Pav asked.




  Rachel wanted to scream, Who cares? But Zeds answered, calmly, “No, but I think it’s going to be okay—”




  They crunched with a sound like a Dumpster falling two stories onto concrete. The impact was greater than the worst airline landing Rachel had ever experienced. The couches cushioned the impact,

  but a large piece of the control panel broke off and fell, barely missing her and Yahvi.




  Adventure rocked, shuddered, seemed to sink into the grass . . . then finally settled, at a bit of a list. They were on their backs, pinned like insects, looking up, feeling full Earth

  gravity after several seconds of multiple Earth gravity. Rachel felt sick to her stomach.




  “Bangalore, Adventure,” Pav radioed. “No matter what it looked like out there, we’re down and safe.” Then he glanced over his shoulder to give Rachel and

  Yahvi a smile.




  At that moment, Xavier said, “Oh, Jesus Christ!”




  Seeing what Yahvi, Zeds, and Rachel could not, Pav’s expression changed. He touched his headset. “Correction, Bangalore, we’re going to need emergency medical

  assistance!”




  Now they all looked toward the rear or bottom of the cockpit, where they saw Xavier, his restraints unhooked, trying to get to Sanjay’s couch a meter away. It likely didn’t matter;

  Xavier wouldn’t be able to do much.




  The broken panel section had hit their genius designer and engineer right in the head.




  Rachel was thinking, First Venture, then Brahma, now this.




  The Stewart and Radhakrishnan families should never be allowed to land another spacecraft.




  





  

    

      I come from a small town, very few people, where the number doesn’t change much over the years. For example, whenever a gal gets pregnant, some guy leaves town.




      DALE SCOTT’S FAVORITE JOKE,


      TRANSLATED FROM THE ORIGINAL BABYLONIAN


    


  




  DALE




  “How’d you get it moving, Harls?”




  Dale Scott may have spoken a bit louder than necessary, and his words were nothing like a greeting, all of which explained why a bald, middle-aged man wearing a silly flowered shirt and baggy

  shorts (which exposed shiny new flesh-colored legs) started as if he’d been shot. Then he turned with a look of genuine surprise.




  To be fair to Harley Drake, it had been some time since he had seen Dale—and their last conversation had been angry.




  Making matters worse, Dale had totally ambushed him. It was still very early morning, Keanu human habitat time. The glowworms on the ceiling above were just beginning to grow brighter, heralding

  a new day of earnest productivity and blind, robotic denial—at least as Dale thought of it.




  But Harley Drake, Dale’s long-ago astronaut colleague and Keanu nemesis, was more aware of the lingering mysteries and unanswered questions concerning their space home of two decades.




  As far as Dale knew, every morning since that first month, Harley had visited this part of the habitat, the area known as the Beehive, a magical collection of honeycomb-like cells ranging in

  size from squirrel to elephant. For several months back in 2019, dozens of living creatures had emerged from the Beehive—reborn on the Near-Earth Object after their DNA or computer code or

  3-D map or “soul” had been retrieved by Keanu’s systems, then imprinted on a suitable collection of nanotech goo, to be combined, transformed, and rearranged into a living

  creature indistinguishable—at least by any measure the Houston-Bangalores possessed—from its dead original.




  People emerged from the Beehive, too. Not many, and not for long. Shortly after the arrival of 187 involuntary human immigrants to Keanu, the Beehive stopped reviving humans, stopped creating

  Revenants. The reason was unknown, maybe unknowable, but Dale suspected that everyone was relieved. Over the years, all of the HBs began to believe that the Revenants would never come again.




  Harley Drake was the only real exception. Dale suspected that the former mayor of the HBs came to the Beehive every morning, ritualistically, to see if any additional Revenants had come back . .

  . or to make sure that they hadn’t.




  Today, however, he found Dale Scott.




  “Fuck you, Dale.”




  “Nice talk.”




  “You scared the shit out of me.”




  “Not my intention.”




  “Yet, it happened. You chose to lurk there instead of walking up to the Temple during working hours.”




  “True,” he said, “but the Temple is so crowded with—”




  “People who hate you?”




  “As cruel as it is true.”




  Only now did Harley meet Dale’s eyes. Until this moment Harley had been looking past him, at the stale-smelling maw of the Beehive. But it wasn’t rudeness or extreme caution that

  kept Harley from engaging; it was history. Harley had been a well-regarded test pilot and NASA astronaut up to two years before the whole Keanu debacle.




  But during a trip to the Cape he had been injured in a car crash that took the life of Megan Doyle Stewart—wife of astronaut Zachary Stewart (and later a Revenant). He had lost the use of

  his legs, a condition that persisted for years on Keanu.




  Harley was an adaptable man and he made the best of his situation, but even after Keanu technology managed to make him mobile again, those special habits died hard. He was no longer used to

  seeing eye-to-eye—in every sense of the phrase.




  “Exile hasn’t been good to you, Dale. You look like the Unabomber, and the blue bag is a bad fashion choice. Maybe you ought to come back to the habitat.”




  Dale had believed he was long past the time when Harley Drake could insult him. He felt that he had thrived in exile. But Harley’s words forced him to touch his face, recognize that he

  wore a patchy beard. His hair was long, too, what there was of it: bald on top, his fringe reached to his neck.




  Even his face had changed: His nose was bent, thanks to an accident a decade ago. And there were markings . . . tattoos of a sort . . . on one cheek and both arms and lots of other places Harley

  Drake could not see.




  And Dale’s clothing? The faded sky-blue jumpsuit modeled after the uniform he and Harley had worn in their NASA careers was looking shabby. “You know how it gets,” he said.

  “Live alone—”




  “I have no idea. What is it you want? Food? A bath? Better clothing?” Here Harley almost spat the word: “Forgiveness?




  “And what the hell did you ask? Get what moving?”




  “Keanu.”




  “We turned it around years ago. You were there.”




  “Turning it around and guiding it into Earth orbit are two entirely different challenges.” He smiled. Harley said nothing. Fine, Dale thought. “I came here to help you

  out and maybe offer a trade.”




  “Don’t take this the wrong way—or maybe you can take this the right way—but I don’t think you have anything to offer.”




  “There’s trouble with Rachel Stewart.”




  Now he had his attention! “What the hell are you talking about?”




  “I know that she and Pav and four others landed on Earth yesterday, in India. I also know that you are in touch with them, but not as much as you’d like to be—or should

  be.”




  “Fine, and no big secret, by the way. So what?”




  Before Dale could answer—he hesitated because he was still not sure exactly what he wanted to reveal—both men heard Harley’s name called.




  Looking concerned, Sasha Blaine arrived, a whirling vision in scarves and long red hair. She was in her early fifties—a dozen years younger than Drake—taller than most men and, with

  a bit of added weight, larger, too. Dale knew that she was fiercely intelligent—emphasis on fierce—a Yale mathematician who had the bad luck to be working in Houston mission

  control at the time of the Destiny-7 fiasco, and the Big Scoop that followed.




  She had never liked Dale. “Get away from him, you son of a bitch.”




  “We’re just talking, Sash,” Harley said. It didn’t seem to satisfy Sasha; she stood there with arms folded, as if daring Dale to launch a personal assault. “Dale

  was just about to tell me how he knows the details of Rachel’s mission.”




  This information didn’t lessen Sasha’s annoyance to any detectable degree. She simply said, “Bullshit. He’s been living in caves for years.”




  “I’ve been spending most of my time in the Factory,” Dale said. “The rest of you should visit. You might learn something.”




  “Like what?” She was still ready to spring at Dale.




  “Like the fact that your big secret surprise landing was not only expected all over Earth, the vehicle was attacked. And whatever you’ve got planned next, it’s not going to

  work.”




  Now Sasha turned to Harley, who said, “I think it’s worth a listen.”




  “Then,” she said, “he can come back to the Temple. For however long it takes to hear him out . . .” And she turned to Dale: “Then you go back to the hole you

  crawled out of.”




  The day Adventure returned to Earth, Dale Scott returned to the Beehive, his first visit to the human habitat in three years.




  As Harley and Sasha’s greeting showed, he hadn’t asked permission. While his former hab-mates had their mayor and council, they never had sufficient reason to establish a police

  force, much less an immigration service. There weren’t enough of them. They were also pretty well behaved.




  In fact, with the exception of Zhao Buoming, a former Chinese intelligence agent and murderer (he killed a man on the Houston-Bangalores’ first day aboard Keanu), now solid citizen, Dale

  Scott was the community’s most notable bogeyman. His crimes fell into categories like “vagrancy” and “petty theft” (which implied private property, a fairly dubious

  concept given the way the HBs operated), or “failure to contribute communal labor.” Guilty of that charge!




  It really came down to, “Scott, you have a bad attitude.” Well, shit yes. It had ruined a marriage and an astronaut career and had made his life on Keanu miserable.




  It wasn’t as though he hadn’t tried to change. During the weeks that followed his arrival, his overland explore with Zack Stewart and Makali Pillay and Wade Williams and Valya

  Makarova—a space trek that may have saved Keanu from the Reivers!—Dale had consciously and openly tried to listen to others, to do what job-jar tasks needed doing, to share, to

  smile.




  To no avail. True, Zack Stewart, Wade Williams, and Dale’s lover, Valya, had been killed in the big trek. Also true, while the Reivers on Keanu had been exterminated, untold numbers had

  escaped, not only stealing the only obvious means of transport off Keanu but surely heading for Earth.




  For some reason Makali, the Aussie-born exobiologist who was just as much a part of the overland trek to the Sentry habitat as Dale, escaped all blame for what went wrong.




  After a year of sanctions that resembled the silence that offenders received at military schools, Dale finally confronted Harley Drake. “What did I do wrong?”




  “You lost Zack Stewart. Williams died. Your girlfriend, too.”




  “You know the conditions were insanely difficult. Makali and I were lucky to survive!”




  “I know. And you’re a pilot, so that’s your story and you’re sticking to it.”




  “Come on, Harls! Are people saying I killed the others? Wouldn’t that be kind of suicidal?”




  “People are saying,” Harley said, “that you might not have tried very hard to save them.”




  “I didn’t want to save Zack Stewart?”




  “You mean the guy who kicked you off ISS and ruined your life?”




  Dale closed his eyes. This conversation had taken place near the interior wall of the human habitat . . . the one opposite the Beehive. Looking back toward the Temple, three kilometers distant,

  Dale had been able to see evidence of progress and industry . . . fields under cultivation, small structures built, people moving with purpose.




  They had all done well in the first year . . . avoiding starvation and plagues and the sort of conflicts that frequently—automatically?—afflicted small human groups in isolation.




  Dale had tried to be part of it. He had wanted to work with the Bangalore magicians Jaidev and Daksha, the geniuses who devised the “poison pill” that killed the Reivers, who then

  turned their considerable skills to learning and operating Keanu’s proteus printing and fabrication system, turning out everything from T-shirts to coffee cups, from penicillin to sweet corn.

  He possessed a degree in engineering, didn’t he?




  So, it turned out, did most of the HBs. It wasn’t really a surprise, given that the Bangalore Object scooped up staffers from ISRO mission control.




  “There’s a huge delta between thinking a guy did you wrong, and killing him.”




  “Letting him die,” Harley had said. “But I take your point.”




  Accompanied by Camilla, the child Revenant, Zack Stewart had died a hero’s death, carrying a thermonuclear trigger into the deadly core of Keanu in order to reboot its power system. Dale

  had been so impressed that for several moments, perhaps hours afterward, he had forgotten what a smug, arrogant, entitled prick Stewart was. “I can’t believe that’s the reason no

  one is talking to me.”




  “Some people are talking to you, Dale. I am.” Which was true, but irrelevant. Dale Scott and Harley Drake had too much history to overcome. They would always talk, even if it meant

  arguing.




  “You’re not enough, Harls.”




  Harley Drake shook his head, then said, “Okay, it’s more than that.”




  “So you acknowledge that I do have a problem.”




  “You are no one’s idea of a team player. You are all too willing to let other people work so you don’t have to. You will screw any woman who gives you a moment’s

  opportunity.




  “And, worst of all, I think, you can’t be throwing around terms like haji and camel jockey and expect people of Hindu extraction to like and trust you. I

  don’t even know what the fuck you were thinking—I mean, camel jockey?”




  Dale opened his mouth to protest that he hadn’t used such terms, or wouldn’t if he thought about it, but the camel jockey confirmed it. The automatic use of derogatory terms

  just came easily to him by nature-nature reinforced by two unpleasant tours of duty in Iraq thirty-five years earlier.




  “Can I apologize?”




  “I’d recommend it,” Harley said. “I wouldn’t put much hope in a reprieve.”




  “So this is some kind of life sentence.”




  “It’s a small group with a long memory. All you can do is give it time.”




  Giving things time was never one of Dale Scott’s talents. If the HBs were going to isolate him, he would simply withdraw.




  And he had . . . ultimately to his great benefit.




  Thinking of long-dead Zack Stewart, Dale felt a bit smug and entitled himself as he accompanied Harley and Sasha deeper into the human habitat. As he met the eyes of original HBs and the first

  generation—yavaki was what they called each other: “young ones”—Dale sensed their defensive pride in their tidy fields and residences, in the cute little walkways

  and gardens.




  Yes, it was nice, but it was also suffocating.




  He never understood everyone’s doglike attachment to the human habitat. Yes, it was where they all arrived—and the place that the Architect/Keanu had modified for them. But Keanu was

  around a hundred kilometers in diameter, and mostly hollow. It could have held twenty equally useful habitats.




  Harley had tried to find as many as he could. It had not been easy; up to the week after his arrival on the NEO, to the moment of core re-ignition, Keanu had possessed a series of subway

  car-like pods that zipped through the same web of tunnels that allowed nano-goo to flow.




  The cars still existed, and still looked as though they were functional, but the control system had ceased to operate. It was as if Zack Stewart’s brave, self-sacrificing reboot had

  brought Keanu back online in safe mode . . . basic systems like propulsion and life support working, but none of the extras.




  So Dale had been limited to the habitats he could reach on foot, which turned out to be four: the Sentry space, which was aquatic and filled with what he considered giant lily pads. And

  Sentries. Dale had not enjoyed his first visit to the Sentry habitat, when he was in flight and Sentries were the enemy. And while hostilities had ceased by the time of his second visit, it was an

  oppressive place: wet, damp, smelly.




  Adjacent to the Sentries was a dead habitat, one that he and Zack Stewart and crew had crossed in their inner space trek. Poking around in that ruined landscape was fascinating and also

  bittersweet, because it reminded Dale of his dreams of exploring the Moon—dreams that had largely been killed by Stewart.




  Dale had also ventured into the realm of the Skyphoi—that was the way he thought of it—the air-based creatures who communicated by changing colors and seemed blissfully unaware of

  such mundane matters as buildings or vehicles or, as Dale had proved, visitors.




  The Skyphoi habitat was cylindrical in cross section, like the others Dale knew, but was filled with a thick atmosphere and clouds of living things, like airborne algae, and lacked a proper

  floor. Entering it, Dale had had to descend to the lower hemisphere, an incredibly disconcerting voyage that reminded him of a hike he had taken to the bottom of the Grand Canyon . . . without the

  charming scenery or the Colorado River.




  No alien entity had landscaped the lower half of the Skyphoi cylinder, either, so it was filled with boulders and fissures (even in Keanu’s relatively benign internal climates, weathering

  still left its mark, especially over a few thousand years) and tons of debris, garbage, and what surely had to be Skyphoi guano.




  The smell alone had been enough to cause the intrepid explorer to turn back. Then there was the suffocating, potentially toxic Skyphoi atmosphere.




  No, Dale had probably spent more time in the Skyphoi habitat than any human, but the competition was non-existent.




  And the Skyphoi remained a mystery, the darkest of the three bad habitats.




  Dale didn’t really want to criticize his fellow HBs for their lack of curiosity, but he was pretty sure that he was the only one who had seen them all, who would know much of anything

  about them, firsthand. At least on purpose.




  Not that he was an explorer at heart. His wanderings had been forced. So now he lurked, he skulked. He had—no doubt about it—spent far too much time alone.




  But now, today, this moment, he was back among . . . people.




  And their unique environment.




  





  

    

      They’re here! The outbound Keanu vessel we’ve been expecting entered Earth’s atmosphere early this morning, Perth time, and appears to have landed in southern

      India . . . likely Bangalore.




      We, which is to say Colin, were actually able to track them on approach—a bright streak across the sky, like a meteoroid.




      We were unable to intercept any useful telemetry (they may not have been transmitting it or, if so, only in a direct beam to Keanu) or voice, only bursts of what was clearly

      communication, but likely scrambled.




      Of course, this means other parties were surely able to track them, too. And there are indications that someone—guess who?—took a shot at them during final

      approach.




      But none of our eyes and ears in Bangalore reported any crash. And the total blackout of Keanu-related news—and the sudden disappearance of General Radhakrishnan and

      Director Remilla of ISRO—suggests that the Keanu folks made it, and are safe.




      Of course, none of us are truly safe.




      But this may be the first step.




      ENCRYPTED MESSAGE TO THE KETTERING GROUP,


      APRIL 13, 2040


    


  




  TAJ




  Taj Radhakrishnan ran out of Yelahanka’s operations center, intending to leave his wife behind. “No, you don’t,” she shouted, “not without

  me!” And she followed him.




  Taj was too concerned with what had just happened north of the Yelahanka runway to really care about his wife’s actions. She was not a member of the official welcoming committee and should

  not have been in the air base operations center at all.




  But Taj and the other committee members had allowed it, given that Mrs. Radhakrishnan, the former Tea Nowinski, was a space professional and a NASA astronaut—in fact, the commander of the

  first piloted lunar landing mission of the twenty-first century back in 2016. She may not have worked in the field for twenty years, but, then, neither had Taj.




  Perhaps it was that layoff that contributed to his wife’s loss of operational discipline—the urge that allowed her to race for Taj’s Jeep as it and several similar vehicles

  started heading for the landing site.




  “I want to see them!” she said.




  “Get in.” She had a right, after all. Taj had wanted Tea with him from the beginning but had run into a bureaucratic barrier: If the welcoming committee had no room for a long list

  of local politicians, ISRO certainly didn’t want Taj making room for Tea Nowinski Radhakrishnan, even if she was stepmother to one of the Adventure crew . . . and former

  quasi-stepmom to a second.




  The driver gunned the Jeep with purpose, violently flinging Taj, Tea, and the fourth party, Wing Commander Kaushal, side to side. “Careful!” Kaushal snapped. He was a round little

  man—short and so fat that Taj wondered how he passed the annual fitness exams. But then, Kaushal was known to be politically savvy if not especially skilled as a pilot. He was, in Taj’s

  view, a navigator, in all senses of the word.




  And, as the commandant of Yelahanka, a necessary addition to the welcoming committee.




  The convoy consisted of two Jeeps, an ambulance and rescue unit, and a cherry picker. They rolled toward the spacecraft without waiting for an order.




  As the convoy turned onto the runway, Tea looked stricken, so he said, before she could ask, “Rachel and Pav are fine. There is one serious injury, a man we don’t know.”




  “Oh, God. Taj, it crashed!”




  “It could have been worse.”




  “Tell me how!” This was an argument they had repeated all through their two decades of married life. Taj was a glass-half-full sort, she often said. Whereas Tea’s type was

  I didn’t order your stupid glass.




  “They could have left a smoking crater,” he said, unnecessarily. “Jesus Christ,” she snapped. Then she turned on the driver. “Can’t we go faster?”




  Taj had fought to keep the Adventure receiving party small, and he had succeeded—if one neglected to count Tea and the hundreds of Indian Air Force officers and

  enlisted men and their families and friends crowding the base, lurking, it seemed to Taj, behind every window or outside every fence.




  In the official dozen were five from the staff of ISRO Bangalore, including the center’s director, Mrs. Melani Remilla; the deputy mayor of the city, Suresh Kateel, representing the Bruhat

  Bengaluru Mahanagra Palike; also a member of the staff of the governor of Kanatka State and two agents from the Research and Analysis Wing in addition to the commandant of Yelahanka and his

  director of operations.




  Taj was the twelfth.




  But no reporters so far. The Signals Intelligence Directorate had frozen or silenced all networks and was transmitting blocking material on broadcast frequencies that originated from or were

  received at Yelahanka.




  Or so they believed. Taj was skeptical.




  Nevertheless, as much as it was possible in the mid-twenty-first century, the landing of this alien vessel carrying refugees from Earth was a private affair.




  They cleared the buildings lining the runway, passing a plaque commemorating Taj’s ill-fated Brahma mission to Keanu. He had been stationed at Yelahanka when selected for space

  training in 2005, so the base had more or less claimed him. He had driven past the plaque half a dozen times in the last week, each time feeling a pang of regret and shame.




  This time, however, he barely glanced at it, as if finally leaving it, and the Brahma experience, in the rearview mirror.




  Looking ahead, their view still blocked by buildings, Taj wondered what he and Tea and the others would find at the landing site. They had heard the disturbing final exchanges . . . with no

  knowledge of the type of vehicle Adventure was, Taj was no judge of its terminal phase, though it did seem to be falling rather fast, not perfectly controlled. In the last few seconds,

  when Adventure more or less hovered over the runway, he could see that one of its four tail fins was clearly damaged. There was a hole in it big enough to see through.




  It was early morning; the runway at Yelahanka ran almost directly east-west. Taj and team had instructed Adventure to aim for any of three helicopter pads to the north and west of the

  runway. Thanks to its problems, Adventure hit on the grass apron at the extreme eastern edge of the runway.




  Which meant that, as they drove toward Adventure, Taj and team were looking directly into the morning sun. The big fat shape of Adventure—it reminded Taj of the famous

  London Pickle—was nothing but a two-dimensional shadow until the convoy managed to come up on its southern side.




  Then he got a clear view of the patchwork quilt of thermal tiles, much like the old space shuttle, many of them scarred from the heat of reentry. “Oh my God, Taj! Look at that piece of

  crap,” Tea said. “How could they fly that from Keanu?”




  Even though it was uttered by his wife, whom he loved, Taj bristled at the comment; any vehicle capable of crossing half a million kilometers was not a piece of crap.




  Yet, with its tilt and damaged fin, it did look “hobo,” to use a phrase Taj had picked up from space station Americans. Nevertheless, even half-crumpled the fin was still strong

  enough to keep the vehicle from toppling.




  Up close Adventure proved to be as tall as a five-story building . . . almost as tall as Taj’s long-lost Brahma. The medical unit and the cherry picker were at its base.

  One of the med techs waved and signaled that there were no toxics. All Taj and Tea could do now was wait, and wonder what the crew’s medical need was.




  Before the basket of the cherry picker reached it, the hatch opened, flopping downward to provide an egress platform. Stepping out onto it was a figure from years of Taj’s nightmares . . .

  a Sentry! Taller than a human, multi-armed, deadly.




  “Oh my God, Taj—!” Tea grabbed his arm. She had not seen any Sentries face-to-face, but she had seen their work.




  “General,” Kaushal said, using a rank Taj had long since relinquished, “is that what we expected?” He sounded as nervous as any military man would, when surprised.




  But this Sentry was carrying a wounded man. From where Taj stood, nothing more could be seen, certainly not the extent of the man’s injuries or even his identity—Taj prayed that it

  was not Pav even as he wondered if he would recognize his son.




  With two techs aboard, the cherry picker basket reached the hatch level. The techs took the wounded man from the alien, then began to descend.




  Taj’s Jeep stopped fifty meters from the base of the craft. “Wait here,” Taj told Tea. To his surprise, she did as ordered.




  He and Kaushal hurried toward Adventure now. What they saw was devastating—a young barefoot Hindi in what would have been normal street attire (white shirt and slacks) a

  generation back, with a severe head wound, as if the left half of his face had been bashed in. “Get him to the infirmary,” Kaushal ordered.




  Taj shaded his eyes and looked up at the Sentry, a figure from his past, shouting, “Are there other injuries?”




  To his surprise, the creature shook its head and waved its upper arms in a very humanlike set of gestures. “No!” Its voice was muffled by its suit, of course, but could easily have

  been any of the welcoming party.




  Then the Sentry was joined on the platform by four others, all in street clothes. (Taj had expected flight suits of some kind.) A heavyset black man—likely the partner named Toutant. A

  teenaged girl in shorts and a loose yellow blouse—Yahvi.




  A tall man who looked much as Taj once had. “Papa!” He waved. Pav! Lord, he was grown up! Handsome in spite of the day’s ordeal.




  And with him, a dark-haired woman in her thirties. “It’s Rachel, hi!” For a moment, Taj felt confused . . . it was as if he were looking at Megan Stewart, Rachel’s mother

  . . . the same woman he had last seen, alive, on Keanu twenty years ago.




  Before this thought could bedevil him further, there was a shriek from behind him—Tea. Waving her hand, moving as she had not moved in a decade, she ran toward the base of

  Adventure.




  Rachel was hopping up and down like an excited teenager, which was what she had been during her last meeting with Tea. It was clear that she wanted to scream, and just as clear that, given the

  wounded man’s condition, she could not.




  And so Taj Radhakrishnan was reunited with his son and introduced to his now-extended family.




  There were hugs and tears all around as the Adventure crew descended. Tea and Rachel were linked so completely and for so long that an objective observer might have

  judged them to be a single organism. There was a special bond between the two, of course. Rachel’s mother, Megan, had been killed in 2016 in an accident that cost Zack Stewart command of the

  Destiny-5 lunar mission . . . which had then gone to Tea!




  A year or so later, Zack Stewart began dating Tea . . . who then became a surrogate mother to fourteen-year-old Rachel. They had apparently gotten along well—it was Taj’s impression

  that at the time, Rachel might have had the edge in maturity.




  And if so, it appeared that his granddaughter, who had been standing silently and politely for several minutes, shared her mother’s prodigal serenity. Of course, Yahvi’s silence

  could also be caused by sullenness—or, to be entirely fair, the stress of her recent experiences.




  Rachel finally turned Tea toward Pav “Hello, Pav,” Tea said, “it’s so nice to finally meet you.” Then she turned to Taj. “Do you tell him or do I?”




  Pav looked at his father with his familiar, quizzical expression. “Tea is my wife,” Taj said.




  Rachel squealed and hugged Tea again. Pav was more dutiful—understandably. “I guess, then,” he said, taking Yahvi by the hand and drawing her forward, “this is your

  granddaughter, of sorts.”




  Now Yahvi allowed herself a smile—dazzling, shy. She looked directly at Taj. “What do you want me to call you?”




  He was startled by the question—especially in the circumstances. “How about Grandfather?” he said, wondering what the other options were.




  Pav hugged Yahvi, then pulled Taj into a three-way hug. It was not a gesture he would have learned in his sixteen years on Earth, but welcome nonetheless. “Can you believe we made it

  back?”




  





  

    

      We Aggregates are your friends and allies! There is no reason to be afraid, or even uncomfortable!




      But there are obvious differences. For one thing, we come in a greater variety of shapes and sizes, ranging from the near microscopic to Aggregates that are slightly larger and

      heavier than most humans.




      We have families, too, though human biologists call them “formations.” And while we have ancient roots in organic life, for the past two hundred million Earth years

      we have been machine-based. Think of your computers as mobile units, able to combine and break into smaller entities depending on need, and you’ll have the idea.




      And while individual Aggregates are usually an assembly of dozens, hundreds, or thousands of smaller, often identical units, don’t assume that we are all the same.

      Interaction with other beings—especially humans!—results in revised programming and behavior.
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