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			Prologue

			2086 A.D.

			Final Year of the Energy War

			Seventeen Years Before the Arrival of Rogue Planet G9615

			Ada squeezed her stuffed animal, wringing the poor dodo’s neck as the building rumbled. Her mother tightened her grip on Ada’s other hand, and she looked up at her mother; white flecks of dust traced her unbound, dark hair, illuminated by the blinding white of the ceiling light. She shielded her eyes from the glare and saw her mother’s expression. Her face was pallid, her breathing shaky, her lips quivered, and her eyes darted between the soldier guarding the barred door and Ada’s father. Ada squeezed her hand to comfort her. Her mother didn’t seem to notice.

			An explosion shook the building and sent another cloud of dust streaming down onto the people in the crowded room. The building trembled so violently, a swarm of insect-like maintenance drones dispersed and flew into an access vent. Ada shivered. The lights flickered. Families huddled closer together, packed tightly from one cracked gray wall to the other.

			In the shower of dust, Ada looked up at her mother. She noticed and smiled half-heartedly. Her eyebrows pulled down and her eyes softened, but they glistened with tears.

			

			“It’s going to be okay, Ada, my love,” she said. “There’s no need to worry.”

			But Ada couldn’t get the image of her mother’s scared face out of her mind. She remembered it perfectly, just as she remembered everything she saw. Her parents called it a blessing, but lately it had become Ada’s burden.

			Beyond the closed door, screams. Whether they were screams of fear or of pain, Ada couldn’t tell. Probably both. They had passed an emergency ward on the way to this makeshift shelter, and Ada had slowed to look into the room. Red and black stains marred the floor tiles, wet spots reflecting the lights in the hospital’s ceiling. Doctors and nurses restrained patients who jerked in pain as the medibots went to work, sawing at limbs, stitching wounds, injecting medicine. Some of the injured wore the uniforms of soldiers—blue and gray for the Allianz Mitteleuropa, red and black for the Unified Korean Peninsula, dark green for the United States. Most patients didn’t wear uniforms, just regular clothes. Ada wondered why that was, if they weren’t fighting in the war. The doctors kept the colors separated, with civilians filling the beds between. None of the soldiers liked each other; Ada could see it in their expressions. No matter what side someone fought for, anger and distrust always looked the same.

			Her father placed himself between her and the room. “Don’t look in there, sweetie,” he said in a deep, stern voice. “Just keep your eyes forward.”

			She’d nodded and obeyed. She might have been only eight years old, but even she knew war was no time for disobedience. Her mother had taken her free hand and tugged her along, following her parents’ friends, whom Ada called Uncle Ezran and Aunt Olsa, and the AM soldier leading them through the hospital. He’d brought them to a heavy door, knocked twice, and said something in German. The door had creaked open and another AM soldier ushered them into the room, already stuffed with refugees. Here they waited as the sounds of fighting grew more intense.

			The horrors of war surrounded her, but Ada was amazed by the lights. Actual, working lights that stayed on for days! It had been the reason they’d come to the hospital—Aunt Olsa’s baby would be born soon, and Uncle Ezran wanted to make sure she got the care she needed. However, they wouldn’t go alone, not when that meant leaving Ada and her family behind in a war zone, stuck waiting in the dark. This blackout had lasted for almost a month, the sun failing to appear from behind the blanket of clouds to power the solar arrays. Even before that, the German government restricted Ada’s home from running the lights for more than an hour or two at a time. That was what everyone was fighting about, Ada’s father had told her. Everyone used to have as much energy and light as they wanted, and they all blamed each other for the crisis.

			Ada couldn’t imagine a world like that, the sun shining every day, cities that glowed at night like stars. She cherished the few memories she had of such beautiful sights. Those were good days, but they were rare. For most of her childhood, Ada had lived in darkness. 

			Here, the entire hospital was illuminated, and they even had spare energy to power the bots. Below the drone vent, a medibot waited in the corner, its sensory carapace swiveling back and forth as though looking for people to help. Ada smiled at the bot, then squinted up at the lights until tears formed in her eyes.

			Her father came over, scowling at her. Despite his look, he gently placed his hand on her head and crouched down as far as he could amid the press of other refugees. Just as he opened his mouth to say something, a stout man with a thick beard spat on the ground.

			“Verdammter Amerikaner.” He glowered at Ada and her family. “Ihr seid für diesen Krieg verantwortlich!”

			Her father straightened and spoke to his friend out of the side of his mouth, never breaking his gaze away from the other man’s hate-filled eyes. “What did he say?”

			Uncle Ezran grimaced and turned him away. He said with a thick German accent, “Put him out of mind, Nolan. We must focus on what we are to do after this assault passes. We cannot stay here.”

			Ada’s father rubbed the space between his eyes. “I know, Ez, but where else can we go?”

			“South,” Uncle Ezran whispered. “The Swiss border is not far, and the cloud cover is not so thick by the mountains. They have enough sunlight to power the highways, and—”

			“That’s bullshit,” Ada’s father said, then glanced down at Ada with a sorry look. “There are no highways functioning, and even if there were, they’d be shut down for all but military vehicles. Besides, they’d never let Americans pass.”

			“You are not a soldier,” Uncle Ezran said.

			“And?” Ada’s father gave him a hard look. The one that meant he was right and he knew it. Ada’s father never believed he was wrong, but Ada remembered the instances that he was. Maybe this was one of them.

			“And we’re bot techs,” Ada’s mother said. She gestured with her free hand, never letting go of Ada’s with her other. “We’re useful.”

			The building began to buzz with increasing intensity, and several gasps sounded from around the room.

			“Ordnance drones?” Aunt Olsa asked from the hospital bed she sat upon. “They wouldn’t drop bombs on a hospital. They couldn’t.” She placed a hand upon her bulging belly. Ada pitied that unborn child, to be brought into a world like this. When she’d told Aunt Olsa that, she’d responded that there was never an ideal time to bring new life into the world, yet nothing could be more important.

			Uncle Ezran grunted. “Not drones.” He grimaced. “Troop carriers.”

			A deep reverberation sounded through the walls. Ada had seen a troop carrier drop down through the clouds once, all hard edges and trailing black smoke. Ada had wondered at the science that allowed such a massive beast to gracefully travel through the air. One of them had just perched atop the hospital. 

			“The Americans want this place for themselves,” Ada’s father murmured.

			“Or the UKP,” Uncle Ezran suggested. “They are in the area also.”

			Her father simply responded with that look again, and her mother clutched Ada’s hand tighter. But Ada’s family were American, weren’t they? Wouldn’t things be okay if they stayed with them in the hospital? 

			She glanced at the AM soldier by the door. He was holding two fingers to his ears and speaking softly. His eyes darted back and forth as he looked at something visible only through his augments. When his gaze returned to the room, he took a deep breath and regained his grip on his rifle. He was trying to look confident, but Ada saw the worry behind that veneer. She bit her lip. If people just stopped pretending they were all right, maybe they would see how scared everyone really was. Maybe then, the war could finally end. More than anything, Ada wanted the fighting to stop.

			Another explosion rocked the building. The lights blinked, then shut off for good. The pitch black room filled with panic. Someone knocked Ada aside as they rushed past her in the darkness. Still, her mother never let go of her hand. Ada was afraid, but her mother’s presence provided some semblance of comfort. There was a metal clang, followed by a scuttling noise near the ceiling that sent a chill through Ada’s body. Sparks flashed and fell from the ceiling, then a dim red light filled the room, as deep as the red stains on the emergency ward floor. It took a few moments for Ada’s eyes to adjust to the crimson glow that bathed the room—moments during which Ada wished she had augments to help her see in the dark, but she was too young for those. The sounds of scampering resumed above her. An insectoid maintenance bot crawled along the ceiling, its six legs moving with mechanical precision, until it disappeared into the open access shaft and closed the grate behind it. Ada was comfortable around most bots—her parents often brought their work home—but the small ones that looked like insects had always creeped her out.

			The lamp on the AM soldier’s helmet turned on, casting light everywhere the soldier gazed. For a moment, he looked right at Ada. She turned away from the bright blue light and clutched her dodo even more tightly. Her mother pulled Ada closer and hugged her. Her hand pressed Ada’s head into her warm side. It was so soft, Ada didn’t want to move. She closed her eyes and tried to relax.

			Her eyes snapped open when gunfire sounded through the door, so loud it hurt her ears. Panic swept the room. Refugees shouted. Ada and her family were pressed against the wall as the crowd moved back from the door. Still, the bursts overpowered the commotion. The lone soldier’s headlamp was joined by another—a lamp at the end of his rifle’s barrel. This light he kept away from the crowd, pointing it at the floor as he backed away from the barred door. Somehow, the gunfire grew even louder, and the louder it grew, the more intensely Ada was squeezed against strangers. She struggled to breathe. Aunt Olsa screamed as Uncle Ezran hunkered down and pushed people away from his wife. Ada let out a whimper and began crying. She was far from the only one crying, though she may have been the youngest. This was no place for little girls. Her mother’s fingernails dug into her palms, but she didn’t care. At least it meant her mother was close.

			Then, mercifully, the gunfire receded. As if in disbelief, the crowd went silent. The soldier’s blue uniform expanded as he took a deep, slow breath. When he exhaled, his headlamp pointed at the floor, and he turned around with his fingers in his ear again.

			Someone pounded on the other side of the door and shouted, her voice a muted yell in a language Ada couldn’t understand. The soldier’s rifle snapped up, then he hesitated. He lowered his aim and took a slow step forward.

			“Nein!” someone shouted.

			“Es ist eine Falle!”

			Her father moved Ada and her mother away from the door, but there was nowhere to run if the woman on the other side wasn’t friendly.

			The soldier opened the door a crack, and the woman burst into the room, knocking him to the floor. Even under the wash of red light, streaks of blood ran down her face. She wasn’t a soldier. She was a nurse, wearing the same colors as the AM soldier she’d knocked aside. She tore off her face mask and fell to her knees beside the soldier, then spoke to him. Ada didn’t understand her words, but she understood the panic in her voice.

			“What is she saying?” Ada’s mother asked Uncle Ezran.

			

			He listened for a moment, then began translating. “Enemy forces in the building…UKP troops.” He glanced at her father, who looked away and said nothing. “Our troops have pushed them back to the breach, but…” Uncle Ezran gasped. His eyes went wide. “Doctors are dead. A medibot has been hacked. Killing the patients indiscriminately.” Other refugees reacted to this with shock. A void of people formed around the medibot in the corner of the room, suddenly menacing in its eerie stillness.

			Her father moved toward it.

			“No!” her mother yelled, but her father paid her no heed.

			He crouched beside the bot and removed a service panel on its back. A moment later, the bot powered down. Her father called their AM guardian over. At first, the soldier didn’t respond, looking at Ada’s father with a skepticism as he rose to his feet. But Uncle Ezran shouted something that must have convinced him to help, because the soldier knelt beside her father and provided him with a light.

			Ada looked up at her mother. What was going on? There were no answers to be found on her mother’s face. Only that same expression of fear, the one that hardly ever seemed to change these days. She squeezed her mother’s hand. “Mommy? What’s Daddy doing?”

			Ada’s mother shushed her. “Nothing, Ada. He’s going to stay here with us.” Her father and Uncle Ezran returned to them with the soldier close behind. Ada’s mother looked at her husband with tears forming in her eyes. “Aren’t you?”

			Her father’s lips curled into a grimace, then he plastered on a smile over the grave look. It did little to comfort Ada. Pretending never did any good. “It’s a standard MED-9 model,” he said. “We can disable it.”

			

			“Nolan…” her mother pleaded. “We can’t leave Ada here.”

			“Ezran is going to watch her,” he promised, “until we come back.”

			“And what if we don’t come back?” Ada’s mother snapped. She blinked, and the tears traced grooves in the dust that coated her cheeks.

			“Look,” her father said, and pointed at the nurse. She sat against the wall, her legs tucked up against her chest, hugging them and staring at the floor with unblinking eyes. “She isn’t going to do it.”

			“Another technician then,” Ada’s mother said. “There are fifty people in here. Someone else must know how to stop it.”

			“People are dying.” He placed a hand on her mother’s cheek, wiped away a tear with his thumb. “We have to help.”

			“The soldier will escort you,” Uncle Ezran said, but there was uncertainty in his voice. He shook his head, then put his hand on Ada’s shoulder. “She will be safe with me.”

			“All MED-9s have blind spots,” her father said, and his eyes softened. When he smiled, Ada frowned. More pretending. “I’ll get close and wait for you to send an override through its hardlink. It will be just like any other day on the job. Trust me.”

			Ada stared up at her parents, confused as her mother swallowed and gave a sharp nod. Why were they going to leave her here? Didn’t they want her to come? Her mother bent down and put on a brave face, but Ada remembered the fear. This was just a mask.

			“Ada, my love, I need you to stay with Uncle Ezran. Listen to everything he says, and we’ll be back for you soon.” Ada’s mother gave her hand one final squeeze, then for the first time since they’d arrived in the hospital, she let go. She gave her a hug, and Ada’s father kissed her on the forehead. Then, with the soldier in blue leading the way out of the room, they left her.

			In this room full of strangers, surrounded by people, Ada had never felt so alone. She looked down at her palm where her mother’s fingernails had left bright red indents in her skin. Then she hugged her dodo close to her chest and began crying again.

			Why didn’t they want her to go with them? Was she not a good enough daughter? She could have helped. Instead, they had abandoned her. Uncle Ezran tried put a hand on her shoulder again, but she shrugged him off. The only touch she wanted to feel was her mother’s.

			He sighed. “It will be all right, little one. Your mama and papa will be back soon.”

			The door had been left ajar, and screams echoed from down the hall like the woeful cries of ghosts. Distant bursts of gunfire made her body tense and flinch. Behind it all, the susurration of aircraft—fighter drones, bombers, troop carriers, and more. Ada had seen them. She knew the face of this war better than an eight-year-old had any right to. There was danger beyond that door.

			But if her parents faced it, so could she.

			Aunt Olsa screamed, clutching her belly, face wrung with pain. Uncle Ezran rushed to her side, taking his eyes off Ada. This was her chance.

			She held on tight to her dodo and bolted for the door. Pulling it open with her free hand, she hurried through and never looked back, venturing into an endless nightmare.

		

	
		
			

			Part I

			Heaven From Hell

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Traveler

			August 2106 A.D.

			Present Day

			Three Years After the Arrival of Rogue Planet G9615

			Ada stared out the window of her uncle’s mountainside cottage over Lake Geneva, searching for the rising sun. An overlay in the corner of her vision indicated it was 7:30 in the morning. She had hoped to catch a glimpse of light, but the world was pitch black. Satellite data predicted that shortly after dawn a break in the clouds would illuminate the city of Geneva several kilometers to the south. For a few hours, their solar panels would collect that precious sunlight, storing it to ration later for food production, emergency response, water filtration, and other vital services. Each burst of life was like a postmortem spasm of an animal’s limbs, the illusion of rejuvenation to fool those who didn’t know better. Ada knew better. She looked up at the featureless sky, too dark to make out the texture of the impenetrable clouds. The predictions were wrong; there’d be no relief from energy austerity this day. Typical. 

			She should have known better than to hope. 

			With a sigh, Ada tapped the side of her head, behind her left ear. As her implanted augments powered on, she sat alone in the dark, surrounded by a black void. This transition into the virtual world always made her feel like she was floating in space. But in space, there would be starlight and the deadly chill of vacuum. Here, there was nothing. Intellectually, she knew she sat comfortably in a chair in Ezran’s house, but as she waited for the Chain environment to boot up, her augments blanked out her visual field. Her haptics blocked out the sensations of the room she sat in. No temperature, no touch. Only darkness. She focused on breathing as though trying to maintain a meditative trance. She preferred nothing over the memories that haunted her, but they could only be kept at bay for so long.

			“Come on, come on,” she said, growing impatient. Ada was long overdue to upgrade her augments, but the past few years’ iterations cost more than she could afford, and her crypt savings were already draining too fast for comfort. Plus, she didn’t relish the idea of undergoing another surgery so soon after the last. Her brain was already messed up enough. Anyone’s would be, after what she’d gone through. War. Loss. Upheaval. But for Ada, the trauma was excruciating in its clarity.

			Right on cue, the memories of that fateful day overlaid themselves atop her empty visual field. She experienced it all with perfect clarity, as if she were back in her eight-year-old body looking on the grisly scene with once-innocent eyes. Crimson lights flickering in the hospital ceiling. The feel of her dodo slipping from her hand. Blood dripping from surgical saws. The hacked medibot turning toward her with malevolence in its eyes. Her heart palpitated. A scream built in her throat.

			Then, a merciful ping let her know her virtual home had finished loading. Her augments pulled her out of the memory and into a mountainside view, replete with blue skies and a bright sun bathing her in false warmth. Ada took a moment to calm herself, watching a flock of starlings as it coalesced over the distant forest. The view drained the tension in her stiff neck muscles. It was a nice distraction, something she’d picked to keep her mind off what was happening in the real world. Flocks this big were as dead as Ada’s stuffed dodo. Forests that turned these shades of amber, green, and yellow couldn’t survive on what little sunlight pierced the cloud cover.

			The tension in her neck threatened to return, so Ada gestured to open her interface before she thought for too long about humanity’s dying legacy. A third-person view of her avatar greeted her in the interface portal that appeared. She still wore the fluffy, loose-fitting pants and a tee shirt three sizes too big that she’d loaded when the passive comfort of escaping reality wasn’t enough. Every once in a while, she allowed herself the energy expenditure to more proactively comfort herself in the Chain. 

			A girl had to take care of her mental health, after all. What little of it remained. 

			She didn’t bother redressing; she wouldn’t be using her augments for long. An indicator at the bottom left of her visual field told her that the battery implanted in her skull would need a recharge soon, and she only had a few charges remaining in her energy budget. She’d have to use one while she slept tonight if she didn’t exit virtual reality soon, but Ada needed to check her messages to see if a response had come in from Dr. Ramesh. She’d asked the doctor about her paper on efficient cellular robotic systems, hoping some elaboration could provide a clue about the missing piece of Ada’s research. However, when she opened a view portal to ChainMail, the messaging app, there was no luck. Ada sighed, still no closer to perfecting her algorithm.

			Swiping down with her hand, Ada’s haptics picked up the signal sent from her brain through her arms. If everything was working perfectly, her real body didn’t move at all. Only her virtual avatar did. The gesture closed the ChainMail app, but even such simple motions were unnecessary these days. The augments released last month by the St. James Unity could be controlled with nothing more than a thought. The Unity continued to make impressive advances in artificial intelligence and neurointerfacing. The collective thoughts of millions of individuals combined to make a positive difference in the hell that Earth had become. Ada admired that even while most of humanity retreated into the Chain to hide from the insurmountable mountain of problems, a small portion still held on to a dream of progress.

			Ada wasn’t one of those people—Earth was fucked, as far as she could tell—but she still had responsibilities to her family. She couldn’t miss her child support payments to Lakaya, nor the energy bills that both she and Ezran incurred. She also needed a bit of crypt for herself, spending money to prevent her life from devolving into a depressing monotony that would make scavenging in the wastelands seem appealing. New augments might help her earn more, but they’d only pay for themselves over time. If she wanted more crypt immediately, she’d have to publish her latest research. It would pay well; she was still living off the income from her last publication that was accepted into the Ledger of Insight.

			Seven years ago.

			Ada opened a new portal, drawn back into her work despite her intention to quickly power down her augments. She glanced at her latest diagnostic simulations.

			With the results she’d been producing, the improvements she’d made to her initial algorithm would be an important breakthrough in the swarm intelligence field. It would change the way bots coordinated and reduce their energy overhead by up to twenty percent. However, the algorithm had a fatal flaw. The swarm had blind spots, and Ada couldn’t figure out how to plug those holes. She could publish now and start earning her royalties, but the research would only be good. Ada wanted it to be perfect. What good would a bit more crypt on her kids’ ledgers do if they didn’t have a future in which to spend it? Her ex-wife made enough money to take care of them, and focusing on short-term gains at the expense of long-term stability was how the world had declined to this sorry state to begin with. Ada refused to accelerate the problem. She didn’t have to. She was so close. If she could just solve one final problem…

			The low power indicator flashed, and she dismissed her work. Ada couldn’t let herself get sucked in again. She moved to the balcony and gripped the metal rail, then closed her eyes and tilted back her head. The metal was hot from baking in the virtual sun, but Ada’s haptics filtered out anything above her pain threshold. She looked up, directly into the sun. No matter how lifelike simulated reality became, the sun was one thing it never seemed to get right. It always struck her as cold and remote, as though replicating the relationship Earth’s latest generation had with it in the real world. Small wonder almost everyone chose to escape that hellscape. Ada was glad living in the Chain was an option, but she wished humanity hadn’t fucked up their only planet so badly that extinction was all but inescapable.

			She thought of Aunt Olsa. Ezran’s wife had died in that hospital the same day Ada’s parents had. Her baby never made it into the world.

			Ada grimaced. “Better off never being born than living in a world like this.”

			She tapped the side of her head to turn off her augments, but before she could confirm she wanted to power them down, a new message indicator flashed. Hopeful, Ada opened her palm upward and tapped on the holographic display floating above her hand. When ChainMail reopened, there was a single unread message waiting in her inbox. But it wasn’t from Dr. Ramesh.

			It was from Constance St. James.

			“What the…” Ada’s stomach fluttered as she stared at the empty subject line.

			Was this spam, someone impersonating Constance St. James? Ada had seen plenty of scams using the stolen identities of high-profile individuals, and the founder of the St. James Unity certainly fit the bill. But when Ada checked the Chain’s certificate, she saw that the message did indeed match Constance St. James’ public encryption key. It was real. How did someone as important as St. James know Ada existed? She was just an obscure mathematics researcher living with her uncle in a secluded mountainside community. What could she possibly want with Ada? 

			Ada supposed there was only one way to find out.

			She looked at the message and subtly clenched her fist to open it, but a portal to the message’s contents didn’t open. Instead, she was teleported to a new virtual location designed to look like a low-tech interrogation room. Ada found herself sitting at a lone table in the middle of a room, surrounded by four one-way mirrors, though everything they reflected was blurry. One didn’t need such antiquated forms of secrecy to monitor someone in a private virtual space, but they imparted what Ada assumed was the intended effect. She felt like she was being watched from every angle.

			“What’s going on?” Ada demanded, looking in turn at each of the opaque windows. She was the only one allowed to manipulate her avatar, and she certainly didn’t give consent to be taken from her home environment. Ada gestured to open her interface, but her transportation controls were disabled. She was trapped here. 

			

			Panic set in. Ada stomped toward the wall to bang on one of the false mirrors but stopped short when she saw herself. The panel only rendered her avatar in detail when she got close, to save processing power. Far from the fuzzy pajamas she’d started in, she now wore a black and white jumpsuit with the Unity logo printed on the breast. They’d dressed her like a prisoner. What were they going to do to her?

			A woman’s silky voice sounded in the room, distorted and crackling as though it had come through an old speaker. “No need for alarm, Ms. Bryce. This is all standard protocol.”

			“Abducting people is standard protocol?” She scoffed.

			“For matters this sensitive…” The host paused, as if checking a long list of standard operating procedures. “Yes, I’m afraid so.”

			Ada’s gut sank. What was she being roped into? Was this legal? Edicts in the Chain were supposed to be unbreakable, but if any organization could do it, it would be the Unity.

			Her low power indicator flashed again, warning her that her augments were in critical need of a recharge.

			Ada barked a humorless laugh. “Well, sensitive or not, my augments are going to shut off soon, so you’d better get to the point fast.”

			“Not to worry,” the Unity host said. A moment later, Ada’s breath hitched as the battery icon switched from red to white as they received a fresh charge.

			“That’s not possible…” Ada stammered.

			“Plenty is possible when you’re willing to bend the rules.”

			“Bend the rules? Kidnap me, you mean?” Ada shouted. “What are you doing with my body?” 

			That was the only explanation. She was no longer in her chair in Ezran’s house. The St. James Unity had taken her while she was unaware, senses blocked out by her haptics. Violated her. Her body, her home…

			Worry washed over Ada like ice water. “You better not have hurt Ezran,” she warned.

			The host sighed. A woman with rose gold hair pulled back in a tight bun phased through the wall and stood face to face with Ada. Her skin had a metallic sheen that made Ada wonder whether there was a human controlling the avatar or an AI. With the Unity, one could never be sure. In any case, she could be sure the host wasn’t Constance St. James herself. Ada had never seen the reclusive founder of the Unity, but the host’s voice wasn’t a match to public recordings.

			“We haven’t moved your body,” the host said. “We’re recharging your augments remotely using your nanos.”

			“My nanos?”

			“Yes. You have countless nanobots in your body—”

			“I know what nanos are.” Ada rolled her eyes. How else was she supposed to authenticate her identity on the Chain? “But I’m not near my bed’s wireless charger.”

			“Yes, we know. Long-distance wireless power is inefficient, but the St. James Unity has the budget to cover it.”

			Ada’s fears slowly receded, but she still crossed her arms. The Unity was as wealthy as they came but even they didn’t have limitless resources to throw around. She must have been brought here for something important.

			The golden-haired avatar cleared her throat, a meaningless gesture for an AI. Maybe she was dealing with a human after all. Or maybe the AIs had been programmed for rudeness. “Now, can we get to the matter at hand please, Ms. Bryce?”

			

			“It’s your energy,” Ada said. She selected her favorite chair in her inventory, summoned it to the table, and took a seat. “By all means.”

			“First,” the host said, “a disclaimer.” A sheet of paper appeared on the table with a flashy particle effect, and a pen was suddenly within Ada’s grasp.

			She looked sidelong at the host. “Pen and paper? A bit antiquated, don’t you think?”

			With a silver-lipped grin, the host replied, “Perhaps, but it provides a sense of gravitas that automatic digital signing simply cannot replicate.”

			“So, what am I waiving my rights to?” That Ada would be giving up some freedom was an assumption, but a pretty safe one. No one kidnapped you, trapped you in an interrogation room, and made you sign something to receive an all-expenses-paid trip to a resort on Luna.

			“A standard St. James Unity NDA. You can’t repeat a word of what you’re about to hear to anyone. Not until it’s made public on the Chain.”

			Simple enough. Ada signed in all the boxes, initialed each page, and had her augments clean up her signatures so they didn’t look like they were scribbled by a six-year-old. “So, the Unity is hiding some activities from the public. The conspiracy theorists would go nuts if they found out.”

			“Which is precisely why you’re in this room, and not them. We need people we can trust.”

			Ada glanced to her right, where the No Recording icon blinked not-so-subtly in her field of view. Trust or not, they were still taking precautions. As soon as Ada put down the pen, both it and the non-disclosure agreement vanished. 

			“Ready?”

			Ada cocked her head. “For what?”

			

			The fluorescent lights dimmed. Then, the universe materialized before Ada’s eyes. She gasped at the hologram, taking in the patterns of stars—no…galaxies—arrayed in clumps along the spacetime fabric. At this scale, the organizational effects of gravity reminded her of the scans she’d seen of neuronal structures. It was as if the entire universe was one fourteen-billion-year-long computation, running through the mind of a vast supercomputer. Goosebumps formed on her arms. What would that make of the people living within that computation? Would they be alive, or would consciousness be just another subroutine executing in the universal computer? Ada caught herself before getting too absorbed into the mire of simulation theory. 

			For a moment, the display stood still. Then, the galaxies began flashing past her, as though she were traveling through the universe at superluminal speeds. Impossible in reality, but anything was possible in a simulation. She zoomed through the infinite blackness of space, past entire galaxies the size of fireflies, between binary stars and exploding supernovae, until reaching her destination: the Milky Way. 

			Home. 

			From beyond the spiral arms, there was no way to tell which sun was theirs. As if reading her thoughts—and for all she knew, it could be—the hologram outlined Sol with a red border and centered it on the table in front of her. The display shrank until it fit above the tabletop but continued scaling down toward Earth. Ada felt as though she were falling into the display. When the motion finally snapped to a stop, the specks of light still seemed to lurch away—an artifact from the visual cortex. Her augments could provide her with any experience, but they couldn’t fix human neurology. That was a shame. Even if humanity got a second chance, they’d only screw it up and need a third.

			Ada rubbed her eyes. “What am I supposed to be looking for?” So far, she hadn’t seen anything you couldn’t find in basic educational Links about the solar system.

			“Wait for it,” the host said.

			“I’m sick of waiting,” she said, and stood. Ada seized control of the simulation.

			She thought the 3D representation had been a still render and only their perspective was changing, but she was mistaken. When Ada magnified the image to get a better view of Earth, its perpetual cloud cover roiled in the atmosphere, and defunct satellites and shimmering debris orbited the planet like flies buzzing around a corpse. This was a real-time visualization of a dying planet. Ada curled her lip and zoomed back out, the sight of humanity’s failure reminding her why she preferred mathematics. But from this new perspective, there was one celestial body that moved at a different rate from the rest—a dark sphere traveling at incomprehensible speeds through the Oort cloud surrounding the solar system.

			“What is that?” Ada muttered.

			“Ah, you’ve noticed it,” the host said. “Allow me to shed light on the situation.” She updated the visuals to include infrared.

			Ada hoped there was a person on the other side of that avatar. The world was unbearable enough without AI making bad puns. Still, the addition of IR had helped. Now, she could tell the dark object was rotating, as it had a dull red hotspot on one side. Each time that side pointed toward Earth, the red flashed to a brilliant white, two times in quick succession, then faded back to red.

			

			“What the…” Ada puzzled over the sight, drawn in by the mystery. She was no astronomer, but she knew this wasn’t ordinary. “Is this in real-time?”

			“No. Each rotation takes place over approximately twenty-two hours. I adjusted the playback speed so you can understand what’s happening.”

			But Ada already understood. She just couldn’t believe it. First contact happening in her lifetime… “When did this start?”

			“Over six-and-a-half years ago.”

			“Six-and-a-half…” Ada took a deep breath. “And the Unity has known about this—”

			“Since it began. Yes.”

			Of course. She should have known better than to trust a giant organization. It was only made of people, after all—bound to betray you at some point.

			“How did you get this data?”

			The host made eye contact with Ada and held it for an uncomfortably long time. “The rest of humankind may be squabbling over what remains in the dirt, but Constance St. James knows the value of looking toward the stars. Our satellites detected the anomaly as soon as the light reached Earth. Fortunately, that was all that reached Earth. We believe each of the flashes represents the firing of a massive projectile.”

			Ada’s breath hitched. “A weapon?”

			“More like…rocket science. Watch.”

			The visualization sped up until the flashes of light seemed continuous. Then, all at once, they ceased. Although the object still moved at an incredible speed, the scale of the display helped Ada see it was moving much more slowly after it went dark.

			“Newton’s first law in action,” the host said. “The planet fired enough mass in one direction to slow itself down.”

			

			“Fired it right at us…” If one of these projectiles had hit Earth, would there be enough warning to react? The host was right; most people were focused on the dangers local to Earth, immense as they were. But clearly, those weren’t their only problems. “Wait, did you say planet?”

			“I did.”

			Ada leaned in toward the object. She’d assumed the sphere was sized up for clarity, but if this was all to scale…

			“There’s more.” The host fast-forwarded the recording. “Two-and-a-half years later, it began firing again.”

			In those years, the planet had moved closer to Earth. The dread in Ada’s stomach increased with each centimeter it traveled across the table—likely representing millions of kilometers it traversed in the physical universe. Where had it come from, and why was it heading straight for Earth? There was nothing worthwhile on this collapsing world.

			When the pulsing started anew, Ada asked, “Any theories on why it resumed after so long?”

			“Several. Some of our astrophysicists believe impact with a large body in the Oort cloud triggered some destructive geological event. Others believe whatever system was powering the device required more energy after the first wave of bursts. It did, after all, only continue firing after entering our sun’s heliosphere. If it could use that solar energy in some way—”

			“That makes sense,” Ada said, cutting the host off. Nothing more needed to be said. It always came down to how much energy was available.

			“It doesn’t make sense to Constance St. James,” the host said. “In these patterns she sees a singular intent.”

			

			Ada watched the planet as it blinked its way toward Earth. By the time it stopped again, it was moving slower still. “It’s coming to a stop,” she said.

			“Just so. Which is why we must respond. That is why you are here.”

			A flurry of questions raced through Ada’s mind, but she looked back at the solar system. The inner planets circled the sun at a dizzying pace, while the outer planets drifted around in lazy, sweeping arcs. All the while, the newcomer zipped inward, moving faster than Mercury. Even at this new speed, the rogue planet outpaced every other celestial body in the area. “There’s no way it can slow down in time.”

			The host smiled and gestured. Rather than fast-forwarding the display once more, she skipped forward. It took Ada a moment to locate the object of interest, now so close to the solar system it was practically within it. It passed through the Kuiper belt, phasing through the simulated asteroids and reminded Ada that this was only an approximation of what happened. Reality was too complex to capture in full detail. The planet continued its march toward Earth, closer now than what past generations once considered the furthest planet, Pluto. Then, the host slowed the simulation down to real-time.

			And the planet exploded.

			Ada gaped as the black sphere’s infrared signature flashed white, releasing too much energy for the satellite’s sensors to capture. The simulation flickered, as if it was incapable of comprehending the level of destruction occurring above the table. Chunks of debris the size of Earth’s moon fragmented and continued toward the inner planets, like a shotgun shell fired from the barrel of an angry god. Ada’s mouth slackened as she watched the display. She knew humanity’s extinction was coming, but she didn’t expect it to be this soon.

			

			“How long do we have?” Ada blurted out. “What do you need me to do?” Ada’s instinct for survival surprised even her.

			The host chuckled, trying to hide her amusement with a hand that gleamed in the light of the explosion. “Please relax, Ms. Bryce. This happened over three years ago. We would all be long dead if this recreation were entirely accurate. Look again.” The host pointed.

			Ada blinked, then furrowed her brows. The rogue planet was intact. It was orbiting the sun, not far from the dotted line representing Jupiter’s path—in Earth’s backyard, on a planetary scale.

			“What just happened?” Ada asked, staring without blinking at Earth’s newest neighbor. 

			The host shrugged. “No one knows. An enormous burst of energy was detected, and the planet experienced a deceleration of over twenty G.”

			“You’re telling me an entire planet just parked itself in orbit near Jupiter with that kind of deceleration? How much energy would that take?” The battery icon on Ada’s augments blinked to indicate a full charge, as if just to mock her.

			“Approximately one-hundred twenty-eight yottajoules.”

			Ada stared at the host, awaiting clarification. When none was forthcoming, she sighed. “Yottajoule? Did you just make that up?”

			“On the contrary, Ms. Bryce. That is the official unit for one septillion joules according to the Ledger of Insight. Or, if you prefer, one-hundred twenty-eight yottajoules is equivalent to thirty-quadrillion tons of TNT.”

			“Right.” Ada pinched the bridge of her nose and turned away. Following the guidance of Occam’s razor, Ada concluded there could be only one explanation. “This is a joke. An elaborate practical joke.”

			“That’s an understandable reaction, Ms. Bryce. You’re not the only one who felt that way, but I assure you this is serious.”

			“There are others?” She whirled on the host. “Who else knows about this?”

			“I cannot say.”

			“Why not?” Ada demanded. “They’ve signed the NDA, right? Get them in here so I know I’m not going crazy.”

			“The whole world has collectively gone crazy, Ms. Bryce. Constance St. James is trying to snap some of you out of it.”

			If anything could pull humanity’s head out of its collective ass, it was an external threat. But of all the people who could have been chosen to meet that threat…

			“Why drag me into this? What the hell am I supposed to do?”

			“Only Constance St. James can answer that. You’ll be hearing from her shortly.”

			The host held up her hand and the holographic display shrank down to a point, then disappeared. The lights raised. A piece of paper materialized in the host’s palm, then hovered toward Ada, who reached out and grabbed it. Her haptics were sensitive enough for her to feel the featherlight weight of the paper, but the image printed thereon was grainy and out of focus—a blotchy, cratered orb with a patchwork of geometric patterns tracing the surface. For all their advances in technology that allowed them to virtually escape from Earth, anything regarding space and actually leaving the Earth had been sorely neglected. Humankind was trapped here, waiting to die. And holding this image in her hands gave Ada a visceral sense that the rogue planet whose journey she’d witnessed had accelerated that process.

			Ada closed her eyes and took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, she was back in her home environment, wearing her pajamas again, though she still had the image of the mysterious planet. She blinked, her heart still hammering in her chest, and her mind racing. Two new messages appeared in her inbox. She opened the first one, from the Unity. It listed her as a new member of the DAO and granted her the ability to charge her energy expenditures against the Unity’s ledgers. 

			Virtual freedom from energy austerity? Ada’s breath caught. She felt as though she’d lived her whole life with shackles around her ankles, and the Unity was dangling the key before her. What was the catch?

			She opened the second message. It was from Constance St. James, and it only contained a single word, handwritten and unmodified to provide a personal touch.

			“Interested?”

			Ada laughed. “You scratch my back, and I scratch yours?”

			She looked down once more at the picture, then opened the interface and sent her response.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Harmful Behaviors

			Ada powered on her augments and authenticated herself in the Chain. A month had passed since she had replied to Constance St. James confirming her interest in…whatever she had planned. A full month, during which the Unity could have notified her that there had been a mistake and that her services—whatever those might have been—were no longer needed. During which they could have cut off her supply of unlimited energy, revoking her newfound freedom and thrusting her back into impoverishment. She had been expecting the day to come since her response had been confirmed in the Chain’s ledgers.

			But it hadn’t.

			After only a month without energy austerity burdening her, Ada was convinced she could never go back.

			She hoped she would never have to, but that didn’t mean the day wasn’t approaching—decision times grew exponentially as the size of the organization increased. And the Unity was the biggest distributed autonomous organization on the Chain. The only bigger DAO was the Chain itself, the DAO of DAOs. That’s why it was so stagnant: it was a self-composing network of nearly every human on Earth, the biggest organization imaginable. Faced with an existential threat, indecision could be a death sentence. In this case, however, it may have been working to her advantage. So Ada used her benefits as often as she could while organizational complexity gummed up the works.

			Her first priority was making progress on her research. If time did run out and her Unity membership was revoked, Ada would forever regret not using this opportunity to improve her family’s financial situation. She was fully funding Ezran’s energy budget as well as her ex-wife Lakaya’s, so that her son’s significant medical expenses were covered. Both of them had been pestering her endlessly about where she was getting the crypt—Ezran in person and Lakaya through one opened ChainMail message and a dozen unopened follow-ups. But Ada was still bound by the non-disclosure agreement and she didn’t want to lie, so she solved the problem by doing what humans did best: avoiding it.

			She opened a portal to the Ledger of Insight. Normally, she would have sat in her favorite chair in her home environment and looked at text transcripts of the recordings stored in the Ledger. That was the best option for preserving a limited energy budget. Instead, Ada stepped through the portal into a fully rendered environment, energy savings be damned.

			After a brief loading blackout, Ada appeared within a cathedral of marble, gold, and platinum she was certain broke the laws of both physics and—were it constructed in the real world—economics. She stood in the center of a football-field-sized atrium surrounded by six tiers of floors, each housing massive bookshelves containing all the knowledge accepted into the Ledger of Insight. Instead of colonnades to support the domed, stained glass roof, sixteen waterfalls flowed from a misty white cloud that hovered near the ceiling and caught the kaleidoscopic light streaming in from the heavens. The moving water created a cool breeze and filled the building with white noise that obscured conversations and allowed scholars to read in peace. 

			The place almost felt pleasant. That is, until all the avatars of others visiting the Ledger loaded in. Soon, the Ledger was filled with people reading at tables, holding conversations both lively and hushed, teleporting to and from different bookshelves, and generally just crowding Ada’s personal bubble. She always hated when people suddenly materialized around her. They may have been the stuff of bits, not atoms, but they still made her feel like she was that child back in the hospital room stuffed with refugees.

			Still, the discomfort would have been worse if more people cared about knowledge. While most salved the vicissitudes of existence with their augments, visiting the Ledger of Insight wasn’t a common pastime. The accepted publications were scientific—or, to Ada’s dismay, pseudoscientific—articles. Attempts at solving problems in the real world. No matter where you looked, you were sure to find something to remind you how broken civilization was.

			However, as vast as this database was, it stored no real way to fix what was broken on Earth. No way to clean up the debris from the satellites that had been destroyed at the beginning of the Energy War, nor any solution for the salts and aerosols that had changed the composition of Earth’s atmosphere. No proposals for breaking free from energy austerity. No cure for human nature. Nothing that could save humanity. Merely ancient wisdom sprinkled amongst toy problems solved by people diving deeper into some rabbit hole they dug themselves. Nothing but distractions that made the slow decline easier to bear.

			Ada shook her head, then stomped toward the AI clerk who would guide her to what she was searching for. She’d seen the intriguing title of an article at the end of yesterday’s session but had already been in the Ledger for thirteen hours straight. She recalled the title now and told the clerk, “Adjusting the Standard Ryleigh Swarm Intelligence Algorithm for Global Solution Likelihood Optimization by K.S. Rambure et al.” She eyed her battery indicator, which was still at nearly a full charge, then shrugged. “Interactive mode, please.” 

			“Confirmed,” the AI responded. “Please step through the portal.”

			The promised portal appeared next to Ada, rendering within it a real-time view of the space outside the Ledger’s atrium. Automated systems such as the clerk weren’t permitted to teleport anyone without consent. Ada had to initiate the process herself. She did so and found herself in the rendered room.

			The publication’s interactive space was customizable by the author of the work. Rambure had chosen to present his article in a room that looked like a planetarium without any seats. A high, dark ceiling contained a view of the Milky Way with distant stars subtly moving, as though affected by the rotation of the Earth.

			The author began speaking and startled Ada. “What you see overhead are not stars but particles. Individual objects coordinated by the modified algorithm proposed by me and my co-authors.”

			Ada turned to face him as he spoke—his avatar was wearing a smart button-up shirt with a dumb pair of shoes that didn’t match—then she glanced up one more. The stars began circling the center of the room, as though someone had taken a coffee stirrer to the galaxy. The stream of particles clumped closer together until they appeared to be one single line of light, then trailed down from the ceiling and surrounded Ada.

			

			“Imagine that each of these particles is a drone governed by a swarm intelligence algorithm,” Rambure said. She didn’t have to imagine it, though. The particles in the simulation transformed into microdrones that buzzed around Ada and made it hard to hear the author.

			“Before deploying the swarm, a task is chosen and the algorithm simulates the swarm completing it. Each drone has certain adjustable parameters in this virtual simulation, which can be optimized as the algorithm simulates the swarm completing the task thousands of times per second with minor variations of the parameters.”

			Ada was growing impatient, but she let the presentation continue. Maybe he’d get to the interesting part soon.

			“During each iteration of the simulation, a solver uses the drones as inputs to an equation that computes some value—typically the total energy usage of the system. It then compares this iteration’s result to the last run. If the value was better than the last iteration—”

			 “Why are you simplifying so much? Do you think anyone reading your articles in the Ledger needs a primer on the basics?” Ada couldn’t take this dumbing down any longer.

			Rambure’s avatar didn’t respond. It was just a recording of the author, after all. It remained motionless while the Ledger AI controlling it waited for Ada to finish her query

			She groaned. “Just skip to the conclusion.”

			The simulation jerked around her. The dark galaxy was replaced by a scene of gold and sky-blue with Biblical overtones. Evidently, the author had some elaborate presentation planned for his work. She rolled her eyes.

			

			The author continued, though with far more fervor in his voice than Ada deemed necessary. “As we’ve shown, by decreasing the Ryleigh coefficient of determination from 0.46 to 0.39, a global optimum can be achieved with only a minor impact on the energy usage—”

			“Stop!” Ada shouted.

			The author froze mid-sentence, his avatar holding one finger in the air and maintaining an embarrassingly stupid look on his face. Good. A capture of this moment should have been the image on his professional bio, that way no one would confuse this guy with someone who had any good ideas.

			“Global optimum? How did you get this sad garbage published in the Ledger of Insight?”

			At least the angelic scene overhead made sense now. Rambure and his clueless compatriots thought they had achieved the impossible. By adjusting one coefficient… It almost made Ada laugh, but she was too angry that this mockery of scientific thought had been accepted into the Ledger. It threw into question every other article she’d read, not to mention the validity of the database as a whole.

			The author snapped into a neutral pose but had no response to her rhetorical question. Instead, he asked, “Would you like to leave a review?”

			It would be a waste of time, but Ada had to vent. “Yes,” she said, and almost felt bad when the author smiled his thanks.

			The AI waited while she gathered her thoughts. It didn’t take long.

			“This article is an utter waste of time. That you would deign to publish it says all that needs to be said about your so-called contributions to the research community. If you attended university, immediately get a refund because apparently, they never taught you that a global optimum is impossible to achieve with an evolutionary algorithm. But my guess is that you never received any education, self-taught or otherwise. Creating an entirely new fork of the Ledger simply to remove this one article would be a vast undertaking, but it wouldn’t be half the punishment you deserve. If the opportunity were used to remove all your published work, the crypt would be well-spent. One star.”

			The sentiment analysis algorithm of the ledger’s AI had the decency to make the author’s avatar frown. “Thank you for your feedback. I’m sorry you didn’t find my research to your liking. If you’d like to view my other works, a portal to my bibliography—”

			“Exit,” Ada interrupted, though for a moment she was tempted to leave scathing reviews of the rest of his research. Instead, she was back in the atrium, standing before the clerk.

			“Can we please expunge that article from the database?” she asked.

			“My apologies, Ms. Bryce,” the AI said. “Removal of transactions from the Ledger of Insight is impossible.”

			She knew that, of course, but it didn’t hurt to ask. Maybe a bug in the AI’s programming would accommodate her request and delete the database. It might even have been justified…

			The problem was, nothing ever got lost in the Chain. That was touted as one of its benefits. Times like this, however, illustrated how it was also one of its greatest drawbacks. Ada knew all too well the ramifications of perfect memory. No information was lost. Unfortunately, that included the times when you did something really stupid that you’d rather forget. Or worse, when a massive conflict breaks out during your childhood and ladens you with all sorts of tragic memories. She supposed most other victims could just repress those, not worrying about them until they mysteriously manifested in some way later in life. But no, Ada was stuck with hers. Whatever harmful behaviors her trauma led to, Ada couldn’t fathom. That was the real tragedy. No one ever knew how broken they were until it was too late. 

			When had they crossed that point of no return with Earth? Was it the Energy War? The first Industrial Revolution? Maybe it was so far in the past, no one would ever pinpoint it. Probably, it was when humans became the dominant species on the planet. Just like the algorithm described in Rambure’s work, the initial conditions could doom the entire process, leading to an evolutionary dead-end.

			It was no wonder people spent most of their time consumed by their augments. The real world was too depressing, and since humans were the root of the problem, there was no possible solution. In the Chain, at least there was still some joy to be found. Ada turned on her privacy bubble, and the Ledger went gray around her. The other avatars faded out of existence, leaving her alone and giving her room to breathe. She gestured to open the directory and began flipping through recommended Links—different locations in the Chain she could visit. The recommendation engine, being part of her implanted augments, analyzed her mood and her desires to provide a selection of experiences it thought she might be interested in. 

			She wasn’t making its job easy. 

			Ada didn’t know what she wanted, not exactly. She knew she had to perfect her research, so should she stay in the Ledger to continue working? The Links in the directory reflected that—most were additional scholarly works, some of which sounded promising. She made a mental note of those, then filtered the Ledger out of the recommendations. Right now, she just wanted to be elsewhere, away from any reminder of the offline world.

			It was an oft-cited maxim that any experience that could exist did exist in the Chain. Want to inhabit the mind of the extinct Siberian tiger for its entire life cycle? Here are three dozen options. How about a journey to a more hopeful future where you can pilot a star-hopping spaceship with your intrepid crew? Just pick a universe. The Links presented to her ran the gamut from awe-inducing religious experiences to some depraved recordings whose preview portals made Ada’s gorge rise. It was up to you to set the bounds of your comfort zone—and when to travel outside of it.

			When she noticed she’d been evaluating options for ten minutes, Ada realized she didn’t have the stomach to remain in the Chain any longer tonight. However, she had even less of an appetite to leave. Only desolation  awaited her outside, a world devoid of color. Luckily, she didn’t need the Chain to provide her with distractions. She could do that on her own.

			With a swipe of her hand, Ada opened a portal back to her home environment and stepped through. She disconnected from the mesh network and ran a quick scan to verify that she wasn’t linked to anyone, then unlocked an unadorned wooden door that led to her augments’ memory vault.

			As she entered the vault, all of the overlays vanished—no more battery indicator, no more bio status, no more connectivity icons. Even when in the real world, these displays normally accompanied her vision. But this space was designed to be more private, and the reminder that you had a device implanted among your neurons—potentially monitoring everything you did—was unnerving when you were accessing your deepest secrets. True, realistically they were still there, but the memory vault code was all open source, and there had yet to be a single recorded case of memory theft. 

			Over the past five years, there had been two Chain-wide votes to modify the regulations surrounding memory vaults in the Ledger of Edicts. Both had failed. As though everyone knew all hell would break loose if something so precious could be tampered with. Ada normally ignored alerts that she was requested for a vote, dismissing them without giving them a second thought, let alone stepping through their portals into the Forum. But news of both of those votes had been broadcast across the Chain, so those were two of the few she had actually participated in. Humanity had already ruined physical reality; the least they could do was preserve the virtual one.

			Thankfully, most people agreed. Ada’s vault reminded her that despite the downsides, her perfect memory wasn’t only a curse. She had carefully curated it to contain only positive scenes from her past. Each was displayed as if it were a two-meters-tall painting in a museum, all meticulously organized by category and date. She strolled through the gallery.

			On her left were the most fun times she’d had in the Chain, including when she’d first gotten her augments and binged the history Links, embodying countless historical figures. To her right were images from her short-lived marriage, more bittersweet than anything else. But it was important for her to hold onto those. She had so little contact with her ex-wife and her son, Jean, these days that she needed some keepsake to remind her of the good years. However, she wasn’t quite ready to relive those memories yet; she was still harboring some bitterness over the divorce and the decisions that led to it. So, she continued moving through the gallery, toward the frames that contained visions deeper in her past. Ada needed some comfort right now, and this was where it could be found.

			Most people didn’t have the luxury of childhood memories in their vault. Augments were needed to capture the memories, and they were illegal for anyone under the age of sixteen. There were certain Links that promised to restore old memories for new recordings, but the results always had a dreamlike quality to them. Ada’s ex-wife had shown her some of those once, when she and Ada had temporarily linked their vaults together. It was intimate, allowing someone you loved to inhabit your body and witness a close-kept and cherished experience. But when Ada had stepped into Lakaya’s shoes, she was disappointed by the lack of clarity with which her early memories were rendered. Time had fragmented them into incoherence. When Ada and Lakaya had returned to the gallery, her ex-wife was radiant. She pressed Ada for her reaction, and though Ada was disturbed by what she’d seen, she’d put on a fake smile and told Lakaya what she’d wanted to hear. It hadn’t fooled her; Lakaya had always been able to see right through her.

			Ada’s childhood memories were rendered in perfect resolution, as if she’d had the augments all along. It had taken some effort on her part—many hours spent in meditation Links trying to summon the memory she was targeting. After capturing them, some still had the bells and droning chimes in the background, as if her childhood had had a calming soundtrack. In reality, the soundtrack to her childhood was the dissonance of guns and bombs. There was a reason this vault was so sacred to Ada. If she relived the good memories enough, might the bad ones start to fade?

			

			So far, that hadn’t proved to be the case. The bad memories were more salient than she’d hoped. That didn’t stop her from trying—any chance to relieve her of her suffering, she would take.

			After deliberating for a few seconds, Ada picked what moment she wanted to re-experience. She stepped through the painting into a comforting, distant past.

			*   *   *

			“Ready?” Uncle Ezran asked.

			Ada firmed her grip on the handle of the wooden chest and nodded.

			“All right, little one. Now, be careful.”

			“I won’t drop it, Uncle Ezran,” she promised. He’d been worrying over this chest for the whole move, especially as they rode up the bumpy mountainside. Ada hadn’t gotten a chance to look inside, but whatever was in there was important to Uncle Ezran.

			He looked at her through his thick spectacles, then smiled. “I know. Remember what I said?”

			“Lift with your knees, not your back.”

			“And if you are going to drop it, say so.” He squatted down and Ada followed suit. “One, two, three, lift!”

			Ada surged to her feet with Uncle Ezran. They carried the chest slowly, one step at a time, Ada’s thighs, back, and arms aching all the way. Though it wasn’t a far walk from the back of the old moving vehicle to the threshold of their new home, it was a heavy load for an old man and a little girl. But if they couldn’t do it themselves, it wouldn’t have gotten done. Ada remembered what her uncle had said all those years ago.

			“All we have now is us. You and me and a world in which we must make our happiness.”

			

			Making your happiness—something about that had always stuck with Ada. Where else would it come from in this broken world? 

			A warmth bloomed in Ada’s chest at the thought that Ezran entrusted her to help build their new home together. It sure beat sitting around and watching the world get worse. Uncle Ezran understood that better than anyone. Ada needed as many distractions as she could get, lest she be swept back into the past by her bad memories.

			However, just as they passed through the front door, Ada realized she couldn’t carry the chest for a second longer. “I can’t—” was all she managed before it slipped from her fingers and dropped to the floorboards with a reverberating thump.

			Uncle Ezran lowered his side of the precious cargo to the ground, then rushed around to Ada.

			“I’m sorry,” she whimpered when she saw the tears in her uncle’s eyes and the briefest flicker of anger.

			“It is all right.” He sighed, and patted her arms, looking at her feet. “You still have all your toes, yes?” He forced a smile, but Ada knew he didn’t mean it. She looked away, trying to push the guilt down as it built up within her.

			“Hello?” came a voice from the front door, and Ada spun around in surprise. A plump, older woman was standing in the doorway holding a plate of cookies. Their intoxicating, buttery smell confirmed they were freshly baked. Ada’s mouth watered. “Everyone feeling well? We heard a loud bang from outside.”

			A boy with russet hair who looked to be about Ada’s age poked his head out from behind the woman, flashed a bright smile, and waved. “I brought a gift too!” he shouted, then shoved past the older woman. He tossed something toward Ada. She reached out to catch it, but the thing started buzzing and hovered in the air, beyond her grasp. The boy held a gloved palm up and looked to be controlling the little drone with the motions of his fingers. His tongue protruded from pursed lips as he concentrated on not letting it crash into the walls—unsuccessfully. It clattered to the floor, and Ada giggled.

			“Guillermo, please,” the woman scolded. “We haven’t even introduced ourselves to our new neighbors and already you are causing havoc.” Was this the boy’s mother? The two looked nothing alike. The woman’s hair was long, black, and wavy, and her face was rounder than Guillermo’s. 

			Uncle Ezran rapped on the walls with his knuckles, back to his jolly self. “Not to worry. This house has plenty of wear and tear. It will be a good project for Ada and me, fixing it up.” Ada loved how quick he was to forgive; even when the world had taken everything from him, he still had it in him to act with grace. “Please, come in. Keeping you out in the cold for so long, I believe I must apologize to you, Mrs…?”

			“Just ‘miss’,” she said. “Ms. Francis Erlein, and this is my adopted son, Guillermo.” A flirtatious smile flicked across her face.

			“Adopted?” Uncle Ezran sighed and glanced at Ada. She didn’t know what Ezran was thinking, but Ada imagined this boy must have lost his parents in the war, too. “And how old are you, Guillermo? No older than twelve, I imagine.”

			“I’m thirteen!” Guillermo said.

			“Thirteen, of course. Pardon me. Only a year older than Ada.” Uncle Ezran gave the Erleins a shallow bow. “I am called Ezran Fischer, and this is my adopted daughter. Say hello, Ada. Do not shy away.”

			

			Ada raised her hand to wave, then the whole world flickered and blinked out.

			*   *   *

			After a dazed moment, Ada realized she was waving at the wall. She rubbed her eyes to clear her mind. What had just happened? She’d never before been ejected from a memory partway through. That was supposed to be dangerous, and she understood why. Part of her still felt like she was in the body of her twelve-year-old self. But she was in her home environment. A flush of heat ran through her and she hugged herself. Who had pulled her out of her vault?

			A priority alert was flashing in the bottom-right of her vision. She reviewed it and drew in a breath. Lakaya had sent her a message in ChainMail tagged as a family medical emergency.

			Panic snapped Ada back to the present as she scrambled to open the message and activate the attached portal. An emergency involving Jean would drag her out of any scenario—in the Chain, in her vault, the dangers did not matter. Her son was the first priority. She didn’t need an eidetic memory to remember that.

			Ada stepped through the portal into her ex-wife’s home environment. She spun around, searching for Lakaya, but she wasn’t in this room. Damn her for not directing the portal to bring Ada directly to her. Was she going to make Ada search? In an emergency? She gritted her teeth, then hurried from the entryway into a room that resembled an old studio apartment. 

			Much was the same as she remembered from when she was last here two years ago, on the day they had dissolved their marriage. It had been just the two of them, and few words had been spoken—typical for their last months as partners. Ada had spent most of the time taking in the scene; she’d always loved Lakaya’s home environment. It contained many good memories. 

			A balcony through a set of glass double doors still overlooked a sprawling vineyard, deep green receding into the hilly distance where the sky hinted at the coming sunrise. In a corner of the room was a shrine that Lakaya kept to remember her past. The tricolor flag of the old French nation was draped over the table. Atop it were several slender statues of women carved from ebon wood, wearing bright fabrics with printed floral patterns, wrapped headscarves, beaded jewelry, or in some cases, no clothing at all. There was a floating model of the moon, representing Lakaya’s ancestor who’d been on the team that first sent humankind to the lunar surface, and whose memoirs had inspired Lakaya to become a physicist. 

			None of that had changed since their divorce. But one thing was missing from the display: the picture of Jean taken just days after Lakaya gave birth to him. Looking around, it didn’t take Ada long to locate the missing photo. It was across the room in her ex-wife’s hands.

			“What happened?” Ada demanded. “Is Jean well?”

			“Do you truly care?” Lakaya strode toward her. 

			Ada braced, but then her ex-wife edged past her to place her son’s photo back in its proper place. She even smelled how Ada remembered—a light, flowery aroma with a hint of almonds. When Lakaya turned back, the picture frame was offset by a few centimeters from where it should be. Ada kept her mouth shut; pointing out little discrepancies between her memory and reality had gotten her in enough trouble, and that was when their relationship was on good terms.

			“Of course I do,” Ada said.

			

			Her ex-wife stared at her. Behind those deep brown eyes, Ada knew she must be holding back many things she wanted to say. How Ada had grown so cynical after Jean’s birth. How she’d only visited them twice in the two years since their divorce, and that financial support isn’t the same as being a mother. All the usual arguments when Lakaya let Ada know that “we need to talk.” But Lakaya let them go.

			Tearing up, she said, “He’s…in the hospital.”

			A fist of terror grabbed Ada’s spine and immobilized her. In her mind she was transported back to that day in the last year of the war, to the moments prior to the last time she’d seen her parents. She wished they hadn’t left her, but even more, she wished she hadn’t followed them.

			Her face must have given away what was happening, and Lakaya must have known that’d be her reaction. Despite their shared resentment, Lakaya comforted Ada with a soft hand on her cheek and a shushing sound to draw her back to the present. It reminded Ada of why she’d fallen in love with this woman. Whenever Ada fell into a fit of panic, Lakaya understood. Even when Ada felt she was embarrassing her in front of friends or family, Lakaya never held it against her. She knew what Ada had been through, and that her trauma didn’t make her any less valuable. 

			Lakaya drew her hand back once Ada collected herself.

			“I’m sorry,” Ada whispered. “This isn’t about me. What’s wrong with Jean?”

			With closed eyes, Lakaya shook her head. “He had a lung infection. We thought he fought it off, but it returned worse than before.” She hesitated, choking back a sob. “He needs a lung transplant. We’ve found a donor. It’s scheduled for a week from now.”

			

			Ada’s throat tightened. When Jean had been diagnosed as an infant with cystic fibrosis, the doctors had told them this was a possibility. But they thought it would be a decade or more away. Jean was only four years old. “So soon?”

			“The surgeon said it was the aerosols the old governments seeded the clouds with. It’s like an allergic reaction. I don’t know. It doesn’t matter.”

			Something like this happening was why Ada had pushed for genetic screening when they decided to have a child, to ensure the baby was strong and prepared for an uncaring, difficult world. But Lakaya had carried the child, and she wanted to do it naturally. The resentment Ada felt toward Lakaya for inducing such avoidable suffering never really left her. But lately she’d started blaming herself more, for not fighting harder for her son.

			Ada stuffed that guilt down. Self-loathing wouldn’t help Jean now. “How much is it going to cost? I’ll send however much money you need.”

			“I don’t want your crypt,” Lakaya snapped. Then, she cooled down. “He wants his mother by his side. Your son is scared.”

			In a hospital? Ada’s skin began to crawl. Without hesitation, she stuttered out, “I-I can’t.”

			“You don’t have to be there with any bots,” Lakaya promised. “The doctors assured me they wouldn’t bring any around while you’re there. You’d only be there for a few hours, before and after the operation. The rest of the time, you can stay in my guest room.”

			“It’s not that,” Ada said, her mind searching for excuses. She couldn’t go back to a hospital. Ever. “It’s just so far to travel. It would use too much energy. The travel request would never be approved.”

			

			“That’s bullshit. Too much energy?” Lakaya scoffed. “I don’t know where you’re getting the crypt, but that’s clearly not an issue. I’ve seen your access records. You’ve been in the Chain for hours a day, doing God knows what.”

			“You’ve been checking my hours?” Ada asked, taken aback.

			“Don’t try to play the victim here. I’ve been trying to catch you for weeks now, but you’ve been avoiding me.”

			“I haven’t—”

			“Stop.”

			“But I’m—”

			“Just stop, Ada.” Lakaya glared at her. “I know what this is about.”

			Ada furrowed her brow. “What?”

			Lakaya opened her hand with her palm facing the ceiling and a viewport appeared. Now Ada was confused. A voting record from the Ledger of Edicts?

			“What is this?” Ada dragged the viewport closer so she could read it. It was a Chain-wide vote, initiated by the St. James Unity. As Ada read the details, the blood drained from her face. How had she missed this? True, she automatically delegated her votes on most topics to others who she considered experts in each subject area, but this vote involved a decision that she knew she was more of an expert on than most. 

			It was over a proposal by the Unity to send five volunteers on a manned mission to a newly arrived rogue planet. 

			A presentation was attached to the vote, containing everything from the launch vehicle the volunteers would board to the estimated duration of the mission. The biggest section was an explanation as to how the rogue planet had come to park itself in the solar system, and why it was so important to send a crew to investigate. Ada skimmed most of it—she’d already been convinced by the more personal presentation she received—then came to the bottom, where those who’d volunteered for the mission were listed. 

			Over a dozen were proposed, but only those who’d received enough votes to put them in the top five after the vote were chosen. Of those selected, three were men Ada had never heard of. One Ada was surprised to see, was Constance St. James herself. But the most surprising name of all was the last: Ada Bryce.

			And she had more votes than any other candidate.

			“Why did you volunteer for this?” Lakaya demanded. “Knowing there’s chance you’ll never return. That your son will never see his mother again.”

			Ada was at a loss for words. She kept staring at the words on the voting record in front of her, a resume for a job she didn’t know she’d applied for.

			Ada Bryce. Mathematician with numerous contributions to the Ledger of Insight in the domains of geometric algorithms, swarm intelligence, and emergence. Ada will play a fundamental role in communicating with intelligent life if it is found on the planet, using the universal language of mathematics. She was contacted by the St. James Unity for recruitment late in the process, but her eagerness to contribute to the mission was unmatched. Ms. Bryce entered her candidacy just moments after being contacted by Constance St. James.

			Her eagerness to contribute… Ada supposed that was a fair characterization. She had given a simple response to a simple question. Interested? Hell yes.

			However, after her adrenaline subsided, she had begun to wonder if that wasn’t a hasty reply. The Unity never made clear exactly what she was being asked to do. Ada had speculated as to roles she could fulfill, but never would she have guessed this. She couldn’t do this.

			Could she?

			“You’re so eager to leave us behind?” Lakaya huffed. “Say something!”

			“I…” she muttered, then breathed out. 

			Ada wanted to say more, but the weight of her actions had yet to settle on her shoulders. The vote had been approved, and she had been selected as a volunteer. The most highly voted volunteer, in fact. She flicked her finger to search the proposal for the date the rocket would be leaving, but she couldn’t find it. Whether weeks from now, months, or years, Ada could soon be embarking on a spacecraft and leaving Earth behind. Escapism of the highest form, to sail among the stars on a grand mission to some alien planet. To see a civilization that hadn’t been doomed from its inception, as humanity’s had been.

			Doing it meant leaving her family behind. 

			Lakaya was right: there was a high probability this would be a one-way trip. And she knew she wasn’t qualified to communicate with any form of intelligent life “using the universal language of mathematics,” as the proposal stated. But if she refused…what then? The Unity would cut off her energy supply right when Jean needed it most. She wanted her son to have the highest quality care available, which would incur astronomical expenses. Ada could go back to her research, but that wasn’t a sure thing, and no matter how well it turned out, it would never compare to the funding she could leverage from the Unity. 

			She had to do it. For Jean.

			Ada set her jaw and faced her ex-wife. “You’re right,” she lied. “It is about that. I signed an NDA at the Unity and I couldn’t say anything until the vote was released.” Ada shrugged. “I didn’t realize it had happened already.”

			Lakaya crossed her arms. “You volunteered, but you didn’t know the vote occurred?”

			As always, Lakaya could tell Ada wasn’t being entirely truthful, but Ada had missed the vote. She searched the transaction identifier in ChainMail and saw that she had dismissed the notification seconds after it had arrived. Still, she kept her mouth shut. Saying anything else would only further raise Lakaya’s suspicions.

			“You can still back out,” Lakaya said.

			“No.” Ada stood her ground. “I have to do this.”

			“Ada, it isn’t just your life this decision affects. I know you don’t care about me, but you have Jean to consider. Does he mean so little to you that you’re willing to abandon him?”

			An electric spike drove its way down Ada’s spine, conjuring images of her mother leaving the room behind her father. The touch of her mother’s hand tingled in her palm, and she found herself shouting, “What do you know about abandonment?”

			She and Lakaya locked eyes. Tears trickled down her ex-wife’s cheek. “All too much,” she whispered. “The optimistic woman I fell in love with abandoned me years ago. What happened to her, Ada?”

			Warm tears rolled down Ada’s face as well. Her throat constricting, she managed to squeak out, “I’ll visit him virtually. The hospital will have holobots, child haptics. It’ll be like I’m really there.”

			“He wants you here, Ada. Physically. Remember that? The comforting touch of another human?”

			“What difference does it make?” Ada sulked. “Haptics are just as good as the real thing.”

			

			Lakaya slapped her. Ada felt the blow, but it was attenuated by her pain filters. “They are not as good as the real thing.”

			Ada opened her mouth to argue, but Lakaya turned away and covered her face with a hand. 

			“Just go, Ada. For our son’s sake, I hope you make it back home.” With a sweep of her arm, Ada’s ex-wife terminated their connection.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			Eyes

			As she had for the past three days since her meeting with Lakaya, Ada traveled uphill with Ezran into town. She was bundled up against the chill blowing in from the direction of Lake Geneva. Soon, she would need to start wearing her heavy winter coat, but as it was only August, she wore a windbreaker with a wool sweater underneath that wicked away the sweat she was working up. Her shoulder ached from the weight of a wicker basket, filled with potatoes Ezran had grown for the community in his biopods. It was a heavy load, but Ezran’s knees were starting to go, so Ada always insisted she carry it.

			Beside her, Ezran transported a relatively lighter load: wood carvings he’d made in his spare time for the neighbors.

			“Just you wait, little one,” he’d said as they prepared to leave. “This time I will make some money. These are some of my finest works yet.”

			Ada had smiled and said she believed him, but he was too kind. He’d end up giving them all away for free, as always. He deserved a better life. A pang of guilt accompanied the thought. She hadn’t yet told him about the mission, knowing how devastated he would be to hear she’d be leaving him behind.

			As they crested the hill leading to the town square, a powerful gust of wind bit through Ada’s unzipped jacket and sent her stumbling forward. Five misshapen, scrawny potatoes tumbled into the icy dirt. One bounced back toward the slope, as though yearning for the soil in which it was grown. Cursing, Ada dropped her basket and lunged for it. But she was too slow. The spud accelerated downward, making the journey back alone.

			Then, a drone zipped overhead and shot down the hill. It dove in front of the rogue potato and stopped it dead, then picked it up with a tiny claw and carried it back to Ada. 

			She turned to see Guillermo’s grin as his drone dumped what he’d retrieved back in her basket.

			“Nicely done, my boy!” Ezran exclaimed.

			But Guillermo was no longer the boy she’d seen just a few days ago in her memory vault. He was a grown man now, one of the town’s lumberjacks, with a thick beard to prove it. Whereas Ada grew her hair long to cover the scar from her augment surgery, Guillermo kept his head shaved around a metal patch—an external antenna to provide better connectivity to the other nodes in the Chain. He had a far-off look when she met his eyes, like he was giving more attention to piloting his drone than to the people around him.

			“Ada comes out of the woodworks for a third day in a row,” Guillermo said. “Special occasion, or have we finally rubbed off on you?”

			A little surge of panic weltered inside Ada. She had been spending a lot of time with Ezran, trying to create some precious memories to look back on while away. She glanced at her uncle, hoping Guillermo’s question didn’t ignite any curiosity in him.

			“You could say that,” Ada replied noncommittally, then bent to retrieve the rest of the potatoes. “Thanks.”

			She made to pick up the refilled basket, but Guillermo had a hand on it before she could.

			

			He hefted it and said, “I’ll take these to the stockpile. My mom is waiting at her market stall. I think she’s got something she wants to give you.”

			“Me?” Ada raised one eyebrow. “What is it?”

			“Don’t know,” Guillermo said, then chuckled. Clearly, he did know, but he and his drone started for the communal farmhouse before Ada could press him.

			“Well, if she is giving to you a gift,” Ezran said. “I certainly cannot ask her to pay for the carving I made her.”

			Ada smiled. “Let me help you carry those.”

			The market was as bustling as a town of thirty-odd residents could be. Perhaps because the weather was as pleasant as a dying Earth could produce. The wind was brisk, but that only served to whisk away the scent of livestock. The cloud cover was complete, but not thick enough to block out the sun this afternoon. Many days passed in total darkness. This day was refreshingly gray. And so, the adults traded goods and gossip, attending their stalls while their children attended to games of their own.

			Ada and Ezran found Ms. Erlein selling a knit cap to an elderly woman Ada had never met. Ms. Erlein looked much the same as Ada’s childhood memories of her, albeit a bit thinner and with a lot more gray in her hair. That was no surprise; everyone was always getting older and food was becoming scarcer. The other woman, however, Ada had never seen.

			“Who is that?” Ada whispered to Ezran, waiting their turn while the two women talked.

			“Mrs. Noyer?” Ezran chuckled, then plucked one of his wood carvings from Ada’s arms. “You need to spend less time in your virtual worlds, little one.” When Mrs. Noyer thanked Ms. Erlein and put on the cap, Ezran called to her. “Lunete! I have something for you.” He held up a carving of a fox and strolled to her, beaming.

			

			“Ada!” Ms. Erlein called. “Just who I wanted to see today. How are you feeling, dear?”

			“I’m fine,” Ada said, choosing not to mention the undercurrent of dread flowing through her. She’d have to tell Ezran about her mission soon, and it would break his heart. “Just spending time with my uncle…while I can.” That had come out before she could catch herself.

			“Oh, don’t you worry about him.” Ms. Erlein eyed Ezran dreamily, not hiding her admiration. Somehow, Ezran never seemed to notice it. “He may be getting older, but he’s got the heart of a bear. He’s got his best days ahead of him, I expect.”

			Ada forced herself to breathe, stomach churning. “Guillermo said…you had a gift for me?”

			“That’s right!” She ducked and started rummaging, then said, “Put those carvings down, would you? Ezran can sell them from my stall today.”

			Maybe that was a good idea. If Ezran spent more time with Ms. Erlein, Ada’s leaving wouldn’t be so bad. At least she would know she wasn’t leaving him alone.

			She was carefully arranging Ezran’s carvings when Ms. Erlein found what she was looking for. She popped up, hiding something behind her back. “Now, don’t get mad at Guillermo for telling me.”

			Ada stiffened. “Telling you what?”

			Ms. Erlein sighed, then revealed a nearly perfect recreation of the stuffed dodo Ada had lost when she was a child. When they were younger, Ada and Guillermo had exchanged photos of their families from before the war. Guillermo must have been keeping it all this time.

			“I hope you like it.” Ms. Erlein wrung her hands. “I couldn’t get the cotton, so it’s synthetic wool, but I tried to match the photo Guillermo showed me stitch for stitch. I know it’s not the original, but…” She held it out.

			Ada hesitated, fearing it would stir up her traumatic memories. Instead, it brought images of her parents’ smiling faces to mind and brought tears to her eyes that began flowing in earnest. She reached out and took it in both hands, then clutched the dodo against her chest. It felt…different, but it was close enough.

			“Thank you.” Ada sobbed.

			“Oh, dear, come here.”

			Before she knew it, Ms. Erlein had rounded the stall and embraced Ada. She felt like a little girl in the arms of her mother. Ada closed her eyes and hugged her back.

			“Is everything all right?” Ezran asked.

			“Better than all right,” Ada said, wiping her eyes. Then, she hugged her uncle, too.

			Ezran hesitated, surprised, but then squeezed Ada close. She loved him like a father, and knew he loved her like the daughter he’d never had. And for just a moment, she let all her worries and fears fade into silence.

			*   *   *

			After spending the day giving away wooden carvings with Ezran and Ms. Erlein, Ada returned to her room and entered the Chain. She opened the presentation sent by the St. James Unity in the public vote and went over it several times. Each time she looked at it, she gleaned new details. 

			It had been a Chain-wide vote, meaning every citizen in the Chain had been notified of the motion, unless they’d delegated their vote to someone else. Most motions in the Ledger of Edicts included only those directly impacted by the results. That way, small problems could be solved by small groups of people with a stake in the outcome, and the number of voters could scale up as the problem increased in severity. The arrival of a rogue planet with potentially dangerous intelligent life was a huge problem indeed, so the size of the voter pool didn’t surprise Ada. 

			That didn’t stop her from being shocked at the number of people who had voted to send her on the mission. Thirteen billion votes had been cast, each ranking that person’s top five preferences. Ada had received the top spot with nearly seven billion votes in her favor. She found a crowd simulator in the Chain and tried to visualize how many people had suddenly become aware of her existence. 

			When the input was set to one hundred, it felt like a big crowd. When set to one thousand, it began to overwhelm her. She set it to one hundred thousand and the room transformed into a stadium, filled to the brim and roaring with sound. The number was already incomprehensible, and this was less than point one percent of the voters. Ada skipped to seven billion, and the program hitched for a few seconds before giving up and zooming out to show the entire planet, as if that would be helpful. Instead, it made her feel like it was trying to send her away to be swallowed by the maw of space. 

			She tamped down that anxiety; the simpler explanation was what the Unity had said: that she’d been chosen for her competence and, of all things, her eagerness. That realization threatened to inflate her ego if she didn’t keep it in check. It also meant all those people were counting on her to succeed, placing their trust in a total stranger. Nothing good would come from thinking about that, so Ada went back scouring the mission details for anything that might help her.

			The report included so many fine-tuned points—the specifications of the rocket and crew capsule, the distance to be traveled by the ship, the weight of food and oxygen required to sustain the crew for the entire mission—yet there was one detail missing from the report. 

			When would the mission begin? 

			Ada had run the calculations so many times she knew them by heart. Advancement of rocket technology had essentially halted since the energy crisis began, so with the rogue planet being between four and six astronomical units from Earth depending on the date, the journey out would take more than a year to complete. She checked the charts, and the next closest approach would be in November of next year—just over fourteen months away—so Ada assumed they were aiming for the next launch window. That would give them another two years before the planetary orbits synced up again, plenty of time to complete an extensive training regime. 

			And extensive it would be. Ada couldn’t guess how many regulations they would be subject to. Everything from energy restrictions to quarantine protocols to learning the ins and outs of the spaceship in case of emergency. The list went on. That gave her some comfort. This might be a high-risk mission, but at least they wouldn’t have to rush it. They’d have the time to do it right.

			Still, why did she have to do all this guesswork? How had the Chain voted to accept this proposal without the inclusion of such a crucial detail? That was the kind of sloppy oversight that got humanity into the situation they were now in. Maybe everyone assumed it was just more of the need-to-know secrecy. The same kind that kept this rogue planet hidden from the public for three years? 

			Ada shook her head in frustration, then closed the proposal. Whatever the case, she was selected for the mission, so eventually the time would come when she needed to know when it would commence. It was only a matter of waiting.

			In the meantime, she could appreciate the need for such secrecy. After all, the reaction to this mission’s acceptance hadn’t been entirely positive. Not everyone had voted in its favor, and several of the most vocal naysayers were spreading all kinds of misinformation in the Chain. As someone who knew what was happening—more or less—the debates were often amusing. 

			Ada grinned and disabled her identifiers, then opened a portal to a Link called, What is the SJU hiding?, that had 162 participants. She double-checked that her avatar would be anonymous, then stepped through.

			The environment loaded in first, bringing to mind a gladiator arena designed by nerdy conspiracy theorists rather than stately Romans. The walls, floors, and seats ringing the arena were flaking black paint, and surrounded a central ring with a podium illuminated by fluorescent tubes dangling overhead. Animated, neon-colored posters were plastered haphazardly all over the walls. Here a group of little green men; there a cryptic anagram or a group of photos connected by a network of string, which Ada could only assume was placed ironically.

			Then the people loaded in, and with them, the shouting.

			“—a cover to perform illegal research,” the man at the podium said, his voice amplified over the jeering crowd. “Research into controlling everyone’s minds through their augments.”

			As the crowd’s booing grew louder, a scoreboard hanging over the podium changed from a green thumbs up to a red thumbs down. The man’s avatar exploded into bits and the boos turned to raucous cheers. Ada flinched. That was one way to settle a debate.

			Another avatar teleported behind the podium, a humanoid wolf in a blazer. “There’s no denying the mission is real. I think we can all agree to that. But what I want to know is—”

			The wolf promptly exploded. Ada laughed. The Unity could hide many things, but they included the transaction history for all the rocket parts in their proposal. If these people couldn’t even agree on the mission’s existence, this was going to be a fun night.

			Another man took the podium, and somehow, even his virtual avatar looked like it needed a bath. “I’m not saying the mission exists,” he hedged, “but if it does, then the most likely reason is because the aliens from the rogue planet are already on Earth, and they need a way of getting home.”

			The sentiment meter remained green while he rambled about government black sites and crashed alien space crafts. It was similar to Ada’s favorite persistent narrative, which is that the rogue planet was a fabled planet that had been here for hundreds of years. She tried not to fall too deep into the rabbit hole, but sometimes her curiosity got the better of her. Of course, another narrative ran counter to it, insisting the rogue planet didn’t exist at all. Their discourse got so nasty that Ada could only laugh at the ridiculousness of it, how two parties could be so entrenched in their own bubbles that they’d fight viciously to destroy the opponent even though both sides were equally ignorant of reality.

			Ada missed what was said, but the poorly rendered bloody debris brought her attention back to the forum. Now an eight-foot-tall skeleton in medieval armor was telling everyone the rogue planet is a version of Earth from the future, come to save us from the effects of our climatic destruction.

			The crowd went silent, Ada included. That was a new one.

			She looked to her left and made eye contact with a smiling man who seemed to be considering the outlandish theory. Then, he did a double take and his eyes went wide.

			“You’re Ada Bryce!” he shouted.

			Shit. All this secrecy from the Unity, couldn’t they have kept their names private, too?

			Ada cleared her throat. “No I’m not.”

			“You are! I’ve watched your recording at the Ledger of Insight dozens of times. You knew they were planning this mission, didn’t you?”

			She backed away from the man, silently cursing herself for not adding a voice modulation or a disguise to her anonymity settings. The outburst had drawn more attention and suddenly all eyes were on Ada. She continued backing up, then started when she was teleported to the podium. She must have backed into a portal someone had opened.

			Ada gestured to open her interface for a portal home, then stopped when she realized the crowd had remained quiet, waiting for her to say something.

			After the news had gotten out, Ada had no longer been blessed with a nearly empty ChainMail inbox. At all hours, connection requests from news reporters came in, or questions from curious scientists, or vote delegations for the Ledger of Edicts, even some messages from overly zealous fans. If the Unity hadn’t been sustaining Ada’s battery with an energy stipend, she could have made a fortune selling the rights to her interviews. She’d remained quiet instead.

			

			Now, however, something urged her to speak. Perhaps the inanity of all the theories these lunatics had spewed out. Or perhaps it was that an alarmingly high percentage of the message influx was from people Ada didn’t know, but who apparently had a deep hatred for her. They were a small subset compared to the positive messages, but she spent far too much time reading them, and they had gotten under her skin. All the strange avatars and grim theatricality in this arena reminded her of the people behind that harassment, and she found herself wanting to defend the Unity against them.

			“Look, what do you want me to say? You think the Unity is hiding something?”

			“We want answers!” someone shouted.

			“Answers?” Ada laughed. “Read the proposal, then. It’s a better use of your time than theorizing about time traveling aliens.” She expected the crowd to kick her out for that, but they were giving her more leeway than the usual rabble would. There was a sentiment meter on the podium with a more precise reading than thumbs up or down. It dropped from 96% to 92%. “The Chain has plenty of problems, but transparency isn’t one of them. How could the Unity hide anything when every interaction is public and stored forever?”

			The crowd seemed to have grown since she started talking, and indeed she saw several new avatars load in around the arena.

			“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” a nasally voice said from a dark section.

			“I don’t—” Ada scoffed, her anger rising. “You would be here using bigfoot avatars, discussing conspiracy theories debunked a century ago if not for our mission. I’ve seen the sim. The rogue planet came here, it’s real. I’m going on this mission while you all stay here in your sad little debate club.”

			She was met with a mix of outrage and laughter, and the sentiment meter dropped again to 67%. 

			“Go die!”

			“Oh, yeah,” Ada sneered. “Real creative.”

			She’d read much worse in her inbox over the past few days. People hoping the rocket would lose power and doom her to a slow death in the cold vacuum of space. People threatening her because they were far more qualified, and she had only been selected out of some misplaced pity. The worst had been a message with far too much insight into her past, telling her that her parents had gotten themselves killed on purpose because she was such a wretched daughter. Those were grim thoughts that she’d harbored and that had tormented her into many a sleepless night. 

			An ache had formed in her chest as she spiraled down into the certainty that she wasn’t worthy of her parents’ love. Why else would they have abandoned her?

			That ache began to return as Ada stood at the center of the forum. She seized it and crystallized it into hatred for the worst of humanity that surrounded her.

			“What’s the Unity hiding?” she snapped. “Nothing! They don’t have to hide the fact that we’re all going to die here. That’s not a secret. And I’m glad that when we’re scoured from the universe, you monsters are going to be taken down with the rest of us.” Ada gave the crowd two middle fingers just as the sentiment meter dropped below fifty percent. She became a disembodied ghost as her avatar burst into a million bits.

			Ada sighed, kicked from the forum back into her home environment.

			“Idiots…” she mumbled.

			

			Before Ada had a chance to recover, a ping from her augments alerted her to someone in the real world trying to get her attention. She tapped behind her ear to enable outside audio.

			“—out of there, Ada! Quickly!” It was Ezran, and he wasn’t just shouting at Ada. He was shaking her shoulder as well, her haptics filtered out the sensations. She checked the time. 4:19 GMT. How late had she stayed up? And what was Ezran doing up this early?

			Ada took a breath to steel herself, then set her augments and haptics to heads-up mode. The light of her home environment faded out as the darkness of the real world flooded in.

			Past the overlays of her augments, Ezran’s face hovered above her, lit by a candle he held aloft in his left hand. He’d stopped shaking her. He must have noticed her eyes coming in to focus, a telltale sign that someone had left the virtual world behind.

			“What is it?” she asked, standing from the chair she’d been sitting in for…the past fourteen hours. Had it really been that long? The groan of her knees and the soreness in her neck told her she wasn’t mistaken. 

			“You are not going to believe this, little one,” Ezran said. “Not unless I show you. Come, come.”

			“Sure,” she said. “Just let me grab a bite to eat first.” God, she was hungry. Her augments’ hunger filter was great, but it made coming back to the real world even more difficult. Each time was a painful reminder that the body couldn’t be ignored. She started for the kitchen, but Ezran grabbed her by the wrist.

			“No, no, come first. You are going to want to see this.”

			She jerked her hand away, but grumpily followed him through the house. The old floorboards creaked underfoot as they trod toward the front door, and she noted the chipped spot in the wood they’d never repaired. Passing Olsa’s memorial, Ezran briefly hesitated to bow his head as always, then continued on. 

			Ada couldn’t help but smile. Even with something amazing ahead, it was important for him to keep up his rituals. Ada’s augments overlaid on the memorial a floating viewport containing an image of Olsa just how she remembered her as a child. Her bright blue eyes and amber hair glowed in the darkness of the hallway, but cast no light in the real world, only in Ada’s mind. 

			As they turned the corner to the house’s foyer, a real light emanated from the windows beside the door. That gave Ada pause. It should have been pitch black outside, unless the moon was showing. But Ezran wouldn’t wake up just for the moon, and this was far too bright to be moonlight. His ivory smile seemed to radiate its own light as he opened the door for her and revealed what was outside.

			Something so luminous shined through the doorway that Ada’s breath caught. She stepped across the threshold and was greeted by two painfully bright orbs that made her eyes tear up. They dimmed as she looked on, and the starry sky faded into view above the mysterious sources of light. But that was an illusion, another overlay from her augments. Ada wanted to see this unfiltered. She powered down her augments, and her haptics by extension. The now-unfiltered cold mountain air bit at her, and she wrapped her arms around herself. The false beauty of the night sky was replaced with black clouds. And the two orbs regained their brilliance.

			“What are they?” Ada whispered, shivering.

			“They?” Ezran asked. “There is only one. It is an auto!”

			Recognition dawned on Ada. A scene from the Energy War came unbidden, filling her awareness. Suddenly, she was eight years old again, standing in the middle of the road and staring at an oncoming truck full of soldiers. Uncle Ezran was behind her, his hands on her shoulders. The vehicle came to a stop and men in blue poured out of it. They yelled at her and Uncle Ezran, pointing their guns at them. The scream building in her throat, Ada took an involuntary step backward.

			She bumped into Ezran.

			“An auto, Ada,” he said reverently. “Can you believe it?”

			The memory of their flight into Switzerland had passed, but the fear remained. The cold was becoming too much to bear, so Ada flicked on her augments to whisk it away. 

			“What’s it doing here?” Ada asked.

			“I was hoping you could tell me,” Ezran said. “You are the one with the secrets.”

			A flicker of guilt passed over Ada. Whatever danger she’d gotten herself into, she hadn’t expected it to show up on Ezran’s doorstep. 

			She glanced at her uncle, then took a cautious step toward the vehicle. It felt like approaching a wild animal. Its glowing eyes watched her, silent as she inched ever closer, wasting all that energy needed to power its lights. She realized, then. Only the Unity would be so brazen in their energy consumption. They had sent it for her.

			When she rounded the auto and was freed of the obstructing glare of its headlights, the vehicle’s full shape finally revealed itself. It looked nothing like the trucks she had seen during the war. The auto only came up to her shoulder height, and it was sleek, built to be aerodynamic. There were no windows, save for a black windshield in the front. It didn’t seem to have any doors either. The entire thing looked to be one solid piece of brushed steel with four rubber wheels attached.

			

			Ezran joined her. “I have never seen one like this,” he said.

			“How did it get here?” Ada asked. The road leading up to their house on the mountainside was poorly maintained, pitted by holes and often treacherously icy. Anytime she and Ezran needed something, they walked uphill into town. They never had reason to descend the mountain. Ada didn’t even know the path, yet somehow the auto had found it, navigating the difficult, snowy terrain. 

			Ezran pointed at two tracks behind the auto. “No mystery there,” he said. “It just…came right up.”

			“Is that something most autos could do?” Ada asked.

			Her uncle frowned at her. “No,” he said. “I think this one is special.”

			An alert appeared in Ada’s heads-up display notifying her of a new message in her inbox. She hesitated. This wasn’t a coincidence.

			“I think we’re about to find out why this is here,” she said.

			Ezran raised an eyebrow at her. “Hmm?”

			“New message,” she said, and opened a ChainMail viewport in her display. “It’s from Constance St. James.”

			Ezran’s mouth fell open. “The Constance St. James? What does she want with you?”

			Even though he recognized the name, Ezran clearly still had no idea what was going on. No idea that Ada would be leaving him. Everything was happening too fast. She’d promised herself that she would explain everything to him before she left. She thought she would have more time, but at the moment it would have to wait. This needed to be dealt with first.

			The instant she opened Constance’s message, the auto released a rush of air and slid open a hidden door in the side of the vehicle.

			

			Get in, the message read.

			Ada jumped back from the sudden movement. Was she being watched through a camera the vehicle was equipped with? She felt like she was being abducted again, in real life this time. Was this how the Unity operated? The mission was important, sure, but some warning would have been nice. And if she set foot in that auto, it might be a long time before she got to see Ezran again. Her poor uncle had already lost too many people who never got to say goodbye. So, she touched a finger behind her ear and composed a response to the message.

			“I’m not ready to leave yet,” Ada said under her breath. Her augments transcribed the words into text and sent off her reply.

			The door to the auto shut, joining seamlessly with the rest of the vehicle. For a moment, she expected it to roll away down the mountainside, an opportunity squandered. Then, another message alert popped up.

			You have ten minutes. 

			Ada clenched her fists. Ten minutes, or what? She’d received more votes than anyone else, even Constance St. James herself. Were they going to launch without her? She wanted to push back, make the Unity work according to her schedule. But she also truly wanted to be part of this mission, and getting on Constance St. James’ bad side would only have made the next few years miserable. So, she had ten minutes.

			“Come inside,” she urged, grabbing Ezran’s arm and dragging him back toward the door.

			He let himself be pulled inside but kept glancing over his shoulder back toward the blinding sources of light. “Ada, dear, you must explain what is happening.” 

			Ada shut the door. “Uncle Ezran, listen.”

			

			“Uncle…” A smile spread across his face. “You have not called me that in a long time, little one.”

			Ezran’s smile placed in Ada’s mind a childhood memory of her uncle. One where his face didn’t have so many wrinkles and his hair had specks of gray amidst the black, and not the other way around. From back when his eyes weren’t filled with such sorrow. The Ezran of her memory was a younger man whose optimism had never been plundered from him by the cruelty of this grim reality. He had regained some semblance of happiness when Ada came home after her divorce, his positive outlook slowly recovering. She was afraid that when she left, he’d lose it once more. When she returned several years from now, would he be the same kind, compassionate man, or would bitterness take over in his solitude?

			“Listen, please.” Ada’s eyes filled with tears, draining the warmth from her uncle’s expression. “I have to go now. The auto is here to take me on a mission I’ve been selected to join.”

			“A mission?”

			“I’m sorry. I should have told you sooner, but I didn’t know things would happen so fast. I’m traveling aboard a rocket to a planet that showed up three years ago near Jupiter. I was chosen as an expert to communicate with intelligent life, if it’s found.”

			This must all sound like science fiction to Ezran. His days consisted of tending the crops in his biopods, making wood carvings, and reading old books. It was as if those with augments and those without lived in two entirely different realities. In Ezran’s, the solar system was just as it had been for the past four billion years. In Ada’s, Earth might have been on the brink of contact with another form of intelligent life, and her mission might decide the future. 

			

			But in truth, there was only one reality. And if this mission went poorly, Ezran and their unaugmented neighbors would face the dire consequences, the same as the rest.

			“You are traveling to another planet?” Ezran’s face twisted in confusion.

			“Not just me,” she assured him. “Five of us are going. I won’t be alone.” Then she took her uncle’s hands in her own. “And you shouldn’t be alone either while I’m gone. Spend more time with your friends up the hill. I’ve seen the way Ms. Erlein looks at you, you know. You should talk to her more.” Ada’s heart was breaking as she watched Ezran’s confusion turn to sadness. When he glanced toward his wife’s memorial, her heart broke a little more. “I’ll make sure your energy budget is taken care of,” Ada promised. “You won’t need to worry about money. I may be gone for several years, but I will be back. And I’ll be sure to send messages all the time while I’m away. Guillermo will make sure you get them.”

			Ada had so much she wanted to say, but her voice cracked and she couldn’t get more out. She broke down into sobbing, and Ezran wrapped his arms around her in an embrace.

			“There, there, little one,” he consoled her. “I will be fine. Do not worry about me. It is you who is going on an important mission.” He patted Ada on the back, then held her at arm’s length by the shoulders and gave a warm-hearted laugh that sapped away all the worry Ada had been feeling. “But you cannot start the journey off with an empty stomach. Quickly, go pack your things. I will bring you food for the trip.”

			Ezran rushed into the kitchen, and the sounds of cabinets frantically being opened and closed drifted down the hall. Ada laughed, despite herself, then rushed into her bedroom. She quickly packed a bag with all the essentials: a few changes of clothes, a spare wireless charger for her augments, and even some printed books to occupy her if she needed to conserve power. She didn’t expect to run low on her energy budget anytime soon, but she was leaving for a long time, and anything could happen.

			When she finished packing, Ezran was waiting for her by the front door with a tied bundle full of food. “Here we are. Fresh vegetables, energy bars, and your share of the chocolates we made earlier this month.”

			Ada took it and felt tears forming again. She had her perfect memory and her vault full of experiences, but she was going to miss this man. He had done so much for her and never asked for anything in return. He just wanted her to be happy, and she him. It was a lot to ask from two people the world had broken.

			“Thank you,” Ada said. “I’ll tell you all about the mission when I get back.”

			“Back from space!” Ezran exclaimed. “I never thought I would see the day when humankind took to the stars again. I am so proud of you, little one.”

			She gave him a hug and wanted never to let go. But the time had come for her to leave. Ezran opened the door, and she stepped into the light of the waiting auto. As she approached it, she checked the time stamp on the last message she’d received from Constance St. James. Fourteen minutes had passed. Ada grinned. 

			The vehicle’s door slid open again and she tossed her bag into its dark interior. With one last wave to her uncle, she ducked her head and entered the vehicle. The door sealed shut.

			After an uncomfortable moment in the dark, the seat began to shift beneath her. She jumped, then yelped as two tendrils slithered over her shoulders and down toward her waist. Under the bundle of food on her lap the creatures slid, writhing until two simultaneous clicks sounded on either side of her. Ada whimpered, unsure what was happening. She jerked forward, but straps across her chest held her firmly in place. She struggled against them, grunting as she tried to free herself, but to no avail.

			“Relax,” a voice said.

			Ada wasn’t alone. Two neon green lights glowed from the seat opposite hers. Six more pinpricks of green joined them, lighting up around Ada’s feet. Then came the characteristic whirring of a microdrone swarm, and the luminous dots lifted from the ground to surround the original set of eyes. As they hovered there, Ada felt as though she was meeting the gaze of some insectoid creature. Her breathing quickened, but as her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Ada discerned the shape of a human figure in the dim glow of the drones. 

			“It’s just a seatbelt.” It was a woman’s voice, though it had a monotonous, synthetic tinge to it, as though it were being produced by a speech synthesizer. Yet, it sounded familiar. “Trust me, if the auto wasn’t equipped with seatbelts, you’d be holding on for your life. This ride is going to be bumpy.”

			The auto moved, accelerating faster than Ada expected and pressing her back into the form-fitting seat. When they began down the hill, Ada couldn’t stop herself from holding onto the seatbelts for dear life. 

			“Who are you?” she blurted out.

			Despite the vehicle’s jerky movements from the rough terrain, the woman hadn’t moved since the drone swarm came online. She hadn’t even blinked. Her neon green eyes bored into Ada, who couldn’t help but avert her gaze. “You’re smarter than that, Ada.”

			

			The interior lights of the vehicle faded on, and Ada drew in a sharp breath. The woman across from her was more metal than flesh. She had no need for a seatbelt; an exoskeleton wrapping around her torso was locked into a bracket at the front of the auto. Dark braces ran down the insides and outsides of both the woman’s legs, with powered joints at the knees and hips. The device terminated at her neck, leaving her face unencumbered. She had the same pale skin and dark hair as Ada, but was older and had sharper features. And her eyes. They changed to a pale red as Ada examined the person across from her.

			“Infrared shows your heart rate has increased by fifteen percent. Do I frighten you?”

			Ada became aware of her elevated pulse. “No. You just…surprised me, is all.”

			“Good, because you’ll face worse than me on our mission. I hope you’re ready.”

			Our mission? Recognition clicked into place. Ada had heard this woman’s voice on many broadcasts in the Chain. “You’re Constance St. James.” Few had ever seen a visual of the Unity’s founder, and Ada was beginning to understand why.

			Constance grinned. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ada Bryce.”

			A loud bang sounded from below, and Ada’s stomach lurched as the auto left the ground and they entered free fall. An instant later, the vehicle landed. The impact was teeth-rattling, but after that, they no longer jerked around. Ada relaxed her white-knuckled grip on the restraints. The windshield darkened the landscape, but they seemed to have reached flat ground. Had they gotten down the mountain that quickly?

			

			“I hope you’re comfortable with high speeds,” Constance said. “We have a lot of ground to travel tonight if we’re to reach the launch facility by noon.”

			“We’re training at the launch facility?” Ada had assumed there would be a separate training complex with specialized equipment to simulate the effects of space travel.

			“Training?” Constance snorted. It was a surprisingly human sound from someone who reminded Ada so much of a bot. “The launch is occurring tomorrow at midnight. The only kind of training we’re getting is on-the-job.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Launch Site

			Tomorrow?” Ada blurted. “None of us have any experience with space flight!”

			“No one on Earth does,” Constance replied. “Did you miss the part about this being a high-risk mission?”

			“I did,” Ada said, holding back a sudden flare of anger. “I wasn’t informed about anything. You abducted me, told me about the rogue planet, and asked if I was interested. When I said yes, I didn’t know I was signing up to board a rocket with no training procedure in place.”

			Constance’s lips turned down. She continued staring at Ada. It was unnerving how she never blinked. “It appears we mistook your naivete for decisiveness. In any case, it’s too late to back out now.”

			“Is it? I don’t have to board that ship if I don’t want to.”

			“No, you don’t.” Constance hesitated. “But please, consider what happens if you choose to go back. We have one chance to execute this mission. No less than the fate of humanity is on the line, and your contributions will be vital.”

			Ada blanched. She was doing this for Jean, to ensure he had the crypt to have the care he needed. She had been a failure as a mother, which Lakaya would never let her forget. Taking care of just one person was hard enough. To hear that the fate of all humanity rested in her hands nearly made her vomit with anxiety. 

			

			She glanced out the front window hoping to see…anything. Some marker that proved that this world was worth saving. But beyond the auto’s headlights there was nothing. She could make out no detail of the environment, which must have been whizzing past at the speeds they were traveling. If not for the lack of stars and the presence of gravity, Ada might have guessed they were already in space. The reality was worse. They were on a dead world. The people living on it just hadn’t realized it yet.

			“My energy stipend?” Ada squeezed out through a constricted throat.

			“Contingent on your being part of this mission, of course.”

			Well, that made the choice easy.

			“I’m staying, then.” Ada gave a long sigh. “You’re not asking me to do anything you wouldn’t do yourself, anyway.”

			“Glad to hear it,” Constance said. “It would be a shame for all my votes to go to waste.”

			Ada furrowed her brows. “What? You voted for me?”

			“Me and the almost six billion others who delegated their votes to me.” 

			In the Chain, most people delegated their votes to someone who they considered an expert on a subject. It was an energy saving measure, mostly. Rather than spending time reading up on every proposed vote, just identify someone who you trust to do a good job and let them cast the vote for you. Somehow, Constance had convinced six billion people to delegate their votes to her? Ada didn’t know what to say.

			Constance smiled. “What can I say? I’m a fan of your work. The paper you submitted to the Ledger in 2099 changed the Unity’s standard for controlling microbot swarms. That algorithm was coded into a swarm deployed by the interplanetary drones sent to the rogue planet after it arrived. Thanks to you, we obtained key data needed to proceed with this launch. Your work has affected me personally more than you could know. It’s controlling my Eyes here with us in the auto.”

			Ada flushed with embarrassment. Constance St. James had read her work? Rather than addressing that, she diverted the conversation away from herself. “Your Eyes?”

			“My personal swarm,” Constance explained. “Normally, I have more, but I sent most ahead of me so I could oversee preparations at the launch site.” Her six microdrones all began circling in place in air. They seemed coordinated, though Ada knew there was a flaw in the paper she submitted in 2099. It was the one she was trying to solve with her new research.

			“I’m…sorry,” Ada said. “The blind spots must be a pain.”

			“Blind spots…” Constance grimaced. “I’ll forgive you for what you don’t know.”

			Ada cocked her head.

			“Do you know why I have these Eyes?”

			“No.”

			“You’re probably too young to remember anything from before the Energy War, aren’t you?”

			Ada remembered fragments from that early period in her life, hardly lucid since that was a time before her memory had fully developed. If Constance remembered the world before the war clearly, she must have been older than she looked.

			“The situation wasn’t great back then. Civil unrest as food rations dwindled. One plague would have been bad. Around the globe we tracked four. Basic incomes were cut as governments poured our money into the energy crisis. Forty percent of Earth’s population died in under a decade.”

			“Sounds like the apocalypse,” Ada said. She didn’t remember any of that.

			“It was.” Constance grinned. “But we’ve survived apocalypses in the past. Only, this time our world leaders didn’t believe there was any peaceful future awaiting us. War was the only option they saw. A competition for resources. Base instincts took over.” Her grin faded as she spoke. “Before the war, humanity had spirit. Our problems, no matter how grave, were soluble. After the Energy War…we might as well be beasts. No plan for the future beyond waiting to die.”

			“That won’t be too far off…” Ada muttered.

			“We’ve done nothing since the war but hasten it. Energy austerity,” Constance practically spat the words out. “Such an extreme measure was unthinkable in the past. Even if anyone had been foolish enough to propose it, we couldn’t have coordinated well enough to pull it off. Only the Chain allowed that. A version of the Chain was around for decades before the war, but only after the old nations collapsed did it catch on. For the first time in human history, all of Earth was connected and cooperating. No one realized that was exactly what we needed to kill ourselves faster.”

			The auto swerved in the road and inertia dragged Ada to her side. Shortly, it resumed on its path across the pitch-black countryside. Constance had stopped talking, but Ada was confused. “What’s that have to do with your Eyes?”

			“I thought I saw it clearly. That coordination could be used not to doom humanity but to save it. The governments of the past were fractured and at odds, acting without consulting each other. Now, we would have perfect oversight over every ongoing project, make sure there are no positive feedback interactions, unlike last time. We could do it right. It’s in our grasp.”

			Ada saw the problem. “But you can’t do that without breaking austerity. And the risk is that it doesn’t work. That would really speed up our death spiral.”

			Constance nodded. “That is the usual argument. We’ve become too afraid of change. If we don’t adapt, we’re just waiting for the environment to kill us. The politicians before the war may have made poor decisions, but at least they made decisions. The Chain is too slow. Do you know how many amendments to the Ledger of Edict’s core have successfully passed?”

			“Not many,” Ada admitted.

			“Less than one percent,” Constance said, looking down toward her feet. “Twenty years ago, when I started the Unity, I was more hopeful. I thought we could solve the energy crisis on our own. That we were the only ones who needed to risk anything.” Constance slumped down. “I paid dearly for that mistake. We violated the anti-nuclear Edicts to build a prototype fusion reactor. It malfunctioned, killing my closest friends. I was the only one in the facility to survive, but the explosion broke my spine, and the radiation damaged my visual cortex and my hippocampus. Within six months, I lost my eyesight and many memories.”

			Ada drew in a breath.

			Constance raised her head, and her neon eyes met Ada’s. “That’s what this has to do with my Eyes. Understand, Ada, I could have given up after that accident. God knows I wanted to. It felt like the end of the world. But I already survived one end of the world. So, I fought to become even more capable. My vision isn’t like yours. I have no eyes of my own; only the swarm’s sensors grant me sight. Your algorithm reduced their downtime from seven hours a day to just two. That’s five hours each day that I used to spend either incapable of working outside the Chain, where our work really matters, or blind. Don’t apologize for any so-called blind spots. You’ve already helped me see more than I could have dreamed.”

			The hum of the auto’s motor and the whir of the drones’ aeroblades filled the small cabin Ada and Constance shared. Ada was speechless. Her research had begun more akin to an artistic passion than anything else. She took the patterns she observed in the world and transformed them into mathematical beauty. That people would pay her so generously for that was something Ada couldn’t have predicted. A small part of her had been satisfied that she was theoretically reducing humanity’s energy usage with her work, but her primary motivation had been money to support her family. She’d never expected it to have such an impact on a stranger’s life. Much less the life of the most important person alive.

			There was no doubt Constance was that person. As founder of the St. James Unity, she had contributed more to the technological development of humankind than anyone in a century or more. From brain-machine interfaces to nanorobotics to blockchain networking protocols, Constance St. James had her hands in some of the most transformative projects on Earth. But she was also infamously discreet, only lending her voice to public displays for the Unity when absolutely necessary. Before stepping into the auto, Ada had known nothing of her personal life. Now, she’d shared more than Ada ever expected to learn.

			“Why tell me this?” Ada asked.

			Constance’s Eyes slowly descended to the floor and blinked out. “I fought for you to be part of this mission, despite my team’s objections. I’ve seen your access records. I know your past, what happened to your parents. I know about your memory. I must confess I was rather jealous of it until I realized the implications.”

			Ada began sinking into herself at the mention of her history, kept afloat only by the annoyance that Constance had been intruding where she wasn’t wanted. From the sounds of it, Constance was no stranger to trauma herself. Didn’t she know not to tear open old wounds?

			“Your blessings became a burden. But burdens can become blessings as well. Remember that, Ada,” she said with a grin. “There’s a lot riding on our mission. I know you’re the right woman for the job. Try to get some sleep. We’ll arrive at the facility in under seven hours.” The lights where Constance’s eyes would normally be went out. It gave the impression that Constance had closed her eyes, though she’d said they weren’t used for sight.

			The mere suggestion of sleep brought on a yawn, but Ada still had so many questions. When she asked, however, no response was forthcoming. Constance must have turned on her augments, or perhaps she was sleeping. Either way, it was well past five in the morning, and Ada was long overdue for some shut-eye. With no one to talk to and only an empty void ahead of the auto, Ada leaned her head back and let her heavy eyelids fall.

			*   *   *

			When Ada woke up, her overlays told her it was half past eleven. One of Constance’s drones was nudging her on the arm. Pesky little thing. It zipped back and forth like a dragonfly, though it was shaped like a disc kept afloat by four high speed aeroblades. Recessions housed LEDs all around the circumference of the drone. Sensors between those provided sight, hearing, and perhaps smell to the little bot. It even had opposable digits on a metal claw that gleamed in the light.

			Wait. 

			Ada stirred and squinted her eyes against the bright glare coming from the front window.

			There was sunlight. 

			She rubbed her eyes to clear the sleep away and tried to lean forward, though Constance’s exoskeleton was in the way.

			“Here.” Constance sent her a connection request.

			When Ada accepted it, the auto faded to invisibility. Her overlays replaced the interior with the view from the auto’s external cameras. Ada gasped. The cloud cover was gone. The pale blue sky was filled with mere wisps of white floating lazily on the upper atmosphere’s winds. Looking down, Ada found they were on an island. No, not quite yet. They were on a boat that ferried them to an island. The vessel was still rocking on unsteady waves, inducing nausea. Ada adjusted her haptics to filter out the uncomfortable sensation. She wasn’t ready to look away. Beyond the rocks lining the stone pier, alabaster sands stretched away as the waves of the sea lapped onto shore. Overhead, a lone gull rode the currents of air in wide arcs—solitary, not like the great flocks in her home environment.

			“You can see why we have to launch tonight,” Constance said. “Any delay and the weather could push us out of our launch window.”

			The auto disembarked from the ferry and took them up a paved road that wound its way through an abandoned town with century-old ruins. Most of the buildings had been reclaimed by nature, though there was precious little greenery to be seen. The place had once become overgrown with trees and vines after humans forsook the town, but now even those were dead. Hints of a shanty town remained, though it had long ago been left to rot. Ada thought she saw some picked-clean bones in the shadow of a collapsed shack, but she put it out of mind. She was too amazed by the bright, clear sky to linger on such dismal details. 

			As they crested the hill, they passed beyond a partially collapsed fence with curls of rusty barbed wire.

			“What is this place?” Ada asked, staring out the window in wonder.

			“Île du Levant,” Constance said. “This island used to be home to a missile range run by the old French military. It was relatively untouched during the war, so the Unity repurposed it as a development, testing, and launch site for our space operations.”

			Ada chuckled. “France’s government just gave you their military site?”

			“We told them to name their price.” Constance grinned. “As it happened, they could only accept an old currency called the euro. The exchange rate from euros to crypt made the expense essentially negligible in the Unity’s financial ledger.”

			“No wonder that government doesn’t exist anymore.”

			Constance shrugged. “It was no great loss.”

			Ada’s stomach rumbled and reminded her that it had been far too long since she’d eaten. She dug into the bundle Ezran had packed and ate a handful of juicy, bite-sized tomatoes along with two bland energy bars. He’d also included a plastic jug of water that Ada emptied in one long, continuous gulp. Soon, the vehicle arrived at a complex of blocky white buildings sprawled out on flat, open land that was free of dead brush. Constance terminated the connection and the auto’s interior popped back into sight. A hiss of air came as the doors slid open, as did a metallic click when Constance’s exoskeleton unlatched from its brace. 

			“Come,” Constance said. “The others have already arrived.” She took a moment to collect herself, then exited the auto, motorized joints whirring with each step. Her Eyes hummed to life and trailed her out the door.

			Ada cinched her bundle, grabbed her bag of clothing and other essentials, and disabled all her haptic filters. Then, she stepped out of the vehicle and let the unattenuated sunlight warm her. A slight breeze blew, carrying a salty and metallic but not unpleasant scent on it. She took a deep breath and stretched out while surveying the plateau. She smiled. This was going in her memory vault for sure.

			Constance led her toward a squat building paneled with tall blue windows as the auto parked in a recharging station next to an identical vehicle. She searched the horizon for the rocket she’d be boarding in a few hours but couldn’t find it. The launch pad must have been a few miles away from these administrative buildings so they wouldn’t be incinerated by the rocket’s exhaust. Atop a neighboring building was a troop transport of the kind Ada had seen during the war. The sort that had been atop the hospital where her parents had died. She hesitated, then forced it out of mind and continued inside.

			The interior of the building wiped away all the feelings of grand adventure Ada had been harboring. From the moment they stepped inside, it was hallways as far as the eye could see. Everything from wall to ceiling was a dull creme color, illuminated by skylights and some deactivated fluorescent tubes. After a brisk walk past fourteen identical hallways—Ada wished she could force her brain to stop counting—they arrived at something different, finally. 

			A big gray warehouse. 

			Ada groaned, every ounce of her desiring to go back outside into the beautiful sunlight. Then, she froze. Over Constance’s whirring joints was a building buzz. Constance kept walking, so Ada caught up. Like a swarm of locusts, a collection of microdrones came rushing toward the two women. Ada yelped and threw up her hands to guard herself, then felt like a fool when nothing struck her. She lowered her arms and found the entire noisy swarm orbiting around Constance, as though she had her own gravitational field.

			“You weren’t kidding when you said you had a lot of Eyes,” Ada yelled over the din.

			Constance sent Ada another connection request. When Ada accepted it, the high-pitched buzz the swarm produced evaporated. That was a handy bit of signal processing. Ada concentrated on the pattern formed by the swarm that it had come to rest all around Constance. The sensors on each microdrone had a limited field of view, but there were so many that they provided coverage in all directions—probably with some redundancy so Constance could observe different spectra of light at will. Ada wondered how their sensor feed appeared in Constance’s consciousness. Was it like viewing a panorama on a screen or did she have an omnidirectional sense of vision?

			Before she got a chance to ask, someone came running around the corner and skidded to a halt before Constance. He was a tall man with his blond hair combed back and orderly, unlike his scruffy beard that appeared to have been unshaved for several weeks. The sleeves of his white and black jumpsuit were rolled up, revealing a splotchy patch of red on his forearms. Was that…sunburn? Ada had never met anyone who got enough sunlight that they didn’t need vitamin D supplements, let alone someone who spent enough time outdoors to be burned. The man had been using the rag hanging from a clip at his waist to clean his hands, but when he wiped his brow, it still left a streak of dirt across his forehead. Ada was taken aback by the man’s appearance. His eyes were wide, but he must have realized he was staring at Constance. When he caught himself and gave a full-toothed smile, she couldn’t help but find him endearing.

			“Welcome!” he announced, stowing some device on his belt. “When the drones zipped out of the hub, I thought something was wrong. You must be Constance St. James. And you are Ada Bryce? It is a pleasure to meet you both.”

			He looked disheartened when Constance didn’t return his greeting. But then, Constance hadn’t been well-mannered when she first met Ada either. Ada stepped forward and extended a hand to break the tension.

			“Nice to meet you,” Ada said. “I’m sorry, but I haven’t had a chance to look at everyone’s profiles yet.”

			“That’s Anders Larsson,” Constance said. “Our inorganics expert.”

			“Please, just call me Larsson.”

			“Where are the others?” Even though she didn’t use her eyes, Constance looked past him as though incapable of making eye contact. 

			Ada raised an eyebrow. Was it just her or was Constance… socially awkward?

			Larsson laughed, clearly uncomfortable. “The others? I am not sure. I have been calibrating the ablative spectroscope in the hub, dialing it in with materials I found in the complex and out in the field. I must thank you, Ms. St. James. It has the instrumentation I asked for and more.”

			“The mobile hub isn’t stacked yet?” Ada asked. All the details about the vehicle had been in the proposal. It would be the crew’s base of operations to survive on the rogue planet. But with only a few hours until launch, it should already have been locked into the rocket stack at the launch pad.

			Larsson smiled at Ada. “Would you like to see it?”

			“She’ll have plenty of time to see it en route,” Constance said. “We need to find Sergeant Fenton and Dr. Briggs.”

			“The gym is a good bet for finding Davix,” Larsson said, then his lip curled down. “As for Dr. Briggs, he spends more time looking for a comfortable spot to lie down in his augments than preparing for the mission. Check his room, but he could be anywhere.”

			“Then I’ll check everywhere,” Constance said. Her Eyes dispersed in a frenzy of activity, some flowing into hallways throughout the building and others flying outside. If they were using Ada’s algorithm for automated search, she knew they wouldn’t be checking everywhere. There would be paths none of the drones would choose to take, for some inscrutable reason. Those damned blind spots seemingly couldn’t be fixed. 

			“So, what’s that thing?” Ada asked, pointing at the white tool in Larsson’s belt that reminded her of a pistol. “A weapon?

			“This?” Larsson laughed and took the device in hand. “No, only the sergeant is cleared to carry a weapon. This is the ablative spectroscope. I found it with my suit.”

			“What’s it do?”

			“It analyzes the components of whatever material I use it on.”

			

			“So…you point it at something, and it tells you if it’s wood or metal? Doesn’t sound that useful.”

			Larsson smiled. “It is a bit more sophisticated than that.” He glanced at Constance, who might as well have been in a coma for all the mind she was paying them. “Let me show you.” 

			Kneeling, he placed the tip of the device flush against the ground and pulled the trigger. Besides a soft click, nothing seemed to happen, but when he stood, a scorch mark marred the floor where he’d pointed the spectroscope.

			“The damage should be easy for a bot to repair,” Larsson said to Constance, but she didn’t respond. Her Eyes may have been everywhere, but it seemed her attention was limited to one thing at a time.

			A connection request popped up in Ada’s overlays—Larsson sent her the results from the device. It was a list of chemical compounds such as calcium oxide, silicon dioxide, water, sulfate, and many more. Each one had a percentage listed to two decimal points next to it. The device was much more useful than Ada imagined.

			“How’s it work?” she asked.

			“It fires a controlled laser at the material under observation, heating it until it releases blackbody radiation. By analyzing the wavelengths that are missing from the emitted light, we can determine to a high degree of accuracy of what compounds the material is comprised.”

			“Lasers and AI,” Ada said, “got it.”

			“Oh no, this technique has been in use since long before the development of artificial intelligence. Spectroscopy is how early astronomers figured out the composition of stars across vast spans of space. We just look at their light.” Larsson’s face twisted as though he’d bit into something sour. “Looked at their light, I should say. With our telescopes in orbit destroyed, we are limited in our quest for knowledge.”

			Nonsense,” a voice interrupted. The newcomer spread his arms as he approached. The long fingers of his bronze hands stuck out from beneath a patterned brown shawl that he wore draped over his shoulders, flowing down his arms. He raised his index finger to point at the center of his forehead, above the thick rims of his glasses. “There is more for us to gain by looking inward than there ever has been looking outward.”

			Larsson rolled his eyes. “Dr. Briggs, pray tell me how looking inward will unravel the secrets of the stars. What does the content of our minds have to do with the content of the universe?”

			“Everything,” Marlo Briggs answered with a broad grin. “We are all part of the continuously unfolding process that we have observed through those telescopes. The human organism is the most complex matter in the universe, but it does not stand apart from the rest. There is no meaningful distinction between us and the stars.”

			“The stars don’t feel pain,” Ada said. “They don’t suffer.”

			“Ah,” Briggs stroked his black wisp of a beard. “That is some appetizing food for thought. I like you already. Ms. Ada Bryce, I presume?”

			Ada nodded.

			“You are correct that we feel pain, just as the stars do not,” Briggs continued. “But is the purpose of pain not to avoid actions that will cause permanent damage or death? Is it not better for us to suffer in the hopes that we can change our path? A star has no option; it is fated to die. A human can imagine a future where we live in perpetuity. Our suffering, I conclude, is what grants us strength.” Dr. Briggs bowed from his waist, long locks of black hair falling forward and hiding his face.

			“I don’t think that makes it any more tolerable,” Ada murmured. “Pain is pain. If a life continues forever…” Ada shrugged. “Infinite pain. Guaranteed.” Ada’s perfect memories would have made even a short life intolerable before long. Being trapped with them for eternity would be hell.

			“It does not matter,” Larsson said. “So far, no one has figured out how to live forever, and it does not seem likely to happen anytime soon.”

			Briggs unbent suddenly, springing upright. “Of course not. It should not be easy for the universe to live forever. But that is the goal, is it not? Evolution is the quest for survival, and what could be grander than the survival of the universe, perhaps even in some existence apart from this reality. And if it is to happen, it will one day come about by the actions of a human mind or, perhaps something even more complex devised by a human mind.”

			Larsson and Ada looked at each other. Ada had no idea what Briggs was going on about, but she found herself missing even the strange company of Constance St. James.

			“Immortality within a human mind, sure,” Larsson whispered to her. “But not one as wracked by hallucinogens as this one.”

			Ada put her hand over her mouth to cover her smile.

			“Oh good, you’ve all met,” Constance said as two drones zipped around the corner and took their place hovering around her head. “Sergeant Fenton will meet us in the media room. Time to get suited up. We’ve got a Chain broadcast to record.”

			

			*   *   *

			Ada chose not to wear her suit’s helmet for the recording. This might have been the last time anyone on Earth would ever see her face, including her son. She may not have spent much time with him since the divorce, but she knew Lakaya would broadcast the recording from her augments to a screen for Jean to see. She didn’t want him thinking his mother was hiding from him. She’d look directly at the camera and smile, so her son knew she wasn’t scared. And so Ezran knew she was safe. So they knew she would be back to see them. One day.

			She stepped into the media room wearing her spacesuit, stopping at the top of what appeared to be a lecture hall, though to her knowledge this had never been a learning institution. Perhaps the old military conducted meetings or mission briefings here, but it had been renovated for Constance’s purposes. The lighting was stark and dramatic, flooding the stage with an obscene level of illumination. How much was this costing the Unity every minute they delayed? The three men—Larsson, Briggs, and an older man who Ada knew must be the sergeant, Davix Fenton—stood in front of a flat, green wall, all separated from one another. Larsson stage right, Briggs stage left, as far as they could get to either side, with Davix in the center. Like Ada, none of them wore their helmets. 

			As she walked down the stairs past row upon row of empty seats, she saw that each person’s suit was unique, tailored to their individual size and equipped with various tools befitting each of their roles on the mission. Ada had taken a quick look at their bios while dressing. The spectroscope Larsson had showed her was attached to his suit’s left wrist; strapped to his chest were a compact drill, a small hammer, and a sheathed knife. As a biologist and the crew’s organics expert, Marlo Briggs didn’t have as much field equipment—only a small device with a lens that she assumed magnified an image to transmit to his augments. Likewise, Ada’s suit was lightly equipped. A mathematician needed nothing but her mind, a computer to assist with calculations—a role which her augments filled perfectly—and a connection to the Chain. Still, she had a radio built into her suit, as did the others. Those could be controlled by some buttons within reach of her chin inside the suit’s helmet.

			Davix stood a quarter of a meter taller than Larsson and watched Ada as she came down the stairs. His white spacesuit contrasted with the umber skin of his face, which was topped with a short crop of gray hair. His bushy eyebrows were high above his eyes—a soft expression complemented by the slight upturn of his lips. He’d left the army long ago, but his muscular build told Ada he’d never stopped training. Across his right breast was the timeless symbol of a medic: a bright red circle framing a white cross. As she stepped up onto the stage, she briefly noted a surgical kit on his suit, but what gave her pause was the rifle slung across his back. 

			What kind of message was that sending to those watching this? ‘We’re prepared for the worst,’ or ‘we’re expecting a fight’?

			She didn’t have much time to worry before a swarm of drones entered through the same door Ada had, followed by Constance St. James in her spacesuit. Where everyone else’s suits were white with black highlights, Constance’s was black with red highlights, and it was largely covered by the exoskeleton she wore. Unlike everyone else, Constance wore her helmet. Also unlike everyone else, Constance’s helmet had no visor. It was black glass. With the world’s eyes on her, the secretive head of the Unity chose to cover her face. It shouldn’t have surprised Ada, but Constance was risking this mission going south and dying without anyone ever knowing what she looked like.

			Constance’s Eyes positioned themselves throughout the auditorium, capturing the stage from all angles. Despite none accompanying Constance herself, the Unity’s founder gracefully navigated the stage, where Davix ceded the center position. 

			“Captain,” Davix said in bassy tones, saluting Constance.

			Ada watched the exchange with some surprise. Was that what her differently colored suit represented? Rank? This was the first she’d heard that they were all subordinate to Constance. Again, it shouldn’t have surprised her.

			Constance St. James stood perfectly still, facing the audience of her own Eyes, pitch black visor and metallic exoskeleton making her look like a humanoid bot.

			“Closer together,” Constance said, “so we don’t look like we want to kill each other.” When no one moved, she added, “Please? And look toward the cameras.”

			“Is this truly necessary?” Davix asked. “I still have to conduct physicals and vaccinations to clear us for flight.”

			“It’s a required element of the proposal accepted by the Chain,” Constance said. “A launch date was never specified, so we have to alert everyone that we’re commencing operations. Otherwise, the Unity could be investigated for violating an Edict, and the mission would be terminated while we’re mid-flight.” Constance’s veiled head turned toward him. “Good old chain of command, right Sergeant Fenton?”

			Davix grumbled but voiced no complaint.

			

			“Now, let me do the talking,” Constance said. “And try not to look too surprised.”

			Ada furrowed her brows before restoring a neutral expression. What did she mean by that?

			The dim illumination over the lecture hall’s seats went black, leaving only the stage awash in blinding light. Ada squinted, looking out toward Constance’s Eyes, each of which glowed red as if a distant star in the inky firmament. A connection request from Constance popped up. When Ada accepted it, the view from the Eyes recording them filled a portion of her visual field. Ada looked so small compared to the rest of those on stage. Even though Constance was roughly the same size as her, she commanded a presence that made Ada feel like she was standing next to a giant. She clasped her hands together in front of her to stop from fidgeting. 

			“Citizens of humanity,” Constance began, “we stand before you in fulfillment of the Edict passed by democratic consent of the Chain, to initiate the mission to the rogue planet designated G9615. The five members of this crew have come together from across the planet, prepared to launch in the next twelve hours and travel for eleven months before touching down on the surface of this new planet.”

			Eleven months? Ada glanced at Constance out of the corner of her eye. Using the specifications of the ship released by the Unity, Ada had calculated that the trip should take at least twenty months.

			Constance had paused for effect, and the visual shifted to show a rocket on a launch pad with another in the distance. The complex of buildings they were in looked tiny in comparison, like a scattering of energy bars dropped on the ground. Though none of the Eyes moved, the camera panned so that the five on stage were standing in front of the rocket display. The green wall behind them was being replaced in real time by this imagery. It took a conscious effort for Ada not to turn around and look. Then, the rockets launched in slow motion, and the visual shifted into a diagram of the path the two ships would take through the solar system. It didn’t match any of the simulations Ada had run.

			“In the past, such a feat would have been impossible. On the fifth of December 2108, look to the stars and know that humanity has set foot on a new world.”

			Ada nearly let her shock show. That wasn’t the correct date. If they were launching in twelve hours and arriving in eleven months, they would arrive in July of 2107. What was Constance doing?

			“Let our success serve as a reminder of the capabilities of not just the Unity but all of humankind when we are presented with a worthy challenge. Such a one may only present itself once in a lifetime. When it does, we must each sacrifice whatever necessary to ensure we meet it. Myself and the four brave crew members beside me have given up our safety to ensure that humanity can prosper from the knowledge shared by new allies from beyond our galaxy. As the five of us secure your future, be sure not to squander it in a slow decay toward extinction.”

			The red lights in the audience blinked out, the recording ended, and Constance stomped off stage while removing her helmet.

			“You really know how to charm them, St. James,” Dr. Briggs said. “If you’re going to lie to them, you could at least do it nicely.”

			Constance whirled on him from the dark aisle, though Ada knew she needn’t have turned to see him. “Don’t confuse nice with good, Doctor. I’m done trying to convince people to do what’s needed. Cold, hard reality will help some of them see the truth. And the others? We’ll drag them kicking and screaming behind us.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five

			Optimists

			Following the recording of their broadcast, Ada and the three men traveled to another building within the dilapidated military complex. Constance St. James stalked off in some other direction, though her Eyes flitted between buildings and through open doors and windows. Cracked concrete shot through with dry, withered vines crunched underfoot as they trod along talking in hushed tones.

			“Her dates make no sense,” Larsson said. “Eleven months of travel and we will arrive in December of two years from now?”

			“Ah, it seems we finally agree on something, my friend.” Dr. Briggs gave a wolfish grin. “Constance St. James is a liar. Of course, we all knew that, didn’t we?” He exchanged looks with everyone in turn, but the skepticism and confusion he got in return was not what he seemed to expect. “Don’t tell me I’m the only one who looked into our employers past activities before accepting this proposal. I prefer to know who I’m going to be sharing quarters with for…eleven months.” He breathed out a scornful laugh.

			Davix grunted. “I don’t like that she lied either, but she must have a good reason for it. She’s probably the smartest woman in the world and—”

			“So smart,” Dr. Briggs cut in, “that she got several of her closest colleagues killed. Might we ensure that such an…incident doesn’t lie in our near future?”

			

			Ada’s eyes widened. If Dr. Briggs knew about Constance’s failed fusion reactor prototype, it seemed the Unity founder wasn’t as good at keeping secrets as she believed.

			Sergeant Fenton leveled a flat stare at the Doctor. “She’s our captain. What are you suggesting? I’ve seen several mutinies during the war, and let me tell you, they never ended well.”

			Briggs threw his hands up. “Mutiny! I was suggesting nothing so rash, sergeant.”

			“Then what?” Larsson pressed him.

			“Perhaps a delay to the mission could be arranged. Turn her lies into truth. Davix, how long did you say American astronauts used to train before even a short jaunt to the International Space Station?”

			“Eighteen months was NASA’s standard.”

			“Eighteen months! Yet here we stand before our maiden voyage, proceeding headlong with no training protocol in place. Is my trepidation unwarranted? Larsson, we agree on little, but on this subject I know your mind. I’ve seen your formal request to modify the proposal. Summarily rejected. And Fenton, you as well. A good soldier takes few needless risks, no? I can only surmise that Ms. Bryce is wise enough to share our fears of this mission coming to a sudden, explosive end.”

			Ada shrugged. “I told her how I felt while traveling here together. She brushed it aside, told me we have one chance to execute the mission, and some nonsense about how the fate of humanity is on the line.”

			Davix frowned. “Is it not?”

			They passed through an open door to a gray building housing identical hallways to the one they’d just left. One of Constance’s Eyes zipped past.

			Marlo shivered when it turned the corner. “So creepy, those drones… always make me feel like I’m being watched.” He shook his head, then answered Davix. “Constance St. James may believe making contact with alien life will usher in a golden age of humanity—shared knowledge with an advanced species and all that. But it seems to me altogether more likely to result in utter disaster. Of course, to the true believers in this mission such as yourself and my friend Anders Larsson here—”

			Larsson snorted. “Your problem, Dr. Briggs, is that you always believe you are the smartest one in the room.”

			“Believe is a funny choice of word,” Marlo said, the corners of his mouth tugging upward.

			“But St. James has provided me with extensive simulations that weighed the probabilities of both outcomes. This mission is not as hopeless as you believe.”

			“Simulations and models, ever so reliable,” Ada said sardonically. How many times had her simulations falsely reported that her algorithm was performing perfectly? “No plan survives first contact with the enemy. Isn’t that a military saying, Sergeant Fenton? None of us knows what’s going to happen when we arrive on that planet. A model can only be constructed with historical data and hopeful guesses. There’s no history of anything like this happening, and we see how well hope has worked out for our species. So what good are models?”

			Marlo snickered. “I believe you may be right, Larsson. About me not being the smartest one in the room.”

			Ada rolled her eyes. She could hardly abide genuine compliments, let alone false flattery. “Here’s another saying for you, Dr. Briggs: expect the worst and you’ll never be disappointed. Constance isn’t going to change her mind. If that means we all die on the launch pad, at least my family will be taken care of.”

			

			Davix led them through a drafty corridor that housed an excess of medical devices—ancient equipment such as x-rays, CAT scanners, operating tables, and metal trays full of tools that could have belonged to any medieval torturer. They pushed through stiff hanging plastic into a sterile room with matte gray paint on the walls that matched the curtains, beds, chairs, and cabinets. Even the hospital Ada had been in during wartime seemed more hospitable than this facility. The lights did nothing to help the atmosphere. When Davix flicked a light switch, most didn’t turn on. The few that did flickered in a way that would have induced a migraine had Ada not smoothed the pulsing out with her augments. The day seemed to be stacking up reasons for her to abandon this mission, but it would take far more than a headache, some lies, and a disagreeable crew to cast aside the Unity’s energy stipend.

			Larsson was the first to be examined by Davix. The sergeant sent her and Dr. Briggs to an adjacent room, just as gray and dismal as the last, where she and the Doctor waited for their turns. They sat in uncomfortable silence for a time, him leaning back in a chair resting his eyes, her on the side of a bed, hands fidgeting with the sheets and legs hanging over the side. She didn’t particularly like the man, and each interaction with him further whittled down what little tolerance she had for his pompous peculiarities. Silence was preferable to bad conversation. Still, she had to be practical. The two of them may have started off on bad footing, but they would be confined together in a small ship for eleven months, if Constance was to be believed.

			“So, Dr. Briggs, do you have any family that’ll be waiting for you?”

			She immediately regretted the question. All it did was bring to mind her own family, whom she wouldn’t see for years in the best case. Ezran. Jean. Even Lakaya would have been a welcome face right about now. Anything to restore normalcy to this infinitely strange situation.

			Dr. Briggs closed his eyes and gave a wistful smile. “Alas, the psychonaut’s path, while ever fascinating, often is a lonely one. But please, call me Marlo. Our journey will be long, so we might as well do away with such formalities early on to save ourselves the trouble.”

			Ada hummed in surprise. She’d read that in the past, universities were a vital step on the career path. Now, attendance was more a badge of honor, to say that you attended the same institution as great thinkers like Hawking or Einstein. “Most people who attend university don’t let you forget it.”

			“Oh, believe me, Ms. Bryce,” Marlo said, opening his right eye. It appeared magnified behind his thick-rimmed glasses. “I’m far from humble. Don’t let me fool you.”

			“Ada,” she corrected him. “I thought we were doing away with formalities.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t want to presume,” he said, closing his eye once more. “After all, you’re Constance’s darling ace in the hole.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Did you not examine the voting data?” Marlo asked. “I, for one, couldn’t help myself. Such data often hides interesting stories. Such as this one: An eager young mathematician volunteers, I quote, ‘just moments after being contacted by Constance St. James.’” He opened his eyes and looked at her. 

			Ada’s stomach squirmed. Where was this going? 

			“So enthusiastic is the public for this mathematician that she receives a groundswell of support, unprecedented in Edict history, surpassing the vote totals of all other candidates combined.” Marlo feigned tipping a hat that he didn’t wear. “Congratulations on your rousing success. Yet, this same woman neglects to vote, either for herself or anyone else. Peculiar, don’t you think? Instead, she spends all of her time in the Ledger of Insight, or trolling conspiracy forums.”

			This was beginning to feel as if she were being interrogated. She opened her mouth to protest—she had nothing to hide—yet Marlo wouldn’t let her get a word in.

			“And to add to the oddity, Constance St. James threw all of her five-point-eight billion votes in your corner. This despite the fact that, no offense, yours isn’t exactly a household name.”

			“No offense, but neither is yours,” Ada glared at him. “Constance said she voted for me because she admires my work. Can you say the same?”

			“I sincerely doubt Constance St. James has any use for my hallucinogenic distribution crusade.” He grinned. “Seeing the world through her swarm of Eyes must already be quite enough of a trip. My research into neural augmentation as a continuation of epigenetics, on the other hand. A bit of a vanity project, that, but…” Marlo’s mouth moved as though he were physically chewing on the idea. “Perhaps… Whatever the case, I sense there’s more to this story than she’s letting on.”

			At that moment, Larsson opened the door. He must have sensed the tension because he froze in the door frame, glancing at Marlo, then at Ada, and back. “Your turn, Dr. Briggs. The sergeant is waiting for you.”

			“Ah, but we were just starting to have fun,” Marlo complained.

			“Oh, were we?” Ada glanced sidelong at Briggs. So much for improving their relationship.

			

			“Why were you selected for this mission, my friend?” he asked Larsson.

			“Read the proposal,” Larsson suggested.

			“Sad to say, but I have some serious misgivings over the accuracy of the information in that proposal. Come, Larsson. She could have chosen any number of fellows to prod at rocks, or whatever it is you do all day. Why do you think she chose you?”

			“The Chain chose me,” he countered. “Evidently, enough people see the value in someone poking at rocks. More value than in someone exploring only the confines of their own skull. Might I remind you who received the fewest votes of us all, Dr. Briggs?”

			Ada chuckled. “You’re right, Marlo. We are starting to have fun.”

			Marlo bristled, adjusting his eyeglasses.

			“Glad to hear it,” Davix’s unamused voice came from the door. “Fill me in, why don’t you, Dr. Briggs, on the way to the examination room.” The sergeant had removed the upper half of his spacesuit since beginning the examinations, revealing a tight gray shirt that hugged his muscular torso. By the tone in his voice, if Briggs didn’t get moving quickly, Davix would have made him move.

			Dr. Briggs rose to his feet with all the speed of an eighty year old, though Ada was certain he was only a few years older than she was. “We were merely discussing our dear leader’s…charming irregularities, shall we call them?”

			“As long as the Unity keeps paying me,” Ada said, “Constance can be as inconsistent as she wants.”

			“You see them, then. The inconsistencies. Pay close attention to them,” Marlo said. “In the silence, lies the music.” He cracked his back, then strolled out of the room behind Davix.

			

			When he was gone, Larsson took his seat. “Is everything all right?”

			Ada shook her head, more in frustration than anything else. “Is every conversation with him like pulling teeth?”

			Larsson leaned toward her. “In my experience, yes. The two of us seem to disagree on just about everything.” He sighed, then ran a hand through his hair. “I do not wish to speak ill of him when he is not present. I am sure in eleven months we can find some way to maintain good relationships.”

			Ada doubted that. If the unpreparedness didn’t kill them, driving each other insane was the next most deadly risk. Especially if they blew past the expected arrival date.

			“Eleven months…” she muttered. “Does that seem strange to you?”

			“Why would it?”

			Ada visualized the notes she had taken while running through the calculations a few nights ago. “In the late 1900s, the Americans’ space agency launched a spacecraft called Galileo to Jupiter. It took over six years to reach Jovian orbit. In 2011, they launched another called Juno, which arrived four years and ten months later. In 2048, the European space agency launched Evanemus. Three years, seven months.”

			“I take your point,” Larsson said, his brows furrowed.

			“The fastest any spacecraft has ever gotten there was New Horizons, which passed Jupiter traveling twenty-three kilometers per second. It took thirteen months. How the hell are we going to get there in eleven?”

			Larsson shrugged. “I have no idea. What do you think?”

			

			Her thoughts were dragged back to the conspiracy arena. What was the Unity hiding? A fusion reactor project, for one. You could create one hell of a rocket engine with the output of a reactor like that. Though, the way Constance spoke of it, it had been a traumatic event. They were taking a huge risk boarding a rocket without training; Ada didn’t believe Constance would multiply that risk by including an untested fusion rocket engine. No, the explanation was simpler than that.

			“She’s just lying. We’re not getting there in eleven months or two years from now. How much food is on board? How much oxygen, or water?”

			“Water and atmosphere are recycled without loss. I tested the systems myself. As for food, of course we provisioned far more than eleven months’ rations.”

			“How much more?”

			“It is hard to say. We all require different caloric intake, and undoubtedly some of it is intended for our time on the planet. I can ask Constance if you need the details. But—”

			“Where is Constance?” Ada stood and began pacing. “Doesn’t she have to get a physical too?”

			Larsson chuckled. “Constance St. James does not play by the same rules as the rest of us.”

			That much was clear. “Lying on the broadcast, to the Chain, I can almost understand. The thing that I don’t get,” Ada said, “is that she’s lying to us too. Why? It’s not like we won’t find out what’s really going on.” 

			The door swung open, and Ada whirled, momentarily fearing Constance would make an appearance after all. Instead, Marlo Briggs shuffled in just as calmly as he had left.

			“That was quick,” she said.

			Marlo nodded. “I verified the data ahead of time using the same protocol as our fine medic. He merely needed my signature…and some convincing that my microdosing hadn’t tainted the results of the self-examination. In any case, it’s your turn, Ada.”

			She was eager to leave the other two before they started butting heads. How were they going to get through this trip alive?

			“Come on in, Ms. Bryce,” Davix welcomed her into the room. “I’d like to formally introduce myself. Sergeant First Class Davix Fenton, but please just call me Davix. Or sergeant. Doc, maybe. Anything’s fine, really. Just don’t call me old,” he finished with a friendly grin.

			Ada smiled back. Davix’s short, cropped hair had as much gray as black, but he was in better fitness than anyone else on the mission. “You can just call me Ada. Nice to meet you.” She extended her hand and he took it in an unsurprisingly firm grip.

			“Likewise. I wish we had more time to get acquainted, but we’d best get this done.” He issued her a connection request from a thin touchscreen device he held. It reminded her of what she’d read, that he was the sole crew member without augments. She accepted his request, marveling at how quickly he worked with the old-fashioned device despite its limitations.

			Ada’s augments made the physical simple. Her nanos transmitted data about her weight, metabolic rate, pulse, and so on to her implants. Davix monitored the biomarkers on his device while Ada performed some calisthenics to prove her body was capable of exertion. Jumping jacks, sit ups, squats. Simple tasks, leaving her mind free to ponder Constance’s plan while her body worked. She continued to wear her spacesuit throughout the whole process, since she wouldn’t be able to take it off once on the rogue planet. She wasn’t looking forward to that. While the suit was form-fitting and fairly comfortable, it weighed her down considerably and restricted her movement. The price to pay for not suffocating in a vacuum, she supposed.

			“That should do it,” Davix said, putting down his device but maintaining the open connection. “Your markers are looking good. Take a minute to catch your breath. You need anything? Water? A towel?”

			“I’m…fine. Thanks.” 

			Davix took a seat next to her. “Yeah? I don’t need biomarkers to know something’s on your mind.”

			She looked up at him. “Sorry, just stuck on the conversation I had with Marlo.”

			Davix chuckled. “He has a way of sticking with you, doesn’t he? I thought he was coming in for a physical, not to lecture me on the safety and efficacy of tetra-hydro-something-psilocybin.”

			“Did you believe him? That it was safe?” Ada couldn’t imagine it was, and Marlo’s low-level ongoing psychosis was doing nothing to convince her otherwise.

			“Just kept him talking while I connected to his augments and verified his health. He may be willing to risk his safety, but I’m not.”

			Ada smiled. “Sounds like we’re in good hands.”

			“I hope so. More in Constance’s hands than mine, though. I’ve been thinking about what you said about her. I’m not comfortable with the danger she’s putting us all in, either…but I think she may have a point about the necessity. Wouldn’t be the first time one of my commanders had to make that kind of decision.”

			“It’s not for her to decide. If the rest of us think we should delay the launch, she should listen to us.”

			The sergeant gave a noncommittal grunt. “Kind of is her decision. She’s the captain. And if we could afford the delay, I’m sure she’d listen.” Davix met her gaze. “But if we hesitate, it might be too late.”

			

			She narrowed her eyes. Even if they didn’t wait, Ada didn’t see how this mission would make an iota of difference to the fate of Earth. “Because of the Chain? The proposal?”

			Davix went on with a sigh, shaking his head. “The Chain…no. It’s amazing technology, don’t get me wrong. It’s no wonder most of you spend so much time using it you forget the real world exists. One node in the network goes down and the rest keep on working like nothing ever happened. Guessing no one inside even knows when something like that happens.”

			Ada nodded. When a node failed, the mesh network routed traffic through another path without a hiccup. It was seamless.

			“Outside the network, it doesn’t work that way. We like to think our communities are self-contained, sustainable. Really, we’re all interdependent. We need each other. Power generation fails in a city and the suburbs around it can’t grow food in their pods. Food production fails and people starve, soon there’s no one to handle waste management. Disease spreads. Energy technicians die. Or it could happen one of a million different ways. However it goes, we may get a handle on things before the system collapses, but every time is harder. How many more times can Earth go through that cycle?”

			“Cascading failure,” Ada said. “It’s an attractor for all complex systems.”

			“When I served, I saw communities around the world, all in different stages of that collapse. It always started with a logistics problem. One vital, missing resource or another. My unit was in a branch of the military whose mission was to identify what was missing and help them rebuild. Kind of like…medicine, for society.”

			

			“And what, they got better?” Ada asked doubtfully. “Like a patient in a clinic?”

			“For a while. Even as the world went to shit, we restored communities, built them up, hardened them. Eventually conditions got so bad, violence became inevitable. Restorative units were dismantled, personnel reassigned to the war. No doctors left. Only soldiers.” He chuckled at that, though Ada couldn’t see what was funny about society tearing itself apart.

			“Earth needs more than a good doctor to heal the damage. More than us, that’s for sure.”

			“Maybe,” Davix said, “but maybe on that rogue planet we’ll find some powerful medicine. Constance seems to think so, anyway. Speaking of meds, let’s finish this up. Just got to give you the cocktail, then you’re all set.”

			“What’s that?” Ada asked. It sounded like something Marlo would have whipped up.

			“Some inoculations. Steroids to make your body more resilient to long term zero-G. Nanobots to repair tissue damaged by cosmic radiation. Immunoboosters in case there’s anything nasty on the rogue. That kind of stuff. Standard procedure, nothing to worry about. Sound good?”

			“Sure. I’ve already got nanos, though.”

			“Most your age do,” the old medic said. “A few more won’t hurt.” He winked, then stood. “I’ll be right back. Just need a free arm for the shot.” 

			While Davix was out of the room, Ada unlatched the vacuum seal along her torso and slipped off the upper portion of the spacesuit. She laid it beside her on the bed, relieved to be unburdened from its weight. Her gray cotton undershirt was damp with sweat—a better outcome than the sweat pooling down by her feet with nowhere to go, but it added more trepidation about how strenuous this mission was going to be. She wasn’t trained for this. When did a mathematician ever have to do manual labor?

			A repetitive mechanical clank came beyond the closed door. Ada cocked her head. It was getting louder. Closer. Her skin began to crawl. The door swung open, and Davix was standing there.

			“A bit of an older model,” he said with a smile, “but still reliable. Not unlike mys—”

			A medibot appeared behind Davix. 

			Ada’s breaths rasped. Her body tensed, ready to spring into motion, but there was nowhere to run.

			The bot walked on six robotic legs, as though it were a metallic insect with a cuboid abdomen. Jointed arms protruded from its matte white body, each equipped with some device for cutting or probing or injecting. It moved closer. Ada shouted and scrambled away from the murderous bot. She was in a scarlet emergency room, staring wide-eyed at an identical robot at work. Skin tore. Blood sprayed from its spinning sawblade, spattering her clothes and face. Her father’s voice was the last thing she heard before this tableau seared itself forever in her mind. Her mother’s horrified scream was the next.

			She was wrenched from the memory back to the present, where a stranger held her by the shoulders, shushing her and blocking the medibot from her view. She was whimpering.

			“It’s okay, Ada,” Davix said in a hushed voice. “Just breathe. Good, very good. Deep breaths, now. Breathe. You’re safe.”

			Ada squeezed her eyes shut, focused on her breathing, and clenched her fists to still her trembling hands. She hated this. Why was she cursed to panic every time she encountered a bot? As though she was a girl again. She should have been able to control it…but she couldn’t. 

			

			She didn’t think she ever would.

			“I’m sorry,” Ada whispered, her voice shakier than she’d expected. Her pulse hadn’t slowed. With her eyes closed, she powered on her augments and loaded the first experience that came to mind—one that immersed her in a time lapse of a merging binary star system. She set her haptics to filter out any bodily sensations, then said, “Do what you need to do. Close the connection when you’re done, and I’ll come back out.” Then she waited in the backdrop of space, watching as the two stars danced around each other, spiraling in closer and closer, faster and faster, until they collided with a brilliant red flash. When the nova settled down, the resulting star burned hotter and brighter than either of the originals had.

			True to her word, when the connection from Davix closed, Ada braced herself and set her augments to overlay on the physical world. The medibot was gone, but Larsson and Marlo both were standing in the room, ready to assist a worried Davix.

			“You know, most people don’t experience an adverse reaction until after the shot,” Davix said.

			Ada gave a half-hearted laugh. “Thank you for calming me down. I must have looked ridiculous.”

			“Not at all,” Davix assured her. “Bot fear is more common than you’d think, especially among those who grew up during the war. I’ve treated my fair share. We won’t have one with us on the mission, so don’t worry. That’s the last bot you’ll encounter for a long while.”

			*   *   *

			Final preparations took several hours. Davix and Larsson performed one last check of the mobile hub before it inflated six bulbous wheels and drove itself onto a transport shuttle to be carried away. It looked like a small building rolling onto a barge with huge tank treads. Once the hub was secured and the wheels sank back into their retracted wells, the transport’s treads grinded into motion, rumbling away at a snail’s pace toward the launch pad where their rocket was fueling up. 

			An automated system of cranes would handle the rest, stacking the mobile hub atop the first and second stage waiting at the pad. That made the hub the third of the rocket’s four stages. The first stage would carry them to orbit, then detach and reenter the atmosphere to land at the launch facility. It would then refuel on the pad to serve as the first stage of a second ship launching the next day—an unmanned backup following them in case something went wrong. By the time it launched, their ship would already be well on its journey to the rogue planet. 

			No turning back.

			Constance and Marlo both spent the remainder of their Earthly time in their augments. Though Ada hadn’t seen Constance since their recording, her Eyes continued flitting about, overseeing whatever procedures the captain evidently didn’t want to leave to automation. She couldn’t say what Marlo was doing; his records showed that he was accessing the Chain, but she looked no further into it. Whatever affairs he had to wrap up before leaving were his personal business.

			All told, Ada felt useless in the hours preceding the launch. She wandered around the facilities looking for some way to help, but it seemed everything was already being taken care of. She spent some time looking in the Chain for an abridged training regimen, but none of the options suited her needs. The shortest program she could find was a six-month immersive experience, culminating in some preserved memories from the dead Mars colony. She tuned out the real world with her haptics and skipped right to the end of the course.

			Although only the reduced gravity made the gear the long-lost colonists had to wear tolerable, whoever uploaded the memory had an optimistic outlook on the future of their new colony. Ada experienced his thoughts as her own. He wouldn’t live to see it, but he knew Mars would become self-sufficient, terraform the planet into a fresh home with lush oxygen-producing greenery, artificial seas to house new life, cities on the surface rather than filling cramped tunnels. It was a second chance to shepherd humanity into the future. Ada checked the memory block’s timestamp—July 26, 2082. 

			Less than two years before the Energy War began and Earth cut off support to the colony. 

			A sense of dread wriggled up Ada’s spine. Such normalcy in those thoughts. Such optimism. The man had no idea he’d be dead in under two years. Him and all the other colonists. She couldn’t stand to inhabit the memory any longer. It was too much like looking through the eyes of someone who’d been murdered. Even after leaving the experience, Ada’s thoughts seemed like a portent of her own coming death. She shook the feeling off.

			Her gaze landed on a Link to an earlier memory in the training program, where she might get a sense of what it felt like to be in zero-G. Ada set her augments to overlay mode. She would have plenty of time to get used to that environment in space. And as awful a place as Earth was, this was her last chance for a while to spend time with it. 

			Stepping outside, she made her way across the open fields toward the western end of the isle. There she realized her augments’ overlays were replacing the sky with that of her home environment, updating the lighting and shadows to match. That was her default setting, because Earth’s new default was perpetual cloud cover. However, when she turned the filter off, the weather was anything but usual.

			Standing on a bank at the edge of the isle, the waves crashing on the sand thirty yards below, Ada’s eyes filled with tears at the stunning sight of sunset. There were clouds near the horizon, but not so many that the sun’s brilliance didn’t shine through. It painted them all a purplish red, a color so unusual Ada had never seen it in her overlays’ rendering of the sky. She looked up, following the gradient as it shifted from bright magenta to a deeper purple to blue and then black on the far horizon, where the clouds’ coverage was total. To think that she had almost missed this view… 

			She changed the default setting of that filter. 

			Ada sat admiring the sunset for a length of time she did not track. The salty breeze blew in from the sea, cool and fresh on her unfiltered skin. She wished there was some way to preserve this. She would certainly be storing it in her memory vault, but that was a far cry from making sure future generations would see what beauty Earth had to offer.

			That beauty was all the more precious because of how rare it had become. If humanity somehow broke out of this spiral of decay and rejuvenated the planet, they would quickly ruin it once more. Everywhere humans went, they desecrated. 

			Outside of Earth, only the lunar colony remained. Everywhere else was dead. And those on Luna had been lucky enough to reach sustainability early and wise enough to sever ties with Earth as soon after. They’d established independent oxygen, water, and food production. Their solar panels maintained peak performance—there were no clouds on the moon. All luxuries were relegated to the Chain, and why not? Anything that could exist did exist on the Chain. They’d even created their own fork of the network. An isolated economy, independent of the hell on Earth. 

			Their walled garden would soon rot.

			It was only a matter of time. Emergence dictated that any complex system could only be maintained if it started with simple actors. This was how her swarm intelligence algorithms worked—each drone followed simple rules. Anything too elaborate and the system soon broke down. Complexity became chaos. 

			Humans, however, aren’t simple machines. Any system involving humans is destined for such chaos. Start with relatively few people, such as the hundreds on Luna, and the colony will remain stable for some time. But as the population grows, so too will the complexity, and then the system is in for a shock. Problems would arise that no one sees coming, with no hope of solving. Usually, attempts at fixing them involve violence. That creates more problems, which are then addressed by more violence. A positive feedback loop, a death spiral. 

			Night had fallen when Davix came to retrieve her.

			“All this was a mistake,” she said to him.

			Davix eyed her, waiting for her to elaborate, then sat beside her.

			“This global civilization. Plugging everyone on Earth into one big system.”

			“Not everyone,” Davix said. “I’m not in the Chain. Plenty of us aren’t.”

			Neither was her uncle. You needed augments to access the Chain, but invasive brain surgery was a step too far for some—mostly older folks. Comparing Davix and Ezran to herself, maybe they had the right of it. They certainly seemed happier than her.

			

			“The Chain is where we’ve ended up on our march toward connectedness, but it started long before that. Just like you said, we’re all interdependent.”

			Davix grunted. “True.”

			“Constance thinks being able to oversee everything means we can solve bigger problems. I think it just means our flawed solutions will hurt more people than ever.”

			“You’re not wrong,” Davix admitted. “But she also has a point. We have more power to solve global problems, but it depends how we use that power. If we use that power. From an outsider’s perspective, seems those augments you have are mostly used to avoid fixing things.”

			Ada squirmed at that. She was guilty of her fair share of problem avoidance. “Can you blame people? When the world is this fucked up and we can’t fix anything by ourselves, it’s better to make this slow death comfortable, don’t you think?”

			Davix let that hang in the air for a moment. Then he spoke so quietly that Ada almost missed it under the breath of the wind. “It’s easier to believe you’re already defeated than to make the sacrifices necessary to win.”

			“Win?”

			“To survive. To fix this mess.” He spoke up now. “You think we’re the first generation to be faced with a problem that seems insurmountable?” The old sergeant scratched at his beard. “In ‘85, a year into the war, I was stationed in the U.S. capital when the fighting closed in on us.”

			Unconsciously, Ada leaned away from Davix. He was part of the American military? The military that had killed her parents?

			Davix didn’t notice her change in posture. “The UKP and China had already taken Philadelphia, and Baltimore wasn’t going to hold out long. We had the AM coming in by sea, landing in Delaware to mount an assault from the east. The land south had been burned to cut off resupply. We could have tucked tail and fled west, let everyone else duke it out for Washington, but you know what? Not one person proposed that. This was our country’s capital, and that meant something. We stood our ground, we fought, and we lost a lot of good soldiers. I saved as many as I could, but…” Davix leaned forward and sighed. “Today, those buildings still stand because of them. Because of what we did. The government is gone, but our history, we saved. What little of it we could.” He looked her right in the eyes. “So don’t tell me Earth isn’t worth trying to save too. If you believed that, you wouldn’t be here right now.”

			Ada looked over at Davix as he stood. He was proud of what he’d done in the war, but it never should have come to war in the first place. It was all so senseless. And if they had let them take Washington, then the Americans wouldn’t have been attacking the hospital Ada’s parents had died in. They might have lived if not for Davix’s sacrifice. She wanted to tell him that. To yell it at him. 

			She kept quiet. It was in the past. He didn’t need that ghost haunting him too. He surely had enough of his own.

			“Come on,” Davix said. “They sent me to find you when you didn’t respond to Constance’s messages.”

			“Oh?” Ada sprang to her feet. She turned on her augments and found three messages waiting for her. 

			It was time to leave.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Six

			Reference Frames

			Under the light of the moon, the five crew members rode in an automated, roofless vehicle toward the launch complex. A cylindrical shape crested the horizon before long, as big as a skyscraper and lit from below by massive floodlights—there was no one else to see, so Constance must have been wasting all that electricity just to wow the crew. 

			Looking from face to face, the effect wasn’t lost on the crew. Constance’s black helmet obscured her face, but Larsson, Davix, and Marlo all goggled at the ship in awe. Ada eyed it as though it were a wild animal preparing to attack. It continuously vented four streams of gas into the cool night air. A hiss and a low rumble built beneath the whine of their electric vehicle’s motor. It loomed higher and higher as they approached, until it seemed ready to topple over and crush them.

			The ship, their home for the next eleven or more months, stood beside a steel monster, all crossbeams and pipes and dangling tubes. Running through the center of the metal structure was an elevator that would carry them to the crew capsule, stacked near the top of the ship between a rounded nosecone and the fairings covering the mobile hub. The ascending elevator would be their first tiny step toward the heavens. Once they’d gone up, there was no coming back down.

			Ada spotted some words painted vertically on the second stage. “Dauntless Dive.”

			

			“Fitting, isn’t it?” Constance grinned. “Bravery, determination.”

			“Fearlessness,” Marlo finished. “I like it.”

			Ada frowned. Fearless was far from the word she would have used to describe herself in this moment. She cursed her curiosity for drawing her into reading about so many failed launches. A faulty strut inside the booster. Some material defect in any of the bolts holding the ship together. Even something as simple as ice buildup because a cold front blew in. There were endless causes for a rocket’s rapid, unscheduled disassembly. It didn’t help that it had been decades since anyone flew in a rocket. Perhaps the knowledge of how to do it had been lost.

			Their vehicle arrived at the base of the elevator, and four crew members stepped inside. Ada hesitated, then followed them.

			“We’re not diving though,” Davix said as the elevator began moving. “We’re launching upward.”

			“Up, down,” Marlo said. “It’s all a matter of perspective, my friend.”

			“Yes,” Larsson added, “we are traveling down to the top of the rocket right now.”

			Marlo laughed. “See, Sergeant? Anders understands me.”

			“All too well,” Anders Larsson murmured.

			“Helmets on,” Constance said as the elevator lurched to a stop. “Time to get comfortable.”

			One airlock and three bumped helmets later, Ada sat in the dark, surrounded by a black void. She sat in a form-fitting chair tilted so far back she faced upward toward a sky she could not see. It was occluded not by clouds, but by five screens that seemed to float above each of the passengers in the crew capsule. For now, they remained black while all the electrical power was routed to the lower stages, but soon they would relight with diagnostics and any other information the shipboard computer decided to share. Her hands shook, and she leaned back against her seat. The whole rocket trembled as if it felt the same trepidation she did. If anything was going to go wrong on this mission, this moment was among the likeliest of times.

			Ada squirmed. “It feels like we’ve been up here for hours.” The anticipation might kill her if they stayed grounded any longer. If they were going to die on this launch pad, better to just get it over with.

			A pale-green circle lit up to Ada’s left, near where Davix was sitting—a bona fide antique watch with twelve digits and three rotating lines to point at them. “That’s because we have,” Davix said, his voice tinny from the distortion of her helmet’s speakers. “Over two hours now. Nearly three.”

			Constance sniffed. “Would you prefer we blasted off without the preflight checks?” Silence. “I didn’t think so.”

			“What is that thing, Davix?” Larsson asked.

			The old soldier chuckled. “Too young for analog watches?”

			Larsson blew out his own laugh. “So are you, old man.”

			“Could we at least get an estimate on how much longer it’s going to take?” Marlo whined.

			But there was no need for one. The capsule began humming, as if a bomb had been lit beneath them, then all the cabin lights kicked on—still dim, but at least Ada could see everything now. A bit of unease lifted. Then the computer screens came on as well, and the unease slammed back down threefold.

			The computer’s interface looked ancient. By the flicker on the screens, Ada guessed this capsule might have flown around the same time as the last humans did. The question was, were they old and reliable or outdated and in need of replacement? 

			Ada made up her mind as to the answer, regretting that she ever agreed to this mission. She grimaced, reminding herself who she was doing it for. She had looked directly into the camera and smiled during the recording yesterday, to show Jean she wasn’t scared. What would he have thought if he could see her squirming now? Trying to steel herself, Ada fiddled with the umbilical cord providing oxygen to her suit. The screens showed T-minus twenty minutes until launch. In any case, it was too late to back out.

			“Happy?” Constance asked.

			“As long as the diagnostics are green,” Davix said. “I’m happy.”

			“This is all automated, yes?” Marlo asked. “We don’t have to do anything but enjoy the ride?”

			“Why?” came Larsson’s wry response. “Not planning on tripping on hallucinogens for the flight, are you?”

			“Not at all, my friend. Some things simply must be experienced with a clear mind for the proper high.” Larsson seemed relieved until Marlo added, “Besides, there’ll be plenty of time to trip in interplanetary space. That’s the real final frontier!”

			Ada didn’t know about that, but the deranged doctor had a point. Some things simply must be experienced. It would have been easy to hide in her augments for the launch, but Ada was sick of hiding. This launch was beyond dangerous, and she wasn’t too proud to admit how much it terrified her, but she couldn’t keep running away from everything that scared her. It was bad enough she’d embarrassed herself in front of the crew when Davix’s bot had appeared. Fire flushed through her body and filled her cheeks. That was the last time she would let something like that happen.

			“Yes, it’s automated,” Constance said. Her tone made Ada wonder whether her Eyes had any preprogrammed motion to indicate an eye roll. If they did, now would have been the time to execute it, if all but three weren’t stowed away in a charging base at the bottom of the crew capsule. Of the three that remained active, two were attached to Constance’s suit and one to her helmet, dead center. That one turned to her left to face Marlo. “I certainly wouldn’t risk my life by putting you at the controls, Dr. Briggs.”

			Larsson snorted.

			“Nor you, Larsson. None of you.” Constance tilted her head toward Ada and Larsson, sitting at her right side. “It’s nothing personal.”

			“We’re putting our lives in your hands,” Ada retorted. “How do we know you and the Unity haven’t just strapped us to a bomb?”

			Constance let out a long breath. “Do you know how long I’ve spent preparing for this moment? Years of research, politicking, acquisitions, manufacturing, programming, and finally, here we are. If it all culminates in an explosion that kills us before we get off the ground, well…” Constance shrugged. “That would be horribly disappointing, wouldn’t it?”

			“That…doesn’t make me feel better.”

			“Relax. If I didn’t think this would work, none of us would be here, least of all me. Trust me.”

			“Years, you say?” Marlo hummed.

			Constance ignored him, and he pressed no further.

			Ada chewed her lip. She knew what the doctor was thinking; it had crossed her mind as well. The rogue planet had only been made public a few months ago—all those preparations had been concealed from the Chain until then. A secret mission to an alien planet, a fusion reactor project that killed several members of the Unity, and a recording full of lies… 

			For someone who spoke of trust, Constance was sure hiding a lot. 

			A warning klaxon blared, and the lights in the capsule dimmed. T-minus two minutes until launch.

			As the countdown ticked toward zero, all chatter ceased. Ada certainly wasn’t in the mood for small talk. The rocket was active beneath her, and with each sudden jolt her whole body tensed with fear. Clicks and bangs became ever more frequent. That couldn’t be good, could it? With her gloved hands, she squeezed the ends of her armrests for dear life. If they were going to die on the launchpad, better to just get it over with. 

			Only, now that the moment had arrived, she realized just how desperately she didn’t want to die. 

			A hiss like whooshing air sounded throughout the capsule, and a robotic voice started counting.

			“Ten…nine…eight…seven…”

			Ada’s breathing came faster, the sound of it loud in her helmet.

			“Six…five…four…”

			She clenched her leg muscles as hard as she could. Pilots did that, didn’t they?

			“Three… Two… One… Ignition.”

			An explosion began, and Ada screamed.

			A crushing weight pressed her into the seat. It grew heavier by the second, and soon put an end to her cries. It became hard enough to breathe, let alone do anything more. 

			But perhaps not for everyone.

			Marlo let out a whoop that clipped her suit’s tiny speakers. Apparently, he was having a good time. So too was Davix, who laughed so hard Ada thought he might pass out. 

			“Nothing like a high-G burn to make you feel young again!” the sergeant hollered.

			Ada kept clenching her legs, though her muscles were burning. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could take this. Grimacing, the extra weight made it feel like all the skin on her face was stretching. On the computer screen above her, Ada watched the launch clock and the altimeter as blackness faded in at the periphery of her vision.

			The explosion continued propelling them higher and higher, faster and faster. Two minutes into the flight, they were already traveling six thousand kilometers per hour and had ascended nearly seventy kilometers. Four minutes in, six thousand became ten thousand and they were one hundred thirty kilometers above Earth. Ada couldn’t comprehend the speed at which they traveled. It was just a number. Never before had she moved so quickly—there was no reason to. Traveling in the Chain moved at the speed of light, or thereabouts. 

			Somehow, this felt faster.

			“Everyone still with us?” Constance strained to ask.

			“Sure am.”

			“Yep!”

			“Yes.”

			“Uh huh,” Ada squeezed out. 

			Constance and Larsson were as calm as Lake Geneva on a windless summer day. The other two men were like boys on a rickety old roller coaster—the thrill blinded them to the danger they were in.

			“Hang in there a bit longer. Almost through the worst of it,” Constance promised.

			After they reached over two hundred kilometers altitude, the weight of the burn began to fade. Ada unclenched her tired legs and breathed more easily. The pressure kept receding bit by bit as the ship’s acceleration eased off. Eventually, one G nestled her comfortably into her seat, just as it had while sitting on the launch pad. She loosed a soft giggle, hoping it didn’t get picked up by her helmet mic. 

			A smile tugged at Ada’s lips. They had made it. The adrenaline made her giddy. But she never wanted to do that again.

			The weight continued receding. It made her stomach flutter, as though she were cruising down the mountain in Constance’s auto once again. The speedometer stopped increasing, and suddenly Ada was floating away from her seat, only the straps kept her in.

			“Stage separation,” the robotic voice said, accompanied by a booming ker-chunk.

			“Ladies and gentlemen,” Marlo said, unlatching his buckles, “welcome to low Earth orbit. I’ve got to see this.”

			“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” Constance warned.

			“Why not?” Marlo spun, catching hold of the strap hovering near his seat.

			The stage two rocket engine kicked on, and a sense of gravity reasserted itself upon Dr. Briggs. He whipped around the back of his chair, dangling by the strap and flailing his legs. Had he let go, he would have fallen only two meters to the bottom of the crew capsule, so he was in no real danger. Still, he shouted as though he were about to fall off a cliff.

			“Circularization burn,” Constance said.

			Davix tutted and unstrapped himself, then leaned over to pull Marlo up. The burn didn’t feel as strong as a full G, but an adult man in a spacesuit was a lot of mass at any acceleration. The sergeant, however, was up to the task, and soon he and the doctor both buckled themselves back into their seats.

			

			“You are lucky your oxygen line did not break,” Larsson said.

			“More worried about my arm.” Marlo squeezed his elbow through his suit. “Feels like it nearly snapped off.”

			“Clench your fist and twist it. Harder,” Davix instructed. When it popped and Marlo yelped, he smiled. “Good. Your nanos will heal that just fine.”

			“The umbilical, on the other hand,” Constance said, “is irreplaceable. We’ve only got two spares in the hub. And until we’re on our way to G9615, we’re hooked into these seats. So get comfortable.”

			“Circularization will be complete in eighty seconds,” Ada said, watching the ship’s computer. 

			Before the trip, Ada had spent many nights calculating potential orbital scenarios, trying to figure out when this flight would launch and how long it would take. If they were circularizing their orbit, they must have reached apogee—indeed, the altimeter showed they ascended no farther from the Earth. This burn would ensure that as they waited for the next, no altitude would be lost. The next burn was the key, however. Whether it put them in a Hohmann transfer orbit to gain altitude, and thus velocity, or they just burned hard to begin traveling to the rogue would tell Ada about how long this journey would last. Constance couldn’t keep the truth a secret for much longer. 

			“How long until the next maneuver?” Ada asked.

			“Six hours,” Constance said, oblivious to Ada’s suspicions. “And until the transfer burn starts, we should all get some sleep. We—”

			“Can we look first?” Ada interrupted. “At Earth. We could see it in the Chain, but we’re not going to see it in reality again for…eleven months.”

			“A lovely suggestion, Ada,” Marlo said. “I second it.”

			

			“Fine. Wait for the burn to end,” Constance said. Half a minute later, the burn stopped and thrust gravity ceased. “Now, watch.” 

			The two Eyes attached to Constance’s suit popped off and flew behind the screens, where the front—or top, depending on your frame of reference—window was located. The third Eye detached from her visor and hovered over—or beside—the five travelers.

			“Apologies, Sergeant Fenton,” Constance said. “The umbilicals won’t reach.”

			Davix grinned. “She’ll be waiting for me when I come back. I’ll see her then.”

			Ada received a connection request from Constance. When she accepted it, the interior of the ship disappeared. For a moment, her instincts told her the power had turned off again. But there were white specks in the blackness.

			She looked to her left.

			Earth in all its fallen splendor consumed her visual field. It rendered in front of Constance—not a difficult task for her augments to accomplish, plugged deep into her visual cortex. But it wasn’t what Ada expected to see. Images of Earth from space tended to be from before the Energy War, when the planet was a majestic sphere of blue and green with swirls of white, so vibrant and alive.

			Instead, Ada was looking at a silhouette with a broken ring of coronal light. The ring was a lumpy gray broken by spots of black and turned gold and red where the planet occluded the sun. An ethereal blue aura emanated from the ring, and beyond that, space began—stars and high-albedo satellite debris flickered, sharp pinpricks of light. But inside the ring was a void, an abyss that Ada thought should have been sucking her in like a black hole.

			

			“It’s so dark,” Ada whispered.

			“We did launch at midnight,” Constance reminded her. “I’ll adjust to low light mode.” 

			The entire ring became a washed out white, bringing the inside of the ring into relief. The disc was still much like the rest: lumpy and gray. There were some patches of darkness in the gray, but those were filled with a deep black in most cases. Once, Ada thought she saw the flash of city lights in one of those patches, but she couldn’t be sure. 

			The view was intensely high-resolution, not entirely natural. More like…hyper real. Fake. 

			Ada’s lips curled down. “It feels like watching it in the Chain.”

			“What do you mean?” Constance asked.

			“It’s like my mind knows that I’m not seeing it with my own eyes.”

			Constance responded flatly, “Your augments are sending signals through your neurons the same as your eyes would. The signals may be induced by external sensors, but what difference does that make? Sight is sight.”

			“Now you’re speaking my language, St. James,” Marlo jumped in. “What is the eyeball to the brain but an external sensor?”

			Ada bit her lip. “I…guess there is no difference.” She didn’t agree with him, but it wasn’t worth the effort trying to convince him.

			“Still,” Larsson said to Ada, “I know what you mean. The experience feels…cheapened.”

			She smiled, glad she wasn’t crazy. On the way home, she would be sure to get a view with her own eyes.

			“Cheapened…” Constance muttered. “More like enhanced. I didn’t engineer them to be a step down.” She closed the Eyes’ connection; the capsule faded back into view. “Satisfied?”

			“Exhilarated,” Davix said. “Now if you’ll all stop yapping, I need some sleep. Haven’t had a moment of rest since I started prepping for this launch. Wake me when the burn starts.”

			A grin flickered on Constance’s face. “Oh, you’ll feel it.”

			*   *   *

			Ada’s alarm went off fifteen minutes before the scheduled burn. Her augments automatically flooded her brain with chemicals to flush away the sleepiness, which always felt like an adrenaline rush. Unfortunately, frequent heart palpitations and a splitting headache usually followed soon after. That pain was in turn alleviated by a wash of analgesics from her nanos into her bloodstream. However, Ada had been using the feature too often, meaning every time she woke up she risked suffering short-term kidney damage. This was one of those times. 

			Her nanos detected the damage to her kidneys and repaired it microsurgically, resulting in soreness. Nothing could be done about that—painkillers would defeat the point of the surgery. She had to simply bear it. Groaning at the discomfort, Ada tried stretching out to distract from the dull thud in her side.

			The cabin was dim, and both Marlo and Davix still slumbered. Constance was out of her seat, oxygen umbilical leading back toward the Eyes’ charging station—Ada wasn’t sure she ever slept. Larsson accidentally elbowed Ada, but she didn’t hold it against him. From the way he rubbed at his side, Ada assumed he was battling the same pain in his side as she was.

			

			Modern medicine was a pain, but it wasn’t like they had a choice in the matter. Augments weren’t installed until adulthood, but nanos were transferred by the mother upon birth. They were a part of the immune system of nearly every human being now, an inheritance from the first generation to begin using them. 

			There was no going back.

			Ada sighed, and an image of Jean’s smiling face came to mind. She recognized the day this memory was from. She and Lakaya had taken Jean to a local greenhouse preserve, one of the few places Ada knew that flowers grew. The walk there had been strenuous—their son was too young to walk and had to be carried—and the scenery had been dead and gray. But the effort was worth it to see the joy it brought the child. They’d stepped through the airlock into a humid jungle covered by a magnificent glass dome. Hummingbirds and butterflies flitted from one bright flower to another, and other wildlife scurried around in the underbrush. Jean’s wasn’t the only child’s voice that filled the air with glee. Other families from around the Bordeaux region visited and donated what crypt they could to keep this hopeful place alive.

			That preserve had shut down a year later, citing a lack of funds. They were trying to keep a sliver of the dead world alive, a hopeless struggle from the start.

			But the memory came with a tugging in Ada’s chest, as though her heart desired to go back home this very instant. To make amends with Lakaya and reenter her family’s lives. Why was she on this grand, doomed mission to save humankind? She should have stayed and fixed the problems that were under her control—she might have failed, but at least it would be her own failure, not some nebulous shortcoming of the human species. 

			

			Tears blurred Ada’s vision. Jean would be undergoing his surgery soon. She should have listened and been there by his side, her own selfish fears be damned. They would have made it work without the Unity’s funds. Her face flushed hot as the regret flowed through her.

			But there was no going back.

			“T-minus ten minutes until transfer burn,” a robotic voice said.

			Davix’s snores sounded through her suit’s speakers; Ada filtered them out. Lakaya had always hated her snoring, and Ada could sympathize.

			“Computer, dim the lights,” Marlo said with a groggy voice. “Just five more minutes of sleep.”

			Dr. Briggs yawned, however the lights did not dim. The computer didn’t even acknowledge his request.

			“There’s no AI on this ship, Dr. Briggs,” Constance explained.

			“Can the computer interface with our augments?” Ada asked.

			“Afraid not. Manual input only, with these screens and other access points,” Constance said, tapping the screen a few times to dim the lights for Marlo. “The computer isn’t advanced enough to host an AI. Space travel is CPU intensive. The Chain, AI, augments, they all require parallel processing.”

			“How do we have connection to the Chain, in that case?” Larsson asked. “Is it because we are still in range of the LinkSats?”

			“Not directly. A connection is established via the mobile hub’s beacon. We’ll maintain communications with the LinkSats throughout the journey, with some exceptions due to interference with Jupiter as we slip behind it. However, we likely won’t notice because a copy of the Chain will be running in the hub’s computer. There is a basic AI on board the hub as well, though you’ll need to be inside the hub to access it due to its electromagnetic shielding.”

			“I know where I’ll be spending my time,” Ada said, smiling.

			“I figured as much,” Constance said. “That’s why we’ve got our own rooms for privacy. They’re small, but with augments that shouldn’t be a problem. Sorry, Davix.”

			The sergeant didn’t respond. He must still have been sleeping.

			“T-minus five minutes until transfer burn,” the computer said.

			Ada glanced over at Davix and turned off the snoring filter. The grating rhythmic buzz returned. “Should we wake him?”

			Marlo jostled his arm until a loud snort came through Ada’s speakers.

			“I’m up, I’m up,” Davix said, stretching his arms.

			“Good,” Constance announced, “because this burn is more intense than the last.” She opened the flight trajectory display on everyone’s screens. “Five and a half G’s for eight minutes forty two seconds while the engine runs in open cycle mode.”

			Ada blanched. None of her calculations had included a burn like that. The human body couldn’t take it. They had made it through the most dangerous part of the launch and now Constance was forcing them through this? She should have known the worst was yet to come.

			“Eight minutes?” Davix burst out, fully awake now. “That’s suicide!”

			“I’ve run the simulations,” Constance explained, “and the chance of one of us suffering a stroke is only fourteen percent. Chance of death is approximately five percent.”

			

			“One in twenty?” Larsson groaned.

			“We’ll all black out shortly after the burn,” Constance said. “Your suit will apply pressure to keep your blood circulating. Just assume your launch position and we’ll all wake up.”

			“So this is how you’re getting us there in eleven months,” Marlo muttered. “Risking it all with the first toss of the dice.”

			“I have been risking far worse for far longer, Doctor Briggs,” Constance responded flatly.

			Ada noticed Marlo was pressing to get more information, prying those inconsistencies open a little further. But Constance was too smart to let anything slip. And even if they were about to risk a hard burn away from Earth, the travel time still didn’t make sense. No, there was something more to it, some secret Constance had yet to reveal.

			“We’re not getting there in eleven months, Marlo,” Ada said, more confidently than she felt. “Don’t be naive.”

			When Constance didn’t deny it, Ada grinned. It only lasted an instant.

			The computer began counting down from ten seconds.

			“Get ready,” Constance said. “The longer you can keep yourself conscious, the better your odds are.”

			Ada’s heart was hammering, but she felt some satisfaction that she’d managed to dig a little deeper into Constance’s schemes. She was going to find out what the Unity’s founder was up to. She had more than eleven months to do it, but first she had to survive this burn. Ada tensed in preparation.

			The rocket kicked on and carried them into the black abyss of space.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Seven

			Demons

			Ada woke with a gasp, her head throbbing, vision swimming. Her bones ached and her body felt battered, covered in bruises. She blinked slowly, each time the halo of lights dimming to more concrete shapes. Green indicators on a control panel, a screen directly above her face. The ship’s diagnostics, she realized. It came with further awareness.

			She was alive. The hard burn was over. A remembrance of the fear and powerlessness at being told about the transfer burn surfaced for just a moment, making Ada tense her tired muscles. She relaxed. The first deadly hurdle had been passed.

			A deep, relieved inhale sent a spasm of pain through her chest, as though her lungs had been pressed flat and weren’t ready to reinflate. Checking her vitals in her overlays, Ada saw her blood oxygen content rising. That was a good sign. A few more deep breaths encouraged it upward, and the pain in her lungs receded. She wiggled her fingers and toes and said a few words. No stroke. 

			But something was strange. Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on. A scan showed her biomonitor’s data within normal bounds. Nothing wrong with her haptics, then. No errors reported by her augments, either. She looked up at the control panel, and it hit her.

			There was a down.

			There was gravity.

			

			It was far from Earth’s gravity, not even quite as heavy as Luna’s or Mars’ had been in the Chain memories. Only the tiniest resistance pulled her hand down as she reached up toward the screen. She let her arm fall, then repeated the motion to convince herself it wasn’t a trick of perception.

			Ada tilted her head left, then right, to ensure the rest of the crew had yet to wake, then retrieved a small memento from her suit’s chestpack: the stuffed dodo Ms. Erlein had sewn for her. She lifted it and let it fall to her lap. Satisfied with the result, she hid the stuffed animal back in the small compartment above her breast. 

			The dodo was a keepsake to remind her of home, something more tangible than memories that she could squeeze for comfort. Ada had debated whether or not to pack it—it was little more than a useless trinket, after all—before deciding Ezran would have wanted her to take it. Still, after the embarrassment she faced in Davix’s clinic, she didn’t want the crew seeing it and thinking her a little girl.

			“Closed-cycle mode.” Constance’s voice startled her.

			Ada’s hand went to her chestpack before she realized what she was doing and gripped the armrest instead. “What?”

			“The second stage is burning in closed-cycle mode now,” Constance said. “We’re under thrust, which feels like light gravity. You’re right, you know.”

			“Right about what?”

			“We’re traveling for fourteen months. I presume you all know by now that the Chain broadcast hasn’t gone out to the public yet.”

			Everything from the moments before the hard burn were fuzzy in Ada’s mind. With Constance’s words, the haze began to clear. She had felt satisfied at catching Constance in her lie, and thought she had months of careful digging ahead of her to uncover the truth. Ada didn’t expect her to come right out and admit it. “Then the Edict was a lie too.”

			Constance chuckled. “That’s not the least of it, Ada.”

			“Why not at least tell us the truth?” Ada demanded. She looked to the others for support, but none of them appeared to have regained consciousness yet. “Oh my God, did anyone even vote for us, really? Was the whole plan made up?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I don’t have that kind of control over the Chain. No, our falsifications were more…surgical.”

			Ada pursed her lips in irritation. “Our? The rest of us had nothing to do with your scheme.”

			“You are all in on it now, be sure of that,” Constance said. “Now that we’re away, I trust you’ll do your part.”

			“Trust.” Ada laughed bitterly.

			Constance sighed. “It was necessary to conceal information from you, believe me.” Ada didn’t. “I couldn’t risk any of you letting word slip before we left orbit. The Chain has an override command they can execute if they vote for the mission to be aborted. While we were in orbit, it would cause the ship to deorbit and land. Now that we’re in the planetary transfer, the ship will self-destruct.”

			“What?” Ada had missed that when reading the Unity’s Edict.

			“Our simulations showed the Edict was likely to fail if we didn’t include that provision.” Constance shrugged with a hand. “People want to feel like they’re in control.”

			Ada’s stomach sank. The sense of powerlessness to stave off death crept up on her again. “You’re saying the Chain can execute that command at any moment and kill the five of us? We have no say?”

			Constance nodded. “Which is why they don’t know that we’ve launched yet. That broadcast we filmed is on a time delay of eighteen months. By the time they think we’ve launched, we’ll already be on our way home. Before they get the chance to vote, we’ll break radio silence and announce our success.”

			“If we are successful,” Ada said with a grimace. “I wouldn’t put it past the Chain to scuttle the ship anyway.” Humankind had a knack for squandering hard-won gains.

			“I believe they’re only likely to abort the mission at that point if they think there’s dangerous alien lifeform on the ship as we return.” Ada couldn’t say she shared that assessment. “If that’s the case, I’d want them to vote in favor of destroying us,” Constance said. “Wouldn’t you?”

			Ada squirmed at the thought of some alien parasite returning to Earth with them. Even then, she wasn’t sure she’d want the vote to go that way. She didn’t want to think about how selfish that was, so she kept pressing Constance instead. “I still don’t understand. Why go through all this subterfuge and lying? What’s the point?”

			“It was the only way,” Constance said softly. “The rogue planet is on a collision course with Jupiter. In two years, it’s gone, and with it, all the knowledge and discovery we could gain from it. The interplanetary drones the Unity sent were destroyed before we could learn what we hoped, so a human mission became the only option. If the secret to saving Earth is on that planet, wouldn’t you do anything you had to, including breaking the Chain’s Edicts, to get there in time?”

			

			Ada chewed her lip. “I guess so. Will humanity see it that way, though? More likely they’ll hate you for breaking the rules.”

			The Unity’s founder sniffed. “Our legacy will not be defined by the lies we told to do what needs to be done. Succeeding in this mission is all that matters. The world we make will look nothing like the one we left behind. Once we’ve created it, everything unforgivable we’ve done along the way will be quickly forgotten.”

			Ada narrowed her eyes. This wasn’t the first time Constance spoke of saving the world. It struck Ada as more akin to delusions of grandeur than the pragmatism of a visionary genius. What was she thought they were going to achieve? 

			“Besides,” Constance continued, “the rules we’re breaking are idiotic. When we performed the calculations, we found that the Unity’s current rocket technology wasn’t fast enough. There would be no launch window before the planet was destroyed. We poured our resources into developing faster rockets, but we could only do it with nuclear fission. A nuclear thermal rocket cut down the travel time by just enough to make possible a mission. You see the problem?”

			“Yeah,” Ada said. There had been strict limits placed by the international community on fuels seen as contributing to catastrophic climate change. Fossil fuels, coal, natural gas, and oil were on the list, but so too were all nuclear elements. That had been just one of many disastrous policies that led to the Energy War, but it was carried forward into the Chain of Edicts after the dissolution of Earth’s independent nations. “Can you convince the rest of the crew that those Edicts were worth breaking?”

			

			Constance shrugged. “Maybe not, but they’re not going to alert the Chain if it means they might die in a mission abort.”

			“Probably not,” Ada agreed, “but how are we supposed to trust you? Any more secrets you’d like to share?”

			“No,” Constance said. “Not now.”

			Ada grunted in frustration. “Unbelievable.” Keeping secrets was more likely to get them killed than a Chain-initiated self-destruct. If not directly, then by fomenting distrust among the crew. They couldn’t afford that if they were going to be trapped together in this tiny ship for fourteen months.

			“Tell the others if you must or let them figure it out on their own. It makes no difference to me.” Constance’s Eyes detached from her suit as she unstrapped herself from the seat. “I’ve got work to do.” She unhooked her umbilical, which must have meant the cabin was pressurized, then floated down beside a ladder on the wall to exit the crew capsule. Her drones zipped out behind her.

			Ada sighed and removed her helmet. It was too much to hope that Constance would tell her the whole truth. She took a deep breath, inhaling and exhaling through her nose. If the recirculated air smelled the same as in her helmet, at least it wasn’t as claustrophobic. Lightly, she tossed the helmet up and caught it as drifted slowly down. The new gravity would take some time to get used to. If she wasn’t careful, her muscles would atrophy—including her heart. She hoped the ship was fitted with some workout equipment to make sure that didn’t happen. She’d ask Davix about that when he woke up.

			If he woke up.

			

			He was the oldest of the crew, and if anyone was going to suffer a stroke, it’d likely be him. But he was strong; he would pull through. They all would, she told herself. And when they awoke, there was no question what she’d tell them about Constance: the truth.

			Ada pulled free the tie keeping her hair in a bun, shaking out her hair now that she didn’t need to worry about the helmet. No telling how long she’d have to wait for everyone to stir; best make herself comfortable. She freed herself from her seat and umbilical and made her way to the ship’s window. 

			With the ship’s thrust providing a sense of down, the window was at the top of the capsule. A short climb up a wall-mounted ladder provided her with a disappointing view: a black tapestry poked with countless blue, red, and white holes—stars burning at a range of temperatures. Ada had read old stories about humans traveling to those stars, once upon a time. She’d grown out of such youthful tales, full of dreams of a glorious spacefaring future. They could barely make it to another rock in their celestial backyard. What hope did they have of visiting distant stars? 

			Ada let herself fall away from the window, then waited in her seat for the others to wake, routing her suit’s comms to the crew capsule so she would hear them.

			Marlo was the last to regain consciousness and did so with a scream that rattled the speakers and startled the rest out of their small talk. He began tearing at his straps to little effect. His gloves made him clumsy.

			“Calm down, Doctor Briggs.” Larsson winced. “My head already hurts.”

			“Bad dream,” Marlo said, rubbing his eyes after removing his helmet. “The ship was flying directly into the sun. Everything was burning up all around me. The rest of you had long since disintegrated, yet I remained, pinned down, stripped of clothing and flesh, feeling in exquisite agony as each part of me melted. It was…unpleasant.” He yanked off his gloves then removed his helmet. Lifting it in front of him, he let go. Apparently, he expected it to float there. When it didn’t, he cocked his head. “Why is there thrust?”

			Ada closed her eyes. Might as well not put it off any longer. “Because the engine is still firing.”

			Larsson narrowed his gaze at her. “That makes no sense. We need to preserve fuel for the return journey.”

			“According to Constance, we’re flying on a nuclear thermal rocket,” Ada explained. “It has enough fuel to accelerate us until we’re halfway to the rogue planet, then we’ll flip and decelerate for the rest of the trip.”

			“Interesting…” Doctor Briggs tapped a finger against his lip. “She actually got nuclear propulsion working?”

			“And how many of the Chain’s Edicts did she break to accomplish it?” Larsson was scowling.

			“I’m more worried about this thing exploding than a few Edicts being broken,” Davix muttered.

			“That’s the other thing,” Ada said. She hesitated. “The Chain can initiate a vote to abort the mission. If it passes…the ship will self-destruct.”

			Ada was met with blank stares from Davix and Larsson.

			Marlo, on the other hand, tapped the tip of his chin with two fingers. “Which is why she lied about the timing of our journey.”

			Ada nodded, surprised at how quickly the doctor had pieced it together. Perhaps she had underestimated him. “We’ll be making our return before the recording is sent out.”

			“So how long will this trip actually last?” Davix asked.

			

			“With the continual thrust,” Ada said, “fourteen months.”

			“Great,” Larsson said. “An extra three months with a liar and a drug addict.”

			Marlo grinned at the pejorative. “Lighten up, my friend. None of us want to spend an extra three months with a cranky geologist. Come to think of it, let me use that lab of yours and I’ll cook up just the molecule to lift your spirits.”

			Larsson glared at him, then turned to Davix and Ada. “Please excuse me.” He quickly left the crew capsule.

			Marlo chuckled once he was gone. “I’m going to use it anyway, but I figured I’d ask first.”

			“You two remind me of my daughters when they were teenagers,” Davix said. “Can you at least try not to make this a miserable journey?”

			“That’s up to him,” Marlo said. “I haven’t started anything. I’m simply being myself. It’s not my fault if he can’t accept that.”

			“Try to rein it in, then. And you,” Davix turned to Ada. “You’re not going to be on Constance’s bad side for telling us all this, are you?”

			Ada shook her head. “She said to tell you if I wanted to. I don’t think she’s ashamed of anything. She thinks she’s just doing what she has to.”

			“Consider that she may be,” Marlo said. “The question is: to what end? Why does she really want us on this mission?”

			“The possibility of saving Earth isn’t enough?” Davix asked. 

			Ada rolled her eyes. Davix was smarter than that. He didn’t buy her story, did he?

			“Not what I meant,” Marlo said. “Why us, specifically? We were all contacted by the Unity, likely at Constance’s behest. What were her selection criteria for candidates? Yes, yes, our functions on the mission were provided in the Edict, but I think we all know those were nonsense. Nice stories to satiate the public.”

			Davix grunted. “No argument there. There were any number of other medics she could have chosen before me.”

			“So what are you thinking?” Ada asked.

			Marlo shrugged. “I’m merely suggesting we each pay close attention to Ms. St. James’ activities on the journey out. We’re treading unknown waters. I don’t want any sharks surprising us from the deep.”

			They had barely left the atmosphere and already they were planning to spy on another crew member? Earth was far behind, but even in space, humans were just as despicable as ever.

			“No.” Ada put her foot down. “All of this scheming and distrust is why our civilization is in the mess it is. I’m not spying on Constance. It’s wrong. And it wouldn’t work anyway. She’s too smart to give away anything she doesn’t want to.”

			“Why not just go ask her what she’s hiding, then? I’m sure she’ll tell you everything,” Davix said, his voice laced with sarcasm.

			Evidently, the sergeant agreed about the need for a covert op. Well, if neither of those two could see sense, Ada would have to show it to them herself. She smiled. “I think I’ll do just that.”

			*   *   *

			Davix followed Ada through the open airlock into the mobile hub down below, leaving Marlo alone in the crew capsule to spend some time in his augments. The hub had looked impressive from the outside. It was gargantuan and sturdy, a tank designed to survive in deep space. From the inside, it seemed like something far too big to reach orbit. She used her augments to calculate the size of the space—nearly ten meters from one side to the other, and there were two doors that led to some of the private spaces Constance told her about. They entered from what felt like the ceiling, slowly lowering down into an industrial room filled with all kinds of equipment Ada didn’t recognize. Each piece of machinery was mounted on a system of tracks crossing the floor in a grid pattern. The tracks curved smoothly from the floor up to the wall on one side of the ship, where a tool rack, a first aid kit, and various other supplies were mounted within reach.

			“Clever,” Ada said, landing gently from their descent. “So it’s got a modular layout, designed to work in two orientations.”

			“I was joking, you know,” Davix said.

			“What?” Ada asked. “Oh, yeah. I know. It is a good idea though. We all need to talk to each other.”

			“It’s a risky idea,” he countered. “It could just make her suspicious of us. She could double down on her secrecy. We might have to… You’re not listening, are you?”

			“No. I’m asking her.” Ada rubbed the back of her head. “I just…don’t know where she is.”

			Davix sighed. “Right. You never got the full tour, did you?” Ada shook her head. “Well, you’ll have plenty of time to explore, but I’ll give you the quick rundown. This is Larsson’s lab. I’m surprised he’s not here. He spent nearly every waking moment checking over equipment once we arrived at the launch site. Marlo must have gotten under his skin.”

			“Whose rooms are those?” Ada asked about the doors on the wall.

			

			“Constance’s and Larsson’s,” Davix said. 

			“That’s where she’ll be, then,” Ada said. Constance was the type of person to hole up in her own room for hours—or days—at a time. She started for the door, impatient to get this conversation over with.

			Davix nodded. “Most likely. But hold on. Let me finish so you don’t have to come looking for me later. Your room, mine, and Marlo’s are in the area below, the medibay. Hopefully, you’ll spend more time in your room than in medical, but if something does go wrong, we’re well equipped.”

			“Good to know.”

			“Below that is cold storage and a kitchen. I’ve had a look in the freezer, and I’m sorry to say, you shouldn’t expect any home-cooked meals.”

			“Is there a gym anywhere?” Ada asked.

			At that, Davix gave a broad grin. “Wouldn’t catch me leaving Earth without one. It’s on the fifth deck, through the airlock at the other end of the hub. There are two doors across from the gym, too. One’s the washroom, the other’s my weapons closet.”

			“Don’t think I’ll be mixing those up.”

			“Officially, I’m supposed to tell you to stay out of the weapons closet, since you’re not authorized by the Chain to carry firearms. Unofficially, if we find ourselves needing to use them, there’s no bio lock installed on the door.” Davix shrugged. “That’s about it. You can’t find anything, don’t be afraid to ask. And as your physician, I’d recommend you get in the habit of working out every day. I’ve seen what long-term zero-G can do to a person. It’s not pretty.”

			Ada had seen it too, during her research in the Chain. In mere days, her muscles would start to wither, her bones would decrease in density, and her cardiovascular system would begin to adapt to the micro-G environment. If they weren’t diligent about maintaining their physical health, they might arrive at the rogue planet only to find out they can’t function in normal gravity.

			The weight of the situation settled on Ada’s shoulders once again. This was their home for the next fourteen months, and there was so much she had to learn. If she made a mistake, it might mean death. If she did nothing, it might mean death. Even if everything went right and they were successful in their mission, a micrometeoroid could strike their ship and kill them in an instant. Not for the first time, Ada regretted joining this mission.

			“Thanks, Davix.” She reached out to shake his hand, but her momentum carried her off her feet.

			Davix caught her and had the presence of mind to grab hold of a lab bench locked in place. He laughed. “Going to take some getting used to, being up here.”

			“The low gravity’s going to be the easy part,” Ada said. “Making sure we don’t kill each other will be harder.”

			“Another reason to hit the gym,” Davix said, tapping the side of his head. “It’s good for the mind, not just the body. We can take our anger out on the resistance bands, not each other.”

			Ada eyed the private rooms across the lab. “Ideally, there will be no anger. But that’ll be difficult if we’re all keeping secrets from each other.”

			“There’s nothing I can say to convince you not to do this?”

			Ada shook her head.

			“Good luck, then.” Davix ran a hand over his scalp. “I’m going to attempt to acquire a taste for astronaut food.” The hatch in the floor slid open at his approach, and he lowered himself through. 

			

			Ada took a breath then knocked on the door with a small label that read St. James.

			“Come in, Ada,” came Constance’s muffled voice, and the door’s lock clicked.

			Ada slid it open to find Constance splayed out on an L-shaped bed. Like the equipment tracks, the bed would work in either orientation. Sometimes a simple design was enough. Aside from that and two hovering Eyes, the room was bare.

			“How did you know it was me?” Ada asked.

			Constance jerked her chin past Ada, toward a charging station filled with dormant Eyes.

			Ada tensed. Was no one on this crew capable of straightforward honesty? “Spying on us?”

			“My apologies,” Constance said. “I assumed you noticed them. I’ll try to be more…obvious about their presence.”

			“So you must know why I’m here.” Ada crossed her arms.

			Constance hummed. “I thought we already cleared the air. What more do you think I’m keeping from you?”

			Ada thought for a moment. She’d come after Marlo questioned why the crew had been selected, but she would let him hash out his disagreements with Constance on his own. What really bugged her was what Constance had said in their earlier conversation. “You asked me if I’d be willing to break the Chain’s Edicts if it meant saving Earth. What makes you think we can save Earth by going to this planet?”

			A sly grin slowly spread across Constance’s face. Her neon eyes met Ada’s own. “You don’t need me to answer that to figure out my reasons.”

			“Then make it easy for me. We need to be open about these things.”

			

			“Fine,” Constance said. “Ask yourself this: What does Earth need to be saved from?”

			Ada pursed her lips. There was one common factor: all of the problems on Earth were caused by humans. Humanity couldn’t manage the complexity of the civilization they created, so all the progress they had made throughout history was slipping through their fingers.

			“It needs to be saved from us,” Ada said. “From people.”

			“Cute.” Constance smiled. “But no. Let’s be more concrete. Throughout history we have created incredible civilizations, none more technologically advanced than our current one. We have a globally connected network of people with more knowledge about how the universe works than ever before. Yet, our society is collapsing.” She waved a hand in the air as if this were all academic. “That’s not a surprise. Civilizational collapse is common throughout history. Old regimes are replaced by a new one better suited to humanity’s current needs. In a way, that’s what happened after the Energy War, with one important difference. Our new regime began by tying its hands behind its back. We enacted energy austerity.”

			“We didn’t have many options,” Marlo interjected. Ada whirled in surprise—she hadn’t heard him approach. He was looking at Constance. “We modified our environment beyond habitability, and worse, the previous world order scoured all the resources we could have used to carve a new niche in which to survive.”

			“I agree with you,” Constance said, “in one sense. We don’t have the proper resources on Earth anymore. Any means of energy production we do have would throw the already broken ecosystem further out of balance. But—”

			

			Ada’s eyes went wide. “You aren’t interested in the resources on Earth.” The simulation of the rogue planet’s arrival flashed before her eyes, light pulsing with each burst of energy to slow it down. The Unity host told her how much energy the maneuver had consumed. “One-hundred twenty-eight yottajoules,” she breathed. “I assumed that was a joke.” 

			“Both of you did,” Constance said, smiling.

			Seeing as they were now on a ship bound for the rogue planet, she had no choice but to take the number seriously.

			“Earth requires energy, this planet has an abundance, and so, we’re off to become pillagers,” Marlo said, turning up his nose. “Unwisely, we begin our invasion with no show of force. Davix is impressive, to be sure, but he’s no one man army.”

			“We’re not taking anything by force,” Constance said.

			“No?” Marlo asked. “Whatever is waiting for us on that planet may not be human but they’re still bound by the laws of physics. Every organism is bound by their access to resources and knowledge. Evolutionarily speaking, organisms don’t usually like when another takes their resources— unless they’re parasites implanting their offspring in an unwitting host.”

			“Great,” Ada said. “Thanks for that visual.”

			Constance ignored the digression. “But we’re not taking anything, I told you. They have the means to produce enough energy to power the Earth for centuries. And they’re giving it to us.”

			Ada and Marlo were both struck silent. Only the whir of Constance’s drones cut through the quiet rumble of the Dauntless. 

			“‘Help us help you.’” Constance said. “That was the message sent to Earth by the inhabitants of the rogue planet.” The silence stretched until it was finally broken by Constance chuckling at Ada and Marlo’s shock. It was an unusual display of emotion from the Unity’s founder.

			And an unusual display of naivete.

			“You actually believe them?” Ada asked. “You think they’re going to help us, give us access to unlimited energy just because…what, we’re sending a delegation out to greet them?”

			Constance met Ada’s gaze with her own neon eyes. “I do.”

			Ada blinked. Constance was far more of an optimist than she’d assumed. Far more of a fool.

			“With good reason,” Constance added. “Look at the evidence. If they’re advanced enough to survive a journey through interstellar space, I have no doubt they could destroy us without a second thought. Why send us a message if that’s their intention?” 

			A half-dozen reasons popped into Ada’s head, but Constance plowed on. 

			“Why come here in the first place? Just to kill us? No. They made sure not to fire their mass anywhere near Earth’s orbit while parking their planet in our solar system. That tells me they mean us no harm. Plus, the message came through in English. So they’ve been observing us for some time. Perhaps they know the trouble we face.” She paused, and though Ada’s thoughts were rushing, Constance clearly had more to say. She continued in a somber tone. “We tell ourselves our society is mature but look at the childish problems we face. Needless wars. No coordination to solve global problems. Policy that liquidates the future in the service of short-term gains… We may have to accept that humans weren’t meant to live at this scale. But I’m not giving up yet. Not when there’s a chance these beings have come to help.”

			“Help us help you,” Ada said. “Help us…help you. Help us? Help you.” She repeated the words, as if saying it differently would tease out some hidden meaning behind them. “Was that all we received?” Constance nodded, and Ada sighed. “Without anything else, it could mean so many things.” So many things, and most of them induced a gut clenching worry.

			“It could,” Marlo said. He’d been listening, leaning forward with his chin resting on a balled fist. He’d relaxed some, floating in the zero-gravity room. “But it’s a hell of a lot better than ‘Take me to your leader.’”

			“I guess so…” Ada muttered, but something about it still didn’t sit right. Four simple words, but the order in which they appeared was important. ‘Help us’, then ‘help you’. It felt as though they had agreed to do some enormous favor for some mysterious creatures in return for some unspecified reward. Quid pro quo on a civilizational scale. What if they were being misled? Maybe these beings needed help and they were waiting to destroy humanity until after they’d received assistance. Those kinds of people were ever present in the Chain. It was a strategy that made sense when you didn’t have any commitment of goodwill between the person on the receiving end of the grift. Ada wasn’t convinced lying was a trait limited to humankind.

			Marlo patted Ada on the shoulder. “Aren’t you glad we had this little chat?”

			Ada only curled her lip, wishing he wouldn’t touch her. She hardly had a high estimation of the man to begin with, and it only dropped at the ease with which he was taken in by Constance. It was clear to Ada there was more that Constance wasn’t telling them. She’d uncover it one way or another.

			

			“One thing I’m still unclear on, however,” he said. “Why choose us? Why not some other biologist, mathematician, medic, and rock peddler?” 

			“I did my research,” Constance said. “The four of you are hopeful about the future. You believe we can solve the problems we face and save humankind.”

			Ada barked a laugh.

			Constance tilted her head. “You deny it? It’s true, whether you believe it of yourself or not. Rather than giving in to destructive nihilism like most of humankind, all of you spend your days helping others. Now you have the chance to help more people with a single act than you could by spending the rest of your life toiling away in your usual efforts.”

			“Ah, so it is my psychedelics project you’re interested in.” Marlo grinned. “You surprise me, St. James.”

			Ada shook her head. “You don’t know anything about me.”

			“No?” Constance’s mouth tightened. “You work to provide your ex-wife with the crypt she needs to support your son. What little funds you keep for yourself go toward your uncle’s energy budget so he can grow food for your village.”

			What was she supposed to do, abandon her family? Leave another child as broken as she was?

			“I had no choice,” Ada snapped.

			“You did.” A smile played on Constance’s lips. “The fact that you believe you didn’t proves me right. You’re a helper, Ada.” 

			Marlo chuckled. “She’s got you there.”

			Ada huffed in frustration, leaving Marlo to pester Constance with more questions. She floated to the hatch Davix had disappeared down, then made her way to her room. They were wrong about her. Wrong about everything. Constance’s revelations disturbed her, and it wasn’t until she was strapped into her bed with her eyes squeezed shut that she realized what bothered her the most. 

			Help us help you? Aliens giving away limitless energy? One mission, one single act on which they bet the planet’s fate. It was bullshit, and the fact that Constance didn’t see that only left her more pessimistic about their chances.

			“Such bullshit.” Ada scoffed.

			Miracles didn’t happen. Everything worthwhile humanity had ever built came through sacrifice, determination, and more than a little blood. These beings weren’t angels, appearing from on high to deliver salvation to humankind. They were demons. And if anyone believed they were going to save Earth and solve all of humanity’s problems, it was only because they were too ignorant to distinguish heaven from hell.

		

	
		
			

			Part II

			Best Laid Plans

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Eight

			Outward

			September 2107 A.D.

			Thirteen Months After Launch

			Four Years After the Arrival of Rogue Planet G9615

			An alien claw lashed out at Ada, but she was ready for it. Ducking and sidestepping, narrowly avoiding a fatal blow to the head, she slashed with her knife at the side of its scaly gray-green abdomen. The reptilian monster shifted, and her knuckles cracked as they smashed into its armored hide. Though the knife left a red gash in the flesh, Ada wasn’t sure who was hurt more. Cursing, she shook the pain in her hand away and readjusted the grip on her weapon. Her forearms ached. Her breath came in sucked-down gasps. 

			Her foe reoriented itself to strike at Ada again, so she hopped backward to get out of its range. Her tired legs didn’t carry her far enough. The enemy’s reach was long, and before she could react, its jagged claws lacerated her left shoulder and sent her spinning away in pain. Blood dripped down her arm. Sweat stung her eyes. Her knife had been knocked to the ground, but bending to pick it up caused Ada’s knees to buckle. Breathing hard and struggling to her feet, she wiped her vision clear as the alien screamed, as though reveling in its victory. The sound was a jet engine roaring in her ears. Ada cringed away from the danger, her limbic mind taking hold.

			The beast charged. 

			

			Ada’s heart pounded as the creature barreled down on her. She willed herself to run, to ready up, to do anything, but managed little more than a frustrated grunt. Her limbs seemed too heavy to move. Her legs had taken three cuts to match the one on her shoulder, but that wasn’t it. The monster raced toward her, and all Ada could do was quake in fear. Panic. Retreat into her mind, just as she had when scared by Davix’s medibot. What good was she going to be on this mission when her mind was as broken as her body would soon be? 

			Though her augments’ overlays were off, she knew there couldn’t be much time left. A few seconds, maybe. Enough for those razor claws to cause excruciating pain. She closed her eyes and clenched her jaw, waiting for the end. The creature’s heavy footsteps closed in. Ada braced for impact.

			Frozen in fear, like an eight-year-old clutching her dodo…

			And the timer beeped. Game over.

			Ada opened her eyes as the simulation broke apart and the wall crumbled between herself and reality. She was back in the Dauntless Dive’s gym, still trying to catch her breath while strapped into the facility’s resistance machine. She slammed a fist against the device, and beads of sweat jumped away with little gravity to drag them back down. 

			Free weights were impractical in space, so the Unity had outfitted the ship instead with a high-tech machine that linked to the crews’ augments. Filled with electrically induced motion-resistant gel, it was the perfect tool for a fighting game synced to Ada’s haptics, to train her body and to get her mind off the ship and its problems for a few minutes. The movements her body made outside the simulation weren’t one-to-one with what she experienced in the game, but it was good enough to do the job of activating her muscles. The software, likewise, was good enough to remind Ada what a coward she was, as if she could forget. The anger those reminders always triggered kept her heart rate up long after exiting the game.

			Ada’s overlays flashed back to life and displayed her score on the crew’s leaderboard—a new best for her, she was surprised to see, but still nowhere close to Davix’s top score, nor Larsson’s. Not even as good as the sergeant’s worst score. And he rarely played.

			“Not bad,” Davix said from behind her, his voice strained.

			Startled, Ada craned her neck around. The sergeant lay on his back using heavy elastic bands to bench press. “Didn’t know you were there,” she said, unstrapping herself and fighting down a surge of embarrassment.

			The sergeant was wearing an old head-mounted display, now powered down so he could see through it. He had been watching her cower before the alien. She floated over to grab a towel from the wall hooks, avoiding his gaze.

			As she reached for the towel with her left arm, she winced at a phantom pain in her shoulder. Even with her haptics’ pain filter disabled, the game couldn’t cause real physical harm. Her brain just hadn’t caught up to reality yet.

			“In the gym?” he asked between reps. “Or spectating your game?”

			“Both,” Ada said. If she had fought with her overlays on, she could have seen his ghostly avatar observing, but she didn’t want any distractions. Only a chance to prove to herself that she could face death without freezing. After more than a year on the Dauntless, less than a month remained until they reached the rogue planet, and Ada still had never beaten that enemy. Her time was running out—planetside, who knew what they had to be ready for? If they encountered anything that triggered her haunting memories, she was certain to freeze, and maybe even get her crew killed. She wanted to be someone they could rely on, but Davix had seen that she couldn’t even handle a simulated danger. Maybe if she didn’t talk about her failure, he would avoid bringing it up too. “I should have known you were in the gym, lifting or cycling like always. What are you watching me for, though? Not to learn, I hope. You hardly practice the knife in the sim, and even Larsson can’t touch your score.” 

			Davix hummed in thought but didn’t respond until finished with his set. He sat up, massaged his pectoral muscles, and shrugged. “There are other enemies to choose from, you know. I’ve never beaten the alien either. Frankly, I don’t think the game was designed for that. If you fought humans like the rest of us, you’d do fine.”

			“What’s the point of that?” Playing the game on a low difficulty was a waste of time. Life didn’t have an easy mode. And it wasn’t humans they’d be dealing with on the rogue planet.

			Davix gave a fatherly smile. “You sound like Jackie.”

			Being compared to Davix’s youngest daughter made Ada wince, reminding her of how young and ill-suited to this mission she was. Unlike the sergeant. He was someone you could depend on. 

			“She always made me buy her the hardest games when I took her to the store. Jackie used to tell me, ‘A coward dies one thousand times, but a hero lives on forever.’ I never knew what that had to do with video games—I think she just liked the challenge. Like the people who climb Everest.” Davix shrugged, then winced and rubbed his shoulder. “You’d get a better workout boxing a person. Plus, the human enemies don’t end the game by killing you.”

			Ada’s hand lifted to her neck. While dying in the game didn’t have any real consequences, Ada still remembered the unpleasant feeling of alien claws severing her jugular. “How do you know the human enemies don’t kill you?” she asked, grimacing. In her estimation, killing was most of what humans did. “You’ve never lost against them.”

			“No, but I’ve seen Marlo play.” Davix winked. “Your form is fine.”

			That drew a grin out of her. “If it was fine, I wouldn’t have been hit four times.”

			The old sergeant laughed. “You would have made a good soldier.” Davix’s tone slid down to seriousness. “But it’s just a game, you know. Whatever aliens we run into after we land, they aren’t going to be anything like the one you’re fighting. Why are you really doing it?”

			Wiping her legs down with the towel, Ada tensed. When Constance explained to Davix and Larsson what she confessed to Ada and Marlo, both of them believed her. All the crew beside Ada were convinced they were going to be meeting with potential allies. Even Marlo, who once saw Constance for the liar she still remained. Help us help you.

			Davix couldn’t know the real reasons she fought in the sim: Because she was going to fail him and the others. Because she knew this mission was doomed. Because she needed some way to try exerting some control on an uncontrollable situation. He wouldn’t understand.

			“It’s just…” She hesitated. “It’s more fun than resistance bands.”

			“Except for the dying part.” Davix gave her a skeptical look, then nodded and spared her from needing to explain her non-answer. “But I think I’ll have a go at it myself. You’ve inspired me.” He grinned. “Want to watch?”

			As much as she did, she shook her head. “I’ve got work to do.”

			Davix slid his legs into the machine, and the lights on his headset flickered on. “See you tonight for vault night, then?”

			“See you tonight,” she confirmed, then left him.

			Ada made her way across the hall into the washroom. She quickly showered—stripping and scrubbing herself with coarse, dry soap before standing in a plastic tube to be blasted from all directions by hot air—then got dressed. She tied up her hair, which she’d let grow past her shoulders since the entire crew had proved to be incompetent barbers. Ada tossed her soiled workout clothes into the laundry disposal, then headed for her room for some alone time. Drained from the workout, she left her anger behind. After the clarity earned at the gym, she always did her best work. That it was also a good excuse to avoid Constance for a while longer didn’t hurt.

			She hurried up through the empty mess hall to the deck with her private room. As she opened the door emblazoned with her name in block letters, her overlays sensed her location and alerted her to several hundred new ChainMail messages. She laid on her bed and nestled her head into the charging nook, trusting the ship’s micro thrust to keep her there. Recharging her augments using excess power routed from the nuclear reactor, she loaded up her home environment in full-sim mode with no fear of depleting her energy budget. In the interstitial darkness, she was calm, her mind too worn out to ruin the pleasant void.

			

			Her home environment rendered. For a while, Ada had refrained from changing the scenery, keeping the mountainside view with starlings flocking in the clear blue sky. But after so long traveling to the rogue planet, that sight had begun to make her wistful. Over time, it felt more and more like a lie she’d concocted to hide the painful reality that awaited back home. 

			She couldn’t abide any more lies on this mission. Lies can prove deadly. On the Dauntless, a crew member sticking their head in the sand when crisis arose would mean certain destruction for all of them. They each had grave responsibilities. They all had to face the facts. Yet none of them acknowledged the reality of the demons they’d soon face. Well, Ada refused to ignore it. She had changed her virtual home to a room resembling the interior of the ship, albeit with a much larger space in which to move. Beyond a hexagonal window that didn’t really exist in her room, the desolate landscape of a dark, barren Earth made sure she never forgot the truth.

			She took a seat in her virtual chair, a cloud-soft lavender Chesterfield that she could sink into for hours without feeling uncomfortable. On many occasions, that was exactly what she did. With the flick of a finger, a ChainMail portal opened in the air above her, and she looked over her out-of-control inbox. Clearing the messages was a Sisyphean feat—the mobile hub could only receive data from the Chain. 

			Sending was disabled, thanks to Constance.

			The full Chain was thus inaccessible, relying on two-way confirmation to log actions. Ada could only interact with the latest copy of the Chain that the hub stored in its cache. Anything she tried to do would be undone with the next update from the LinkSats. All evidence of her presence was scoured, as though she were a ghost incapable of interacting with the world. The Chain didn’t allow for errors.

			Still, she felt compelled to attempt organizing them, even while recognizing it only gave her the illusion of control. Barely exerting any effort, she trashed the junk: a handful of interview requests from media, countless advertisements, a death threat or two, those were cute—the hell she knew lay ahead was a worse threat than death. A job offer from a bank recruiter, a bulk of spam messages, the usual riffraff. Every day she got more of these, and every day they gave her a chance to fine-tune her auto-delete filter. There were transfer confirmations for energy budgets to her family—Ada verified those each week, despite the Unity never missing a payment. Constance was a liar, but so far, she remained true to her word about taking care of Ezran and Jean.

			Ada flagged a few promising articles to review later for her research, even though her flagged list would already require over a year of dedicated reading. The backlog made her squirm. The Chain produced too much content, and none of it useful. So why was she doing this? Ada sighed, about to dismiss the ChainMail portal, when a message came through from Ezran. 

			She blinked. This was the first time being contacted by him since she’d left. A vast sense of relief replaced a long-hidden fear that he’d passed away in her absence. Even better, he’d sent an audio message. She opened it and began the playback.

			“Hey there, little one,” Ezran said.

			Ada’s throat tightened at the sound of his voice.

			“I am sorry it has been so long. Things have been busy for us in the village. Guillermo has taught me how to send a ChainMail. He reminds me much of you, always so interested in technology. He showed me how to sell digital versions of my carvings on the Chain, though I still save the best ones for us in the village.” She laughed, hearing the smile behind his words. “But it is not all happy news. A virus spread through many homes a few months after you left, and it took several of our neighbors from us. I caught it too, and for a while I began to lose hope, but Francis—” Ezran cleared his throat. “Ms. Erlein took very good care of me. I listened to what you said. We have spent more time together and learned much about each other. She lost her husband in the war. It has been healthy for us to grieve together. For Olsie. For her husband… For you.”

			Ada blinked away the tears forming at her eyes, unsure whether they stemmed from joy or from pain. Ezran was alive and had found a partner…but he thought she was dead.

			“I know you are still alive, little one. I have to believe that. But I have not heard from you since you left, and that has been hard. I tell myself it is not true that you are gone for good. You will return to us. I know you just have been busy, that is all. Training to soar among the stars. I still can hardly believe it. When there is a break in the clouds, I look up at the sky and know that one day you will be out there. It will be frightening at times, but also exciting and wonderful. When you get to where you are going, do not forget about us at home. Come back to us, Ada. We miss you. We love you. I hope I will hear from you soon.”

			The audio clicked off, and Ada’s tears began flowing in earnest. She missed him too, more than she could express. She kept her mind busy every day—exercising, maintaining the ship, focusing on work, laughing with the crew when she could—anything to soften the grim truth underlying their mission: it was doomed from the start. Its risks could not be calculated. The most likely scenario was that none of them would ever return. The Earth was a broken place, but it was also her home. Earth, with Ezran and the community they’d carved out of the wasteland. With Jean, if Lakaya could forgive her. She missed them all dearly. Ada couldn’t even contact them to find out if her son was alive. The months-old message she’d tried sending to Lakaya about his surgery still remained in her outbox, unsent.

			Jaw tightening, Ada dismissed her portal and set her augments to standby, wishing there was a more visceral way to turn off the displays, like slamming the door to leave. Why the hell wouldn’t Constance let them send messages to their families? The Unity founder refused to answer that question, and Ada had let it go. But she was sick of it now. Constance spent so much time in her own room working on secret projects, she had probably coded up a bypass to allow herself full access to the Chain. The rules never applied to her. She checked Constance’s public access records, but the woman showed as an inactive user. No data sent or received—the same as the rest of the crew.

			Out of grim curiosity, Ada subvocalized to her augments, “Display local network traffic data.”

			Two graphs appeared in her overlays, one labeled Tx and the other Rx. Transmit and receive. The receive chart showed constant fluctuation—the stream of data flowing from the LinkSats. None of that inbound content was shown in their user records on the Chain. You had to send an acknowledgment to indicate to the Chain’s ledger you received the data, and their transmit log was a flat line. No data sent in the past ninety minutes. Narrowing her eyes, Ada navigated back in time. Both graphs’ data slid to the right.

			And there it was.

			

			Six days ago, the transmit line spiked in a chaotic flurry for eighteen seconds. Someone was sending data out. Ada had little doubt who it was.

			Ada stood quickly enough that the momentum carried her off the floor. It gave her a chance to reflect, floating there. Why didn’t the Chain’s logs show the activity? Was she really willing to confront Constance over something this uncertain? Ada had done nothing to dissuade the crew that she had confidence in their captain. If it came out that she resented Constance for tricking them into a suicide mission, it would drive a wedge between herself and the rest of the crew. And with only a month left until planetfall. Thus far—besides Marlo and Larsson’s ceaseless bickering—there had been relative harmony among the crew. No one had reached for Davix’s weapons locker yet, anyway. 

			But that harmony was built on the shared belief of a lie. Ada clenched her fists as she landed. She couldn’t break their beliefs, but she had to convince Constance to break the radio silence. Ezran deserved to hear from her. Her son deserved to know his mother loved him.

			Frustrated, she slammed open the sliding door and launched herself out into the medibay. Larsson was on a patient bed and smiled a greeting. He must have seen something on Ada’s face, for his smile slipped, and he let Ada kick off into the lab without a word. She reached Constance’s door and found the room empty. Where else would she be? The hatch to the crew capsule was closed. The Eyes’ dock was empty, yet none flitted around the lab. They were with Constance, then, somewhere she needed their help: the galley.

			She pushed off the door frame, angling herself to float toward the handholds at the entrance back to the medibay. Without slowing down, Ada caught herself and shifted her momentum so it carried her through the open hatch. She torpedoed through the medibay with no warning. As she flew past Larsson sitting in one of the chairs and grimacing at an automatic injection into his shoulder, a raise of his eyebrows was all he had time for to communicate his surprise. Ada closed her eyes—she hated needles. She didn’t need sight for this next part, anyway. Ada was one of humankind’s five experts in zero-gravity maneuvering.

			Levering herself around the edge of the next open hatch into the galley, Ada twisted with the grace of a cat as the micro gravity pulled her to the floor. She’d performed the exact maneuver dozens of times; her muscle memory would put her feet on the ground just three steps from cold storage.

			Except this time, Constance was in the way.

			With no way to slow down, Ada slammed into her back. A spike of pain went through her knee as it cracked into the spine of Constance’s exoskeleton. Instantly, the Eyes transitioned into defense mode and swarmed around Ada, whirring in anger as they exposed their rotating blades in preparation for a bloody charge. Ada pushed herself off Constance, putting distance between them to show she wasn’t a threat. Her breath quaked at the sight of those saw-like blades, not so different from a medibot’s. The Eyes hovered closer, growling like guard dogs waiting for their master to signal the attack. Constance said nothing, though the drones wouldn’t have been voice controlled—they were linked directly into Constance’s consciousness. 

			That they didn’t stand down immediately told Ada that her captain’s anger was flaring more than any facial expression could have. But when Constance turned around, she had gotten her emotions under control and was smiling.

			

			“So eager to get to the dehydrated protein?” she asked with a hint of good humor. The drones backed off and resumed their normal duties, visually mapping the environment and stirring sweetener into Constance’s coffee.

			Ada steadied her breathing, fear of the drones’ blades residing. She hadn’t meant to hit Constance, no matter how angry she was. But once the moment arrives, it’s better to just lean into it. “Why won’t you let us send word to our families?”

			“Oh?” Two Eyes with their actuators extended brought a cup of hot coffee to Constance’s lips. She took a sip, then exhaled. “I told you, it would be trivial to pinpoint the physical location of the message’s origin. The ChainMail protocol is strict about—”

			“That’s bullshit,” Ada retorted. “I saw our network traffic. Saw what you did six days ago. You’re sending data to the Chain, but you won’t let the rest of us.”

			The Eyes paused with the mug raised to Constance’s lips. The Unity founder stood with arms crossed, a quizzical look on her face. “Is that what you think? Your family is well taken care of. What do you need to contact them for?”

			Constance didn’t have a family. Did she not realize how this mission looked from Ezran’s perspective? Out of the blue, his daughter was taken and never heard from again. Thinking about it made Ada’s chest ache. “They think we’re dead…”

			“Well…it will be a pleasant surprise when we return early. Until then, we are not jeopardizing the mission.” Ada stared after Constance as the Eyes attached to her suit and moved her to the hatch to the medibay. Pausing at the threshold, Ada tried to argue, but Constance cut her off. “Captain’s orders. We only have a month left. On the way back, there will be no need for secrecy.” 

			

			Ada’s lip curled at the mention of secrecy. Constance might have had the others fooled, but Ada wouldn’t be put off the scent of lies so easily. “I take it you’re not joining us tonight, Captain?”

			A curt shake of the head was the only response. The drones’ whirring rotors accelerated, and Constance darted through the opening as quickly as though she were running away. Perhaps instead of sharing a memory with the crew, she could spend vault night trying to convince the others of the danger of Constance’s secrets.

			Ada’s stomach growled, and since she was already in the kitchen, she prepared a meal—a dehydrated powder to which she added water before microwaving it into a tasteless slop with the consistency of oatmeal—then sat at the table to enjoy the feast. She spooned it into her mouth, which never wanted to obey when it came time to swallow the stuff. While she forced herself to chew, the muffled sounds of Constance’s and Larsson’s voices came through the hatch. Eventually, Larsson appeared and nodded a greeting to Ada. He looked tense. 

			“Everything all right?” she asked.

			“Yes,” Larsson said. “Well…for now. At the rate we are using our meds, we may not have enough for the trip home. I told this to Constance.”

			“And?”

			“And she said the secondary ship is well-stocked. That we can rendezvous with it to transfer supplies.” Larsson moved to the refrigerator. “I argued it would be a better idea just to transfer onto it ourselves for the flight back, but Constance thought it unnecessary.”

			“And what the captain says, goes,” Ada said, jamming her spoon into the slop. That would be easier to tolerate if the captain didn’t so wantonly risk the crew’s lives.

			

			“I thought she would agree, now that even her Eyes cannot function in engineering. The situation has not improved since the crack appeared.”

			Ada sat up straighter. “Is the reactor going to fail?” The nuclear reactor had been running hot for some time now, and none of them was qualified to fix it. Constance might have been able to, if her Eyes hadn’t started to malfunction from being near the reactor. Too much electromagnetic interference. That left Larsson working daily in the engineering bay to maintain the engines’ integrity.

			He shrugged. “The crack has not widened since it appeared, so I do not believe the physical shielding is a danger. But the magnetic shielding is more…complicated. Every time I adjust one of the components, the entire magnetic field’s profile changes unpredictably. It feels like plugging a dam with my finger, only to cause another leak to spring which I cannot contain.”

			“I know what you mean…” It sounded identical to the problem Ada was still fixing in her research. 

			She had made as much forward progress during this journey as she had in the years prior: none. She didn’t even know why she held out hope she would ever improve her algorithm. Constance had told her to be satisfied by the imperfect version, but Ada wasn’t satisfied. And she sure as hell wasn’t going to quit because Constance told her to. 

			In mathematical space, the imperfections in her algorithm manifested as a blind spot in the swarms’ mapping functionality. In Ada’s view, they were exactly the opposite: a glaring mistake she couldn’t look away from, egregiously ugly. She made tweaks to fill in the holes, but those just resulted in different holes in unexplainable places. Above some level of complexity, problems went beyond human comprehension.

			

			Ada studied Larsson’s face, found worry in his expression. Comforting a friend, at least, was within her means. “Are you okay?”

			“I am well,” he assured her. “Davix has been keeping a close eye on my vitals. My nanos are working overtime to repair the cellular damage, and he upped my iodine dose again, but do not worry about me. I am worried more about you.”

			Ada raised one eyebrow as she forcibly swallowed another tasteless mouthful. “Why?”

			“Because we are out of tablets.”

			The implication became clear when she realized no more tablets didn’t mean no more iodine. “Oh, no. No. I’m not doing any more injections. You’ve seen what happens to me around needles.” Her chest tightened, painful memories flooding her mind. Amid dying screams, an epidermal needle thrust like a spear on the end of a robotic arm. It punched through human flesh with no resistance. A sawblade whirred as her daddy noticed Ada entering the room.

			Suddenly, Larsson was at her side, rubbing her shoulders. Her spoon had left a sloppy imprint on the metal table; she didn’t recall letting go of it. As tears warped her vision, Larsson hushed and said, “I am sorry. Very sorry, I should not have said anything.”

			The heat of embarrassment turned Ada’s cheeks crimson. Larsson must think her as helpless as a baby. She shrugged to knock his hands away. “Get off me!”

			He gave a look that told her he didn’t know what he did wrong, but didn’t voice it. He floated to the microwave to begin preparing some sludge for himself.

			“What did you do to her?” Marlo asked, slurring his speech.

			“Nothing.” Ada composed herself. “He didn’t do anything.”

			

			“Are you drunk, Briggs?” Larsson asked.

			Ada rolled her eyes. Just what she needed, a resumption of the endless squabbling. At least it would keep Larsson from judging her…for a time. The truth always has a way of coming out.

			Marlo snorted. “No. Trimethyltriptamine does have some similar effects to alcohol, but I’ve never had a shot of vodka that could make the gray of this ship seem so…colorful.”

			Larsson scoffed and returned to making his meal. “Shouldn’t you be doing your work, Dr. Briggs?”

			“Already done,” Marlo assured him. “All the gunk in cryo is cleared away, and let me tell you, it’s easier to forget how disgusting it is when it’s shimmering with rainbow light. I also improved the shielded Bunsen burner to contain the fumes more effectively. Now we can heat things outside the glass—”

			“You damaged my equipment?” Larsson growled. “I spent hours testing and recalibrating—”

			The two began going at it, as usual. Ada had hoped sharing memories from their vaults would help them bond. Instead, they had slowly transitioned from strangers who got on each other’s nerves to sibling children who hated each other. Brothers who both hounded the other for failing to live up to his full potential. One day, Ada would take them both by the ears and show them how foolish they were.

			The microwave beeped, interrupting the argument, and Larsson grabbed two bowls from within. “Here, made you some too.” He threw the weightless steaming mush at Marlo; it went high.

			Marlo sprang up to catch it but bumped the contents out of the bowl and sent them arcing toward the far wall. He snorted. “I’ll take care of that.” And he raced to catch the debris before it landed.

			

			Larsson shook his head, disgusted, then took his food out of the galley.

			Ada watched Marlo bound around as she finished the last bite of her meal, grimacing and futilely trying to forget the awful taste in her mouth. “Trust me, it’s not worth the effort.”

			“Tastes fine to me,” Marlo said. “Sort of like a mix between butterscotch and lentils.” He considered for a moment. “With a hint of garlic.”

			Ada nearly gagged. “You’re going to have to show us that memory, because I don’t believe you actually enjoy that.”

			“Hey, it’s your night to share. Have you decided on a memory yet? Not one we’ve already seen, I hope. Larsson may appreciate repeats, but I want to see some new side of Ada Bryce!”

			She remembered the first time sharing memories from her vault with Lakaya. It had been an intimate experience, two people in love melding their minds together, strengthening their relationship while maintaining their individuality. Now, vault night was a weekly experience for the Dauntless crew. There had been trepidation when Marlo had first suggested the idea, but he’d convinced everyone it’d be good for morale.

			He was wrong.

			Experiencing each other’s pasts and seeing both the triumphs and the failures should have brought them all together, humanized them. Sometimes that was what it did, if the mood was right. But when tensions were high, having the context surrounding their moments of weakness only gave more ammunition with which to judge and mock. Episodes like that didn’t happen often, but when bad things happen enough, they start to overshadow the stretches of good between.

			

			Ada often preferred listening to Davix tell stories on his nights to share. It was low-tech, but he didn’t have augments, so he had no memory vaults either. Perhaps storytelling was a better way to understand someone than directly inhabiting their mind. By removing the excess information, meaning is distilled and more effectively packaged for transmission. Ada certainly found it easier to understand Davix’s stories than the direct experiences of the crew, especially Constance’s.

			If Marlo and Larsson were one step apart, four members of the crew were all a dozen paces away from the fifth. Constance didn’t participate every week, but on the few occasions she had opened her vault, Ada had been startled to find how her mind operated. She began as someone who seemed to process the world faster than everyone else, as though all of life was a mathematical calculation and she never computed the wrong result. After her accident—the memory of which she refused to share—Constance installed cybernetic augmentations, which only accentuated her superhuman abilities.

			Ada had been ashamed to share her own memories after Constance, feeling too stupid for the others to care about compared to the brilliant engineer. It didn’t help that Ada had memories she was determined to keep hidden herself. Anything that even hinted at her trauma had to be avoided.

			That left scant little to choose from.

			But she would never inflict those memories on the crew. They could never know how broken she was.

			“I haven’t decided yet,” Ada said.

			“Well, I’m sure it will be good no matter what you choose,” Marlo said, and mussed Ada’s hair as though she were his younger sister.

			He couldn’t have noticed how small it made Ada feel.

			

			“Might as well get this started early,” she said, but what she meant was, ‘Let’s get this over with.’ Ada was in a terrible mood. Larsson and Marlo would be at each other’s throats—it always got personal when Marlo touched Larsson’s lab equipment. Constance was off doing who-knows-what…probably scheming in her room. At least the sergeant would be riding a post-workout high. “I’ll let Davix know to meet us here.”

			One month to go, and the crew was a taut, fraying rope. When would the weight of this mission cause them to snap? She hailed Davix with her overlays, knowing it would light up an alert on his headset. But as soon as it sent, all the lights in the galley turned off, as well as those in the adjacent desk. The ship’s engines rumbled under the silence while Ada wondered what she did wrong.

			After momentary blindness, red emergency lights flashed. A deafening klaxon blared an alarm. And Ada froze, wilting beneath the screaming siren and the memory of walls stained bloody red.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Nine

			Fracture

			Crimson stained the walls, scarlet the grated floors. Ada was a little girl in the hospital again, shaking her head to make the terror go away. But when she opened her eyes, everything remained. The ship’s alarm blared, loud enough to deafen. If somehow you couldn’t hear the siren, the red warning lights were unmistakable. After thirteen months of travel, the Dauntless’ crew was being tested by a real emergency.

			And Ada had no idea what to do.

			“Warning,” the ship’s computer announced over the intercom, loud enough to be heard over the droning alarm. “Intercept detected. Prepare for emergency evasive maneuvers. Message repeats. Warning…”

			Larsson shot through the hatch from the medibay in zero gravity and caught the handhold to stop. “What the hell is going on?”

			“Computer, s-s-status report!” Marlo screamed.

			The computer didn’t respond. Of course it didn’t. It was probably built in the first half of the twenty-first century. Ada wasn’t sure they had voice assistants back then. The computer repeated its message.

			“…emergency evasive maneuvers.”

			They wouldn’t be in zero-G for long. The engines’ thrust would snap their spines if they remained standing here uselessly. How much time did they have? Ada willed her legs to move, but they refused. Every muscle in her body seemed to stop working at once. It was a miracle she didn’t collapse in a heap. Only her heart did its job, pounding in her ears between panicked breaths.

			“God damn it, Briggs!” Larsson scolded him. “This is why you should not be getting high on the ship!”

			He was right. Marlo knew disaster could strike at any moment. The crew may have fooled themselves into thinking this flight was a casual hop across the solar system, but it had always been a deadly risk. Annoyance sparked through Ada. Even in a catastrophe, their first instincts were to bicker. That habit was going to get them killed one day.

			But was she any better? Freezing up, waiting for the moment of their demise. Damn it, she had to act. Why couldn’t she think to do anything? Why had she agreed to this mission? Why had they agreed to take her, someone so fundamentally broken? Ada was carried in a downward spiral by the questions assaulting her mind.

			One of Constance’s Eyes flew in from the lower deck, snapped its gaze from Marlo to Ada and lingered on her. As the drone zipped off into the medibay, a connection request from Constance popped up on her overlays, addressed to the entire crew. The moment Ada accepted it, Constance was barking orders in her ear.

			“EVA suits on, now! We have high velocity projectiles incoming! Secure all hatches behind you! Forty seconds until hard burn!”

			The sound of the Captain taking charge sent a flood of relief through Ada. Momentarily. Not long enough to cancel out her fear, only sufficient to kick start her brain into working. The usefulness of military command chains suddenly became apparent to Ada.

			The sergeant! Davix wasn’t in on their augments’ connection. Ada patched in the lower deck. Just in time for everyone to talk at once, turning the chatter to chaos.

			“Davix!”

			“Come with me, Dr. Br—”

			“Can’t we just engage shields or something?” Marlo asked.

			“This isn’t science fiction, Briggs,” Constance hissed. “Get to work!”

			“Davix, where are you?” Ada was already moving. She kicked free of the table and scrambled for the open lower hatch. Larsson was close behind, rushing past Marlo who spun in low gravity, smiling stupidly.

			“Securing the weapon’s closet,” the sergeant responded.

			He was still down on the lowest deck? “Leave it!” Ada urged him. “Get up here! We’ll keep the hatch open!”

			“Negative. You heard the captain.” He grunted with exertion. Snapping and banging began polluting the comms. “Do your job. I’ll make do down here. Don’t worry about me.” The lower deck’s audio cut out.

			“Damnit…” Ada muttered, ignoring the images of breaking bones the sounds triggered. If he was caught near a hull breach, he’d be a dead man without his suit. But arguing would only waste time. She would do her job. She refused to be the reason this mission would be a failure. 

			Ada and Larsson slammed the hatch to the lower decks shut. In seconds, she had tightened the hatch’s seal while Larsson dragged Marlo up to the medibay. Ada followed them up, behind Larsson as he shoved Marlo into his room. Then he was up into the lab, shutting the next airlock behind him. The Dauntless seemed to spin around them as its RCS thrusters reoriented the ship. 

			“Fifteen seconds,” Constance warned. 

			

			The medibay flashed with scarlet lights and for a moment, Ada’s muscles locked. Adrenaline kept her moving. She made for her room, locked the door behind her, and grabbed the EVA suit from where it hung. She hoped Marlo had done the same.

			“…two, one…” Constance’s voice came.

			Ada lurched back toward her bed. 

			The burn started, and the ship’s thrust slammed her down.

			She sank deeper into the cushion, which deformed beneath her, cradling her spine—great for spreading out her weight, but it made getting into her suit a herculean effort. Thank God she had been training in the Dauntless’ gym for the past year. The suit’s top and bottom halves were crushing her with the weight of a boulder. She strained against them, rolling them to the side with great difficulty. She couldn’t sit up. She could only wriggle her body, slowly sliding her legs into the lower half of her suit. When she was waist-deep into whatever Unity space suits were made of, she repeated the task with the upper half. Somehow, she latched the two halves together, then reached for her helmet.

			Her helmet.

			Where was it? She glanced to both sides, searching. Nothing. She looked down her nose toward the suit’s closet. 

			The helmet was still on the rack; she hadn’t had time to grab it. 

			Shit. Ada would have to put it on after the evasive maneuver. She hoped these doors were airtight. For now, the only thing she could do was save her energy. Ada concentrated on relaxing her body into the bed, taking hard shallow breaths to wait out the heavy burn.

			Until a pinprick appeared in the wall above her, a tiny speck that remained black even when the lights flashed red. Then another, and another. Ada stared at them in confusion, listening to the new, tiny whistle barely audible over the engines’ rumble. A bigger hole appeared, as though a baseball had rent its way through aluminum foil. The sound of rushing air and the pain of dropping pressure filled Ada’s ears. 

			Panic set in.

			She squirmed against the weight of the burn, but it was no use. With her movement as restricted as it was by the spacesuit, Ada couldn’t even force her legs over the side of the bed. It was no different from being pushed underwater by an implacable force.

			She was drowning.

			The cabin was turning to vacuum, and her helmet would do her no good if no air remained when she put it on. Her already shallow breaths became choking gasps. Ada couldn’t lift herself with all her strength—and what little remained was fading fast. Her eyes were burning; everything became blurry beyond her overlays.

			Vision began to darken.

			Her last thoughts were of how Lakaya had been right. Ada was going to die out here. Why hadn’t she listened when she had the chance? All she wanted now was to see her son and Uncle Ezran one last time before the end. But she couldn’t even make the right gestures with her fingers to summon an image in her augments. She recalled their faces as best she could, but even that was quickly becoming too difficult. Her thoughts grew hazy. She was dying how she always thought she would. 

			Alone, in the dark.

			But suddenly, the weight was gone. The Dauntless’ engines cut their thrust, and Ada bounced up from her bed, sucked toward the fist-sized opening in the hull. A final flood of energy coursed through her with one clear thought riding the wave.

			

			Survive.

			She kicked at the wall, sending herself spinning to the opposite side of the small room. Her fingers found a handhold and she clambered to her helmet. She shoved it over her head and twisted to lock it in place. The already dying sound of escaping atmosphere became total silence. Her chest was on fire. Her ears ached. Her body compelled her to take a deep breath, but she couldn’t.

			There was nothing to breathe. 

			Why was there nothing to breathe? The external air tank was connected. The Dauntless reoriented again. That, or her vision was swimming. Ada didn’t have long. She couldn’t think clearly. Why wasn’t there air? She looked down at the controls by her chin. So many symbols. Ada couldn’t remember the training Constance had given her. Had she been trained? She didn’t know. Her eyes landed on three arrows in a triangle; they set off more of an instinctual reaction than a conscious thought. Ada jerked her chin forward and turned off the suit’s external air recycler.

			Compressed air had never smelled so sweet. It hissed into her suit, and Ada gulped it down greedily. She lay on her back while her suit pressurized, taking deep breaths to soothe her wracked lungs.

			As the ringing in her ears subsided, Larsson’s voice reached her. It was tinny coming through her suit’s speakers, and laden with concern coming from a man filled with fear. “Ada! Davix! Marlo! Report … Please, are you all right?”

			Ada coughed, then chinned the transmit button in her helmet. “I’m here,” she croaked. Her voice was froggy, but she was just glad she could hear it at all. In the near-vacuum, it felt like her eardrums had burst.

			“Thank God,” Larsson breathed.

			

			“What’s your status?” Constance asked.

			Floating with her knees huddled as close to her aching chest as her suit would allow, embarrassed by her cowardice. Balling her fists in anger, as though about to punch herself. She had locked up, almost gotten herself killed. She would have had time to grab her helmet if she hadn’t hesitated. “I’m fine. Multiple hull breaches on this deck.”

			“And Dr. Briggs?”

			Ada sighed. Her job wasn’t done yet. “Not sure. Checking on him now.” She unlocked her door, but it didn’t slide all the way open. Whatever fist-sized object had punctured the ship had also warped its frame, so Ada had to force her way through. Marlo’s door was unscathed. “His room wasn’t breached. Are they airtight?”

			“Yes,” Constance said.

			“But he’s not answering comms?” Ada sent him a connection request with her augments, but it timed out. Ada’s gut clenched as a worst-case scenario vividly appeared in her mind. Maybe his room had been hit, only by a microscopically small projectile. It would have pierced the door without leaving a visible trace, but on the other side Marlo’s blood would spatter the walls. Her pulse had never really slowed, but it sped up again as her mind amplified the chances of such a freak accident into near-certainty. “I need to check on him!”

			Ada pulled on the door handle, but it wouldn’t move. She yanked harder. “It won’t open!” Damn it, she had almost just died herself. She wasn’t ready to lose a friend. Again and again, she pulled with both hands. 

			“Ah, I see,” Constance said. “Overriding the door lock.”

			“He locked his door?” Ada stepped back, eyebrows furrowing. “That idiot!”

			

			“It is fine, Ada,” Larsson said. “Just…check on him, please.”

			She wrenched it open, and the force of air rushing out pushed her back a step. Marlo was in his spacesuit, drifting slowly upward from his bed and toward her. Ada clenched her jaw as she approached, then lowered him to the mattress, inspecting his suit for damage. She found none. No blood on the walls, no breach or tear. Marlo’s eyes were closed, and when she checked the readout on his wrist, his vitals were…not normal but within reason. What was that shit he had taken doing to him?

			“I think… I think he’s sleeping.”

			“Damn it,” Larsson muttered. “Well, wake him up. You need to patch those holes so we can pressurize the deck. And we still have not heard from Davix.”

			Ada cursed again. Marlo was fine, but there was still plenty of time for tragedy this day. She punched Marlo’s shoulder and began slapping his visor until he spasmed in alarm.

			“Wake up, Marlo,” she said. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”

			“It was like a warm, heavy blanket.” Marlo grinned, eyes half-lidded. “Sinking deeper into the bed.”

			“It was the Dauntless’ engines burning to save our lives,” Ada told him. “Now come on. Hurry!” Marlo didn’t seem to comprehend, and she grunted in frustration. “How many breaches are there? Any way to tell?” 

			“Not without pumping in air and monitoring the flow rates,” Constance said. “Take care of the most critical damage first, then we’ll have a better idea. Once the airflow is stable, my Eyes can handle the rest.”

			She didn’t have time to wait for the drugged doctor to break free of his stupor. She launched herself back to the far side of the medibay, unmindful of the debris floating all throughout the space, what little hadn’t been sucked into the black abyss of space. Permanent repair kits would be in the engineering bay below, but she hoped self-hardening wound seals would do for now. 

			Ada found them in an unbroken cabinet. She unrolled the industrial-grade bandage, pressed it against the inner hull, then pulled the tab to initiate the chemical reaction that would harden it into a cast. In a few long seconds, it was as hard as concrete. She hurriedly patched the four biggest holes in the deck, nerves firing the entire time, dreading that Davix was dead. At the very best, maimed. What critical medical supplies had been lost in the suction? They had already been running low. Would they have what they needed to save him?

			If Davix was still alive when she reached him, that is. The longer she took, the less likely that became.

			Movement caught Ada’s eye. Marlo had finally come out of his room. He scanned the destroyed medibay with a mix of horror and awe. 

			“This is taking too long!” She grabbed Marlo by the shoulders, put her helmet’s visor against his. “Dr. Briggs is going to finish up the repairs. Right, Dr. Briggs?” She nodded, and he mimicked it. Surely, he could handle that, at least, in his degraded state.

			“Aye, aye, Commander Bryce.” Marlo saluted.

			Ada rolled her eyes. “I need to get to Davix. Start pressurizing the decks. I’m going below.” She stowed more wound seals in her suit’s chest pack and retrieved the sergeant’s suit from his room, which hadn’t been hit. She kicked off the wall toward the hatch leading to the galley.

			“If that deck is pressurized,” Larsson warned, “that hatch is going to blow open. You should wait until the atmospheres equalize.”

			

			“If it’s vacuum, and you pressurize this deck, we’ll never get the hatch open without venting the air again,” Ada said. “I have to risk it.” Davix had told them what he’d been through in the war. If their situations were reversed, Davix would give his life to save hers. He wouldn’t hesitate, not like she did.

			Ada took a breath, then turned the airlock handle. It didn’t blow open. She tried pulling the hatch open, but it wouldn’t budge. The next deck had been hit. There was vacuum on the other side. A greasy fear wormed its way down her spine. What if the breach is big enough to eject her out into space?

			“All right,” she told herself. “Just like Uncle Ezran taught you. Lift with your legs.” Ada squatted as best she could in her suit, grasped the handle, firmed her core, and heaved with all her strength. For a moment, it felt futile, then there was the tiniest give. A moment later, the hatch sprung open. Davix’s free-floating suit and helmet were sucked down to the next deck. Ada lunged for them, barely keeping the presence of mind to shut the airlock behind her.

			When the lights flashed red, Ada gasped. The galley was filled with shards of crystal that refracted the emergency lights like a kaleidoscope. They floated at random, spinning and colliding with one another, bumping into the walls and fracturing into small shards. She reached out to touch one, and it spun away from her glove, pulsing with red light. Where had this come from? There was only one puncture in the hull, on the same side as her room on the deck above. Unbroken, this mass had punched through the hull at orbital speeds before fracturing into beautiful chaos. An image of the rogue planet’s braking burn appeared in her mind. Was this debris from the planet? If so, what exotic materials might it be made from? She pulled back her hand, suddenly fearful. Exotic often meant dangerous.

			But Ada had no time for wonder, nor for fear. Davix was close now. Ada pushed through the shard cloud—it didn’t hurt her—and patched the lone, jagged hole. “Third deck is ready for air. But you guys have got to see this.” Whatever these crystals were, if they had come from the rogue planet, Larsson could write an entire dissertation on their chemical composition.

			Ada moved to the next hatch. This deck was where the mobile hub transitioned to the second stage of the rocket, so there was a proper dual-door airlock separating her from the gym. The first door sprang open as soon as it was unlocked, but Ada was ready for it and avoided the blow. The next door hinged outward to the next deck. She hurriedly turned the handle but even after being unlocked, it wouldn’t open. Ada sighed, her chest filling with relief. 

			Davix had oxygen. There was a chance he was still alive. But she wouldn’t know until the agonizing wait for atmospheric equalization was over.

			She closed herself in the airlock, triggered the pressurizing, and stared at the door separating her from Davix. How much trouble was he in? Was she going to make it in time, or would she fail him? She fidgeted as the room filled with air. Despite never directly sharing memories, she felt closer to Davix than any of the other crew. His quaint refusal to use any tech on vault nights, preferring old-fashioned storytelling as though they were sitting around a campfire…it always reminded her of Ezran. He couldn’t be dead.

			Constance had hardly begun telling her the deck was pressurized when she shoved the door open, chinned on her external comms, and rushed forward with her friend’s suit in hand.

			

			“Davix, where are you!”

			No answer.

			He said he was securing the weapon’s closet, so she tried that door. It was locked. “Constance, bypass the lock on the weapon’s closet.”

			“Can’t do that, Ada. Only Davix has control of that.”

			“Really? Shit.” If he were trapped and dying in there, it’d be his tomb short of them blowing the door with explosives. Not a good idea in a pressurized ship. She checked the gym instead.

			And there he was. Davix was floating a few centimeters above the ground, near the simulation machine—now torn apart—and the resistance gel that had been ripped free of it. The sergeant’s arm bent once at the elbow and once closer to his wrist. Ada gagged at the bone protruding through torn skin. A patch of blood smeared the floor below him, and more droplets floated around his head.

			“I’ve got him!” she announced, then went to his side. He was still breathing. “He’s unconscious. Bleeding from the head, and his arm is broken. Can you get into the medibay yet?”

			“We’re here,” Larsson said. “Clearing a space for him now.”

			“Galley is nearly pressurized too,” Constance added.

			Ada tried dragging Davix back toward the hatch, but the man must have massed over one hundred kilos. “Marlo, come help me. I can’t move him on my own.”

			Marlo arrived with bandages in hand, and she helped him wrap Davix’s head.

			“Sobered up yet?” Ada asked.

			“Sober enough to help,” he said. “I saw the hole in your room. If it had been half a meter lower…”

			

			“But it wasn’t,” Ada interrupted. She forced down the image of her own blood spattering the walls, just as she had pictured Marlo’s. “Now shut up and help me.”

			Marlo gave a curt nod. Together, they carefully moved the unconscious sergeant to the medibay, where Larsson was waiting for them beside three of Constance’s Eyes. He began strapping Davix to a table so he didn’t float away, while Ada unrolled another wound seal. But Marlo stopped Larsson.

			“What are you doing?” Larsson pushed him away. “We need to secure him to set his fracture.”

			“The human body didn’t evolve to heal in zero-G. We need thrust, otherwise his wounds won’t clot.”

			Larsson considered that, nodded, and turned to one of the Eyes. “Got that?”

			“One moment.” Constance’s Eyes flitted to each of the patched holes, inspecting Ada’s work. “Okay, prepare for reorientation and burn. I’ll get us back on course… Wait… Something is wrong.” Two of the Eyes darted through the hatch into the galley.

			Ada exchanged glances with Marlo and Larsson, then she pushed up to the command capsule, trusting the two men to set Davix’s broken arm and bandage his head. When she arrived, she realized she still had her overlays on. They replaced the walls of this room with the view of the exterior cameras. Looking over Constance’s head, Ada drew in a breath, her body tingling with awe.

			Jupiter loomed above, great bands of white, red, and brown circling the planet, the clouds rippling like milk stirred into coffee. The Great Red Spot was on the horizon. An eternal storm like the eye of a god, gazing down the path ahead of them toward whatever unknown dangers awaited the crew of the Dauntless Dive. Just above the gas giant’s horizon orbited Europa, and beyond it one star burned brighter than the myriad others. But Ada’s augments added a label to her overlays; it wasn’t a star at all. It was the rogue planet, G9615, reflecting the sunlight back at them. Their destination, in plain sight.

			ETA 24 days, 7 hours, 6 minutes appeared in her overlays beside the bright spot. So many days spent on this ship without incident, and with less than a month to go, they had all nearly been killed. That wasn’t a coincidence. As Ada stared at the bright speck, she couldn’t suppress her rising dread. Nothing worthwhile awaited them on that planet. No allies, no salvation. Only death.

			Constance enabled the ship’s thrust. It wasn’t the microthrust she’d grown accustomed to throughout the trip; the engines were running in open-cycle. She groaned as her feet were pressed into the deck but didn’t complain. She was exhausted, and her body still ached, but Davix needed close to Earth-gravity to heal. Only, the ship’s computer hadn’t accounted for another burn when calculating the ETA. Now the minutes ticked down like seconds as they accelerated toward the planet.

			Ada shivered and forced herself to look away. She just hoped they could slow down in time to land. 

			“What’s wrong?” she asked Constance.

			For a moment, it was as though the engineer didn’t notice she had arrived. Then, Ada received a connection request, this one just for her. When she accepted, the connection to Marlo and Larsson died, and holograms appeared over the ship’s instrumentation, showing readouts from sensors throughout the ship. Ada didn’t know what she was looking at, but there was far too much red for her liking. This close to the rogue planet, they wouldn’t have time to fix anything major. Constance drew her eye to one status in particular. The engineering bay readouts.

			“One of the engines is showing diagnostic failure.”

			It was a struggle for Ada to remain calm. “The one Larsson has been working on?” That engine was nearing end-of-life anyway. If it was that one, maybe the situation was no worse than before…

			Even as the hopeful thought crossed her mind, she knew it was foolish.

			“No. I’ve got the Eyes scanning the hull.” Constance pulled up a hologram of the ship, showing the dozens of places where microscopic debris punched through the Dauntless. At the velocity they were traveling at, the ship’s exterior might as well have been made of paper for all the protection it provided. “It could have been much worse. The reactor is still online, but we’re not getting anything out of engine three.”

			“And the other two?”

			“Operational, but tests show an eighteen percent loss of max thrust. And dropping fast.”

			Ada’s gut clenched. “What’s that mean?”

			“It means that for this ship, at least, this is a one-way trip.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Ten

			Terminus

			October 2107 A.D.

			Fourteen Months After Launch

			Final Approach of the Dauntless Dive

			Do they know we’re coming?” Marlo asked over comms.

			They were in a dying ship, its last working engine firing directly at the planet. A beacon to announce their arrival, but more importantly, a final effort to slow themselves down to a speed at which they wouldn’t burst into scorched debris when they hit the planet’s atmosphere. If the Dauntless didn’t fall apart of its own accord, it would be just over four hours before they touched down. Close enough for the aliens to reach out and grasp them. 

			They knew a ship was approaching. There was no doubt in Ada’s mind of that fact. Perhaps it would have been better if they didn’t. If the ship turned into a nuclear bomb colliding with the planet, would the aliens retaliate against Earth?

			Ada gritted her teeth and pushed the fear aside, focusing on her work securing equipment in the mobile hub’s lab with Larsson. Every time the ship rattled—ever more often, of late—an animal terror gripped her and froze her in place as she waited for this mission to fall apart. Literally fall apart, along with the Dauntless itself if the degrading sensor readings were believed.

			

			The hatch to the engineering bay was wedged open because Constance had to run cables from the engine monitoring array to an external port on the hub. The engine status appeared on the computers inside the hub, and…to call the situation dire would be an understatement. One of the three engines had its physical shielding breached by the debris, so it was offline. After the emergency, Constance had spotted an eighteen percent loss in thrust for the other two engines; that had degraded even further. 

			However, Marlo once disabled one of the engines—with no explanation for doing so—and learned that the lost thrust only occurred when both engines were firing. Something about the magnetic shielding failing and causing destructive interference… they didn’t really know. None of this was on any of the checklists. What they did know was that two engines fighting each other was a needless risk, and they decided to rely only on one for the remainder of the journey. 

			It was also decided that no one should go anywhere near the engineering bay, which meant no gym time, showers, or clean laundry for nearly a month. If both the physical and magnetic shielding were failing, radiation levels would be intolerably high, and they were already short on iodine. Par for the course, Ada figured. 

			This was a one-way journey for the Dauntless Dive, and every day it seemed more certain the same was true for her crew.

			“Just wondering what kind of welcome party we can expect,” Marlo said sullenly, when no one replied.

			“You’ve been talking to them,” Ada offered, the first words she’d said all day. “Haven’t you, Constance?”

			Help us help you. 

			Ada still hadn’t figured out what those words had meant. They were too vague, and Constance wasn’t forthright about her communications with the aliens. If such a dialogue even existed, as Ada assumed. 

			A month ago, she had found that Constance was transmitting data unlogged by the Chain. If those messages weren’t going to Earth via the LinkSats, who else could have been the recipient? The inhabitants of the rogue planet were the only other choice, but no matter how directly she asked, Constance never gave a straight answer.

			“Mmm,” Constance grunted over the radio.

			“Was that a yes ‘mmm’ or a no ‘mmm’?” Marlo asked.

			No response.

			Ada looked at Larsson, who paused his analysis of water samples to glance back at Ada. He shrugged, and Ada shook her head in frustration. Then both of them went back to dealing with their anxiety in the same way: working. Until recently, the majority of it had been keeping the ship together. Now, they were preparing for landing. A more stressful task, to be sure, but Ada couldn’t suppress the sense that the truly difficult tasks lay ahead. Tasks for which none of them were ready.

			Ada cranked down on a ratchet strap to keep an air-sealed storage container from opening and ejecting its contents during atmospheric entry. Inside were food rations, a portable oxygen refiner, and some experiments Larsson said couldn’t survive in vacuum. 

			It also contained their last remaining nanobot injector. Those were extraordinarily useful, providing the body with a massive dose of additional nanobots to encourage tissue repair in an emergency. Given a few weeks, you could regrow a severed finger with one of those.

			But they were also fragile. A single crack in the pressurized container and the nanobots would escape and become useless as they latched on to free-floating molecules in the environment. After the hull breach, they had discovered three of their five injectors were broken. Presumably, they’d slammed against the hull amid the chaotic loss of atmosphere. Of the two survivors, one had been used to accelerate the healing of Davix’s broken arm, leaving only one remaining.

			“Give me a hand with this, Briggs,” Davix said, breathing heavily on the microphone.

			The two of them were supposed to be moving small arms from the weapons closet to the hub; Ada didn’t think there was anything bigger than a rifle in there. Either the sergeant was trying to get Marlo to shut up, or his arm still hadn’t fully healed, despite his insistence that he was fine. The way he was panting…

			The medic had protested that a nano injection won’t work for him, that they needed existing nanobots to coordinate with. Was that only the old man’s fear of technology stirring up an excuse, or was he right about wasting useful supplies?

			They couldn’t afford to waste the last one. Ada encased it in gel from the dismantled workout equipment to give it some extra padding before packing it, just in case things got bumpy.

			Just in case… Right.

			Given the tense mood of the crew over the past month, it was obvious no one felt this mission was going to get any easier. The new procedures they’d put in place since the incident made it hard to believe otherwise. Other than the engineering bay hatch, the airlocks between decks were to remain sealed when not in use. At least one person was required to stay in the crew capsule to initiate emergency maneuvers without delay. Luckily, that hadn’t been required again, but Constance was on the controls even now, monitoring the situation while the rest of the crew made final preparations. Everyone wore their suits at all times so there’d be no scramble to get to their rooms if the alarms blared. Instead, they could all do their jobs to make sure the Dauntless Dive made it to the rogue planet in one piece. 

			Even without another emergency, that was unsettlingly far from a sure thing. One piece seemed too much to hope for; maybe three big pieces was more achievable. The crew capsule, the booster, and the mobile hub.

			The mobile hub, at least, was an indestructible tank. Meter-thick, radiation-hardened walls; all-terrain treads with enough torque to climb a mountain; a blast-proof beacon that would tell the backup ship where they had landed—even if that landing left no survivors. After touching down, the mobile hub would do the heavy lifting, which is why all the supplies—barring some emergency essentials in the crew capsule—were being packed into it and secured. 

			The crew had almost no information about what they were heading into. The interplanetary drones sent by the Unity recorded the rogue planet’s gravity as close to that of Earth, only slightly weaker. They had reported that back to Earth shortly before they were all mysteriously lost, Ada noted grimly. Still, it was safe to assume their macro-scale readings hadn’t changed much. So they could expect similar gravity to home. 

			Everything else—whether they could breathe the atmosphere, how they would be able to power their equipment, what sort of hospitality the planet’s inhabitants would provide, their level of technology—was an unknown. The Dauntless crew was preparing for the worst: being confined to the hub, whether by alien dictate or by environmental necessity, for the entirety of their stay. 

			Until their backup ship arrived, at least. Once that ship landed, Ada hoped the journey back would begin right away. She never thought she would miss Earth. But Jean and Ezran…hell, even Lakaya. She missed them all. A pit formed in her stomach. Every passing day, it seemed more likely she’d never see any of them again.

			“Ada, it isn’t just your life this decision affects,” Lakaya had warned her so long ago. “I know you don’t care about me, but you have Jean to consider. Does he mean so little to you that you’re willing to abandon him?” That conversation had ended with a slap to the face, and one Ada rightfully deserved. Coming on this mission had been so foolish. She wasn’t abandoning her son… 

			Not unless she never returned.

			“Neon,” Larsson announced.

			Ada looked up, drawn out of her rumination. “What?”

			“The primary contaminant in our water,” Larsson said. “It is neon. Along with elevated levels of nitrogen, and trace amounts of argon.”

			“You’re still working on that?” Marlo asked with a strained voice. “Isn’t there something more pressing to be done?”

			“Such as?” Larsson asked. 

			“Oh, I don’t know, making sure the engines don’t blow up?”

			“None of us can prevent that,” Constance said. “If it happens, it happens.”

			A short silence, then Marlo laughed. “Thanks for the morale boost, Captain.”

			“So…” Ada interjected. “Neon. What’s that mean?”

			

			Ada had sent Larsson to examine the cloud of shards she saw during the disaster, but by the time he made it to the galley, they were gone. Hypoxic hallucinations, Marlo had suggested, that was all she had seen. They had taken his word—he had plenty of experience with hallucinations, after all—until Ada convinced them of the truth by sharing the experience through her memory vault.

			Those spinning red crystals were real, so how had they disappeared? Davix had been the one to figure out what they were: ice that melted when the environmental controls reactivated. Sure enough, Larsson found contaminants in the water supply. To be safe, he encouraged everyone to drink their sealed rations of potable water. They had enough to last until the backup ship, the Celestial Steed, rode in to save the day with more supplies.

			“It means the water’s been safe to drink all along,” Marlo said, grunting as he carried a heavy load, “and we shouldn’t have been dwindling our rations away.”

			“We made the right call,” Davix said. “It could have been filled with microbes or nanos that would do God-knows-what to our bodies.”

			A thud came through comms, picked up by both Marlo’s and Davix’s microphones. What on Earth were they hauling?

			“Some microbes or alien minerals would give the water some flavor, at least,” Marlo said, breathing heavy. “I need a cold drink from the galley to wash those lukewarm, tasteless rations from my memory.”

			Larsson’s eyeroll was so obvious, Ada could see it through his faceplate. He pinged Ada on a private channel. Not a connection request, she noted. The crew would have noticed the two of them dropping their sustained connection. He was trying to keep this secret. That was unlike him. Curious, she chinned her helmet controls.

			“Ada, I think you need to make sure Dr. Briggs knows whose job it is to communicate with the extraterrestrial delegation that greets us.”

			Her lips quirked at the last. His optimism ran so deep, it slipped into his word choice. Ada wasn’t sure a capture and probing wasn’t what the crew had in store.

			“And whose job is it?” she asked. She knew his answer; she wanted to hear him say it anyway. It would be the same as the rest of the crew believed.

			Most of them, anyway. Naturally, Ada was the black sheep of the Dauntless, the one who always needed extra prodding.

			She had been thinking about her role lately. The mission briefing in the Ledger of Edicts stated that it was her job to communicate with the aliens. It said she’d do it using mathematics. Laughable. They had sent their message in English, hadn’t they? Constance’s simulations had predicted that the Chain would more likely accept the proposal if they obscured the facts with scientific-sounding jargon and a heavy dose of legalese, and Ada could accept that. It had worked, after all. 

			But what was she really supposed to be doing here? Constance assured her that she just needed to help, but help how? The only response Constance ever gave to that question was, “However you can. No design survives implementation.” Then she went back to her secret work, leaving Ada to stew in her own confusion and powerlessness.

			How was she supposed to help if she didn’t know her purpose? How was she supposed to make sure she got home to her family if she didn’t know what they were walking into? Constance was the only one who knew the truth, and she was frustratingly tight-lipped.

			

			Larsson leveled his gaze at her. “Do not pretend you do not know.”

			“You don’t think Constance is going to do most of the talking?” Ada countered.

			“Does she strike you as someone well-suited to diplomacy?”

			“No… but, do I?” Ada was many things. Social butterfly she was not.

			“I believe you are the most qualified, yes.”

			Ada had to stop what she was doing to process that. “Really? Convince me.”

			“Let us examine each candidate in turn. While you are working on communication, I will be analyzing the composition of the planet and atmosphere. Primarily to determine whether it is safe for us to breathe their atmosphere. I do not want us taking any chances.”

			“Fair enough.”

			“Davix will be concerned with the safety of the crew. He may be our doctor, but foremost he is a soldier. I suspect he will be taking cues from the extraterrestrials’ behaviors, trying to determine if they mean us harm.”

			“If they do, there’s not much we can do about it. Maybe if this ship was in shape to launch right away…”

			“That may be so. Davix has been more reserved lately. I can only assume the same thought plagues him.”

			She had noticed the same change in Davix and had chalked it up to his near-death experience. He and Ada had both nearly lost their lives to that debris, but the sergeant made it clear it wasn’t something he wanted brought up at dinner. Not when they needed to focus on mission success. That suited Ada just fine.

			“And then there is Dr. Briggs.”

			She snorted. “You just think he’d say something stupid and get us killed.”

			

			“Undoubtedly.” Larsson’s smiled beamed across the lab. “Luckily for us, he will also be observing the extraterrestrials, trying to figure out their life cycle, how they work. It shames me to say, but he is a damned good biologist. I cannot deny that. Of course, his preliminary work will not be as important as after you work out communication. If all goes well, we can ask them everything we hope to learn.”

			“That’s what I don’t understand,” Ada said. “Work out communication? They sent us a message in English. Unless Constance was lying…”

			“She may be, but even if she spoke the truth, I am unconvinced these beings are fluent. We will need to figure out how to talk with them, to establish a shared vocabulary. Constance is intelligent enough to do this, but so are you. And somehow, despite sharing a ship this small, there are more days I do not see our captain than days that I do.”

			Ada laughed. “That’s true. Her Eyes feel more a part of the crew than she does sometimes. I’ve seen them retrieve more meals from the galley than Constance.” It was good to know she wasn’t the only one who noticed their leader’s conspicuous absences. 

			Larsson nodded. “That brings us to you. You have the perfect skill set. You are mathematically brilliant, so you can use these universal axioms to establish a basis for understanding them.”

			Her face heated. “Anyone could look up the equations on the Chain.”

			“But you have no need. You have your perfect memory. That is why you are the most qualified. The rest of us could miss some minutia in their speech patterns. Not you. You can reference your memory to identify subtle changes in their communication. The pattern will come together more quickly for you. You do not need to waste time looking things up, and time is our most valuable resource. It may be severely limited. That is why I believe you to be our most valuable crew member.”

			“I…” Ada didn’t know what to say. Her subconscious told her she was an impostor on this mission, worse than useless, actively harming the outcome. Hurting her friends. Constance had made a mistake plucking her from Ezran’s mountainside abode out of a sense of gratitude toward her work. But Larsson still didn’t see it. His eyes conveyed his ill-placed optimism when he looked at her. It made her feel guilty. It made her feel like a liar. The least she could do was put in the effort to live up to his expectations. “I’ll try my best.”

			He smiled again. “I know you will. However, Dr. Briggs is often impulsive, and his excitement may get the better of him. If you could help him understand things as we do…”

			“I’ll talk to him,” she said, though she had no idea how to bring it up without sounding condescending—she could imagine him doing the opposite of what she asked just to spite her. 

			She had better figure it out. If she couldn’t handle diplomacy with another human…this mission was even more doomed than she had believed.

			They both switched back to the general comms channel just as Davix and Marlo opened the airlock and entered the lab.

			“Weapons are secure in the galley,” Davix reported.

			“You should see some of those things,” Marlo added. “I didn’t know the sergeant was packing that kind of heat.”

			“Oh?” Larsson’s face contorted in the way it always did when firearms were brought up. At first, Ada thought his concern was that weaponry could ruin the diplomatic nature of the mission. He never brought it up, however, which told her there was a more deep-seated nature to his discomfort.

			“Another time.” Davix sealed the hatch behind Marlo. “How can we help?”

			“Done,” came Constance’s voice. “Just in time, too.”

			“Done…what?” Ada asked.

			“My work.”

			Ada’s eyebrows raised. The secretive work that had kept Constance holed up in her room for ninety percent of this journey? Or something else? Wasn’t the captain supposed to be keeping her eyes on the landing procedure? Monitoring the readouts, watching for last minute catastrophes, keeping the crew safe, things like that. But Ada had long since learned not to trust her expectations where they concerned whatever their captain was doing.

			“Call it an insurance policy,” was all Constance added.

			“Sounds ominous,” Marlo said.

			“Mmm. How are things looking in the hub?”

			“Everything is strapped in save the ablative spectroscope and water samples.” His helmet swiveled back and forth as he scanned the lab’s equipment. “Is there room for them up there? I think Ada already secured the storage locker they belong in.”

			“Sorry,” Ada murmured, though there was no heat in Larsson’s voice.

			“Yes,” Constance said. “There’s room beside my charging station.”

			“Your swarm’s charging station, I hope,” Marlo said. “You haven’t begun sleeping in that little box with them, have you, Constance?”

			Constance ignored his joke. “If there’s nothing else, the shipboard computer has identified a landing site. We need to burn to the right orbit ahead of atmospheric entry, and we’ll need the thrust from both engines. I want us all in the crew capsule from then until touchdown. If you have any final business in the hub, get it done now.”

			Final business. Anxiety wormed its way through her body as she imagined their home of the past fourteen months as a fireball hurtling down from orbit. Well, fire was good, she tried telling herself. No different from any other ship entering the atmosphere, no matter how rickety the Dauntless seemed. 

			Only, they’d be descending engine-first, relying on the most damaged part of the ship to hold fast. Ada tried to swallow but found her throat was dry. They had survived the launch and the debris cloud, but if ever there was a time for something to go wrong, this was it… But they were long past the point of turning back. 

			Ada took one last look at the hub, then followed the others to the top deck.

			*   *   *

			“New orbit looks good,” Constance announced. “Three hours twenty-eight minutes until entry burn.”

			Marlo sighed. “Don’t know whether I should be glad the burn is over or anxious to get the next two over with.”

			Ada grunted. The orbital transition wasn’t quite as bad as the burn Constance put them through to get them away from Earth—that was physically impossible with only two engines firing—but it had still been an uncomfortable five minutes. Not only did they have to decelerate at nearly four Gs. They also had to reorient the ship three times to transfer to a different orbital plane. The constant spinning and switching between thrusting and weightlessness had made Ada feel like she was going to puke, until she adjusted her haptic filters to tamp down the sensations. Now, they were back on a one G deceleration burn, the trajectory chosen by the navigation computer to minimize discomfort to the crew. 

			She would have prioritized ensuring the ship didn’t fall apart over their comfort. A disconcerting rattle had become a near-constant companion. She looked to the others and saw the concern behind their masks, but there was nothing any of them could do besides remain strapped into their chairs and hope. 

			Ada needed an escape, and so began using her augments as a timer to measure the frequency between the ship’s bucking and lurching, always accompanied by pops and groans and the rising of Ada’s heart into her throat. Somehow, making up a useless task made her feel useful. She didn’t pretend to understand it, only toiled away. Anything was better than confronting her grim expectations.

			“How’s the engine looking?” Davix asked after another spurt of turbulence.

			“It is thrusting as expected now that we are back to using only one,” Larsson said, studying the status on his monitor. “However, we must use both for the delta-V required for atmospheric entry.”

			“And landing,” Constance added.

			“How sure are we the engines aren’t going to fail at the last second,” Marlo asked, “leaving us no time to abort before we’re consumed by a nuclear fireball?”

			No one responded.

			“That would be a great way to end diplomatic relations,” he continued. “They’d probably see it as an act of war and fire that big weapon of theirs right at Earth, obliterating the planet before anyone back home even knew what was coming. Our peaceful mission kicking off humanity’s first interplanetary conflict. Life is full of those delicious ironies, isn’t it?”

			An image formed in Ada’s mind of Earth being blown to chunks.

			“Please shut up,” Larsson said. He sounded as though he were giving a status readout during a hard burn. Dealing with Marlo’s grating personality was routine for him.

			“Just saying,” Marlo’s shoulders fought against his straps as he shrugged. “It would be a better way to go than the slow death that’s certain if we fail.”

			“Shut. Up.” Ada’s imagination zoomed into Jean and Ezran being vaporized with Earth’s annihilation. She clenched her fists. That was the last thing she wanted to picture, an image now stuck in her head thanks to Dr. Briggs.

			Marlo must have noticed Ada’s ire, for he opened his mouth to say something.

			Davix cut him off before the words escaped. “We won’t fail.” 

			Ada thought that was for Marlo until she noticed Davix looking at her with soft eyes. She turned away, petulant anger rising within her. She didn’t need him to look after her like she was one of his daughters.

			“Look.” Constance issued a connection request and added the external camera feed to everyone’s overlays so they could see through the ship’s hull again. She broadcast the image to the screen in front of Davix for his benefit, then pointed down.

			Below Ada’s feet was a white arc on the edge of an inky disk. Vertigo overcame her. The darkness beneath her combined with the ship’s thrust gave the feeling that they were being sucked into a black hole. She recalled feeling similar when shown the receding Earth. From orbit, the planets were remarkably similar. This time, however, they really were descending into that black hole. It was the rogue planet, G9615.

			“What’s that white?” Davix asked.

			“The terminator,” Ada said.

			Marlo tittered and put on a bad Austrian accent. “What’s he doing all the way out here?”

			Ada groaned. “Hilarious.”

			The addict had promised not to intoxicate himself following the incident with the debris cloud, but sometimes Ada wondered. A few days ago, he and Ada were manning the crew capsule. Dread was rising within Ada as she eyed the rogue planet in her overlays. But Marlo? He wanted to give G9615 a “fun name”.

			Those random numbers were such a mouthful, he’d said with a mock gag, and suggested naming the planet Nottingham instead, after the lands of the sheriff who opposed the outlaw Robin Hood. The hero of that story was a rogue who took from the rich to give to the poor. The Dauntless crew was going to steal from the aliens’ rich supply of energy, taking it back to poor planet Earth.

			Thank God that didn’t stick. Only a man with copious amounts of mind-altering chemicals in his blood could remain so merry given all they had gone through.

			Yet here he was again with a huge, awestruck grin on his face as they burned through the darkness of the planet’s shadow. Were the aliens looking up at the Dauntless’ fiery plume with the same expression? Or did their attitude match Ada’s? Strange creatures with unknown, possibly hostile motivations descending on your home was not a comforting thought.

			From the perspective of someone on the planet, the ship would appear as a flickering star above the setting sun. The terminator marked the spot where day turned to night, after all, despite appearing entirely different from orbit. Merely a widening arc of light as the Dauntless spiraled downward. 

			Something else rounded the planet, coming into view within that patch of sunlight—a black crescent with jagged edges contrasted by the blindingly white planet. Ada had chalked up the lack of color to thick cloud cover, her Earthly bias making her expect that, no doubt. If clouds truly were the cause, this black disk would have had to be floating above them. No, it must be something else. She looked to her left and right at Constance and Larsson and confirmed that she wasn’t the only one entranced by the new object.

			“Any ideas?” she asked.

			“Radar returns show a decrease in elevation,” Larsson said, sounding puzzled. “A crater?”

			“Asteroid impact?” Davix speculated.

			“The Unity’s scientists believed that was likely as the rogue passed through the Kuiper belt,” Constance added.

			“No, look at this.” Larsson changed the display to infrared and the colors inverted. “It is hot. And the temperature is fluctuating rapidly.”

			Constance nodded. “Mmm. If it was an impact crater, the energy would have dissipated years ago. Something else then.”

			“Shouldn’t it be freezing?” Ada asked. “I know they might have greenhouse gases and all, but it was in interstellar space for…who knows how long? And all the way out here past Jupiter, they don’t get much sunlight.”

			“Good questions,” Constance said. “Any thoughts from you, Dr. Briggs?”

			“It looks…engineered,” Marlo said. “Judging by the crater’s shadow, it’s not just round, it’s perfectly round. Although some other shadows are bleeding into it. What’s casting those, I can’t say.”

			

			“Guess,” Constance prompted him.

			Without hesitation, he speculated, “Maybe the planet has heavy atmospheric winds? They could have dug out a crater to construct a city within, and erected shield walls beside it. Or some sort of fortification for deep space, perhaps. It’s not like one day they woke up to find their star missing. They must have foreseen the planet’s ejection from their system and prepared, otherwise we wouldn’t be hearing from them.”

			Davix chuckled, shaking his head. “The sun’s about to disappear, so they shove everyone in a bunker?”

			It sounded equally implausible to Ada, but to her surprise, Larsson entertained the idea. “That could explain the temperature fluctuations. But I see no evidence of a city in or anywhere near the crater. Point spectroscopy shows nothing but rock. No metals you would use for construction, such as steel or aluminum.”

			“How hot is it?” Constance asked.

			“Between thirty degrees and nearly forty-five degrees Celsius.”

			“Forty-five at the most? That’s good.”

			“Why is that good?” Larsson asked.

			“Because our suits are rated for up to sixty C for several hours, and that’s our landing zone.”

			“What?” The rest of the crew blurted it as one.

			“The flight computer found a low elevation site to land,” Constance explained. “It didn’t want to put us down on some mountain range.”

			“So it picked the mysterious, boiling hot crater instead,” Marlo said. “Greeeaat.”

			“We have to divert,” Davix urged.

			“We can’t. Not enough time or delta-V for another transfer burn. We’ll make it work.”

			Davix grumbled but brooked no argument. 

			

			“So that’s it? We’re going down onto the alien bunker?” Marlo asked. “I put on my seatbelt for a bumpy ride, but that’ll do little good when they shoot at us.”

			“We have one more orbit to complete before entry,” Constance corrected. “To give us time to slow down, so the bumpy ride doesn’t turn into a fiery one.”

			“What a comfort that is.”

			Ada waited for a correction about being shot at. Only, it never came, leaving her to wonder about Marlo’s earlier question. Did the aliens know they were coming, or were they showing up unannounced? What had Constance told them? She sighed. They would find out soon enough.

			After one more trip around the rogue, two engines fired at maximum power, and the thrust increased by four hundred percent. The entry burn lasted only for a few seconds, but Ada’s iron grip on her armrests outlived it by several minutes. The ship rattled incessantly and ever more loudly, which distracted her for a moment from the gut feeling that something was…off.

			When she realized what it was, she asked, “Where’s the atmospheric turbulence?”

			Far from the chaotic winds Marlo expected, the atmosphere seemed to provide no resistance. Even the ship seemed unsure about it. A surprise burn kicked on to slow them down further, which no one expected. Ada and Marlo had both screamed like little girls, so now everyone knew who could keep their composure in the face of death. Ada hadn’t thought she could squeeze the armrest any harder. She was wrong.

			“What’s going on?” Davix shouted.

			“Thinner atmosphere than expected,” Constance said. A hint of panic slipped into her voice, which did nothing to comfort Ada. “We didn’t shed as much speed from wind resistance as the computer expected, so we burned to get back on course.”

			Ada checked the altimeter. They weren’t back on course. “Altitude forty kilometers,” she called out. “Thirty-nine.” She frantically calculated in her head. They were going too fast.

			An alert sounded. “Magnetic shielding has failed,” Larsson reported. “Both engines. Physical shielding appears undamaged.”

			“Checking the hub’s status,” Marlo said, frantically cycling through diagnostic screens.

			“The hub will be fine,” Constance assured him. “Worst case is some equipment failure, but the beacon is hardened. The Celestial will still find us.”

			“Our corpses, maybe,” Davix barked. “We’re low on iodine and we’ve got a week before it arrives.”

			“Thirty-two kilometers!” Ada shouted. Her eyes were glued to the numbers.

			“And when it does, we will have ample medical—”

			“We’re receiving a signal!” Marlo shouted.

			“From the Chain?” Constance snapped. Had they finally voted to activate the self-destruct?

			“Negative! Unknown source.” 

			“Noted. We’ll figure it out after touchdown. Landing burn in T-minus thirty seconds.”

			“Twenty-five kilometers!” Ada panicked. “We need to burn now! We’ve got too much velocity!”

			To her credit, she didn’t question Ada’s math. Constance responded immediately, “Initiating manual override.” She slammed the button.

			Nothing happened.

			“What the fuck?” Constance hissed.

			“Oh shit,” Larsson cursed. “Zero output from the reactor. It is offline!”

			

			“Battery backup has been active for eleven seconds,” Davix said with preternatural calm. The sergeant, at least, wouldn’t die an ignoble death.

			Noble or not, it was death all the same. What difference did it make, in the end?

			Ada took in the ship’s velocity, their altitude, and the remaining battery power. She didn’t need to calculate anything. The numbers told the story at a glance. In seconds, they would lose power to the crew capsule, and all their external sensor readings would go dark. They would plummet helplessly to the ground, with barely enough time for the reality to sink in before they were instantly killed on impact. There was no time to explain her reasoning, no time to call out their status. 

			She didn’t need to. 

			She alone could make a difference, and for once in her life, Ada overcame her fear and acted.

			With a slight finger movement, her augments initiated the ship’s in-atmosphere abort.

			G-forces slammed Ada back into her chair, far more strongly than the life-threatening transfer burn toward Jupiter. Pain spread all across her body. The breath was driven from her lungs. There was no resisting the blackout. 

			She came to with no conception of how much time had passed. Only the feeling of weightlessness, which quickly turned into a panic-inducing sensation of free fall. Animal instincts set the entire crew screaming, even Davix. No matter how tough he was, even he couldn’t overcome this primordial fear.

			“Status!” Constance commanded, and everyone collected themselves as best they could. They only had a few seconds, and they had to get this right.

			The capsule was dark with only basic readouts on their screens providing light. All diagnostics from the hub and second stage were gone—no way for them to send data to a crew capsule that just ejected away from the rest of the ship at several kilometers per hour. A drastic maneuver, but the only way to get the crew clear of the inevitable explosion when the rest of the ship hit the ground. Soon, the mysterious depression would house a much smaller impact crater. 

			Ada’s eyes found the kinematic readouts. If it wasn’t fighting to climb out of her throat, her stomach would have sank. “Eighteen kilometers. Our velocity is lower, but we’re accelerating.”

			“Parachutes are deployed,” Larsson reported, “but not inflating. The atmosphere must not be thick enough.”

			“Cut them,” Constance said. “They’re dead weight. We’re relying on thrusters to slow down now.”

			“Is it enough?” Davix asked.

			Constance’s silence was answer enough.

			“Ten kilometers,” Ada announced. She withheld that they were still going fast enough for this impact to be fatal.

			“What the hell is happening?” Marlo was more pissed off than Ada had ever heard. So he could be serious after all…only, it had come too late.

			“An unknown signal, then our reactor is cut off?” Larsson said.

			Marlo slammed his fist. “These bastards are trying to kill us.”

			“Five kilometers,” Ada whispered, tears forming in her eyes and flowing upward. 

			They weren’t just trying to kill them. They had succeeded. Ada hadn’t accounted for the low atmospheric pressure when initiating the abort. If she had, she would have waited before ejecting the crew capsule. They would be closer to the explosion, but that was okay—the shock wave couldn’t reach them with no atmosphere to travel through. More importantly, they would have had a shorter distance between the peak of their trajectory and the ground, leaving less time to accelerate downward, and thus a lower impact velocity. 

			Ada blinked hard and forced the tears from her eyes. The one time she didn’t freeze up, the one time…

			Her panic had killed them as surely as the source of that signal had.

			“One kilometer.” Her voice was barely a whisper.

			“Crash positions!” Constance commanded.

			In the last six hundred meters, the crew capsule’s meager thrusters activated and slowed the ship down as much as they could. Ada watched as their altitude dwindled faster than their velocity. Neither hit zero before black nothingness took her.

			*   *   *

			Ada woke to the sound of muffled screaming. With it came a dull pain, slowly radiating down her body, quickly increasing in intensity. Her eyelids fluttered opened, though there was no light beyond them. Everything was dark, yet somehow, she could tell her vision swam. She turned her head toward the source of the sound, but her neck flared in agony, and she quickly stopped moving. The most pleasant sensation she felt was a bone-deep ache; most of her body felt like it had been beaten with a sledgehammer. Realization rode a foggy thought: she had survived. 

			More importantly, she hadn’t killed anyone.

			Her shallow breathing told her how close a thing it had been. She tried to take a deep breath, but pain alighted in her chest and sent her spiraling back into unconsciousness.

			

			Sometime later, she woke again. It couldn’t have been long. The muffled screaming still sounded. Who was that? Something touched her thigh, and she flinched back. That was a mistake. Her neck muscles seized, and she spasmed in anguish. 

			A sharp pinch in her leg became the source of a cool numbness washing over her. It traveled up her body toward her head; when it reached her brain she gasped, adrenaline flooding her system and clearing away the mental fog. The painkiller worked almost as well as her haptic filters would have, had she been thinking clearly enough to enable them. 

			A bright light flared on the other side of her visor, blindingly bright. It was Larsson, leaning over from the seat beside her and tapping his helmet. He was trying to tell her something. Oh! Ada’s comms were off. Her entire suit was powered down; it must have failed in the crash. She rebooted the suit and carefully extended her neck to chin the communications controls.

			Abruptly, those muffled screams weren’t so muffled. They were loud enough to clip Marlo’s microphone.

			“—said calm the fuck down, soldier!” Davix shouted.

			“What happened to him?” Ada asked, still not trusting her neck enough to look sideways.

			“His knee overextended on landing,” Constance said. So, she was alive too. Everyone had survived. Ada’s shoulders relaxed; it must have been the sedative working. “Tore his ACL. He can’t walk.”

			“But he can sure as hell squirm,” Davix muttered. “Sit still, God damn it!”

			Marlo gasped and stopped screaming. Davix must have jammed the autosyringe into the wounded man’s suit just as Larsson had for Ada. All things considered, she had gotten off easy. Just a strained neck that was already being healed by her nanos. 

			

			Still, best not to overdo it. Staring forward, everything was dark apart from one unmoving disk of light, Constance’s Eyes flitting around the capsule, and some moving flashes on the dead view screens. Helmet mounted lights. Ada chinned hers on with no regard to the energy usage. They were on an alien planet completely in the dark. Battery conservation was the last thing on her mind.

			“Now man up, boy,” Davix said to Marlo. “That pain is going to come back, and we don’t have the meds to keep you drugged up until the Celestial gets here. We’ve got to make them last. This isn’t some cushy science mission anymore.”

			Marlo groaned. “Never was.”

			Larsson poked at some of the touch screens. None of them turned on. “The system shut down in the crash. I will begin the restart sequence.”

			A worrying thought breached the medically calmed waters of her mind. One that could only come from the brain of someone smothered by decades of energy austerity. Everything came down to energy. Without it, survival was hopeless.

			“Wait,” Ada cautioned him. “Our batteries were already draining, and we don’t know how long they’ll need to last. We have no way to recharge them…”

			“Agreed,” Constance said. “We need to know where we landed and the situation with the planet’s inhabitants. Anything our sensors tell us, we can learn by going outside.”

			“What?” Marlo barked. “We’re in enemy territory!”

			“All the more reason to move,” Davix said, eyeing Marlo’s injured leg.

			“We don’t have proof they’re our enemy,” Constance said.

			

			“They sent a signal to the ship and turned off our reactor,” Marlo protested. “What more proof do you need?”

			“That could be coincidence. They invited us here. Why would they try to destroy our ship?”

			Invited them here? So Constance had been talking to them more than she let on. “Didn’t account for that in your insurance policy?” Ada said. The painkillers had worked wonders, but they didn’t take away any of the stress of being in a crashed ship a half billion kilometers from home.

			“I did, actually,” Constance replied with just a hint of petulance. She put on a convincing robotic front, but her emotions were clearly roiling. “It’s more likely I’ll need to use that failsafe now that the hub is destroyed.”

			“Destroyed? Is it truly gone?” Larsson sounded as if he’d just lost a loved one. “All of that equipment…my experiments…our supplies…”

			Constance hummed as she so often did while thinking, like an old computer’s fan turning on when the unit was processing. “Ada initiated the in-atmosphere abort, so the hub would have attempted to break away from the second stage and deploy parachutes. Those wouldn’t have done it any good, and I don’t know how far it would have made it from the second stage explosion, but the hub is hardier than the crew capsules, and we survived. Still, I find it unlikely—”

			“If there’s any chance at all, we need to get there,” Davix said. “To recover our weapons and whatever supplies we can find.”

			“No,” the captain said. “We’re going to wait—”

			“I was happy playing crew doctor when we thought this was going to be a diplomatic mission,” the sergeant interrupted. “But now this is a military operation. We need to get away from this site as quickly as we can before the enemy surrounds us.”

			Marlo snorted. “Pulling rank, are we Davix?” His voice slurred from the sedatives, but he had a shit-eating grin on his face. If he didn’t look so flushed and weakened, Ada would have said he was having a good time. “If you haven’t noticed, we’re on their planet. There’s nowhere to go where we won’t be surrounded by enemies.”

			“Though it pains me to admit,” Larsson said, “Dr. Briggs is correct. I suggest we remain here. Constance may also be correct, however. Our magnetic shielding was failing for weeks. We do not know that a signal caused the reactor to die.”

			Ada huffed in irritation. It had taken approximately two minutes after waking up from a crash landing for all this infighting to begin. “How about we take a look outside to see what we’re dealing with before making any decisions?”

			No one protested that. There’d be plenty of time for bickering later, but for now, they needed a situational update. Ada gingerly pushed her way free of her crew chair, careful not to move too quickly lest she incur a pain even the copious analgesics in her blood couldn’t suppress. Working in tandem with her nanos—they proved remarkably effective—nullifying all but an ache in her chest and neck. Well, she didn’t need to pivot her neck much in a spacesuit anyway. She counted herself lucky… until she remembered the situation. Minimal battery power, a few days of food, water, and oxygen, and a week or more until backup supplies arrived. 

			Whatever lay outside that airlock, they were well and truly fucked.

			Davix checked everyone’s suits and, remarkably, found no breaches. They equalized the crew capsule’s pressure with the external atmosphere. Or, they tried to, but it just kept dropping. By the time it finished, Constance’s Eyes could no longer keep themselves aloft, and all sounds had faded except for Ada’s breathing. 

			Darkness lay ahead, but outside the airlock’s hatch window, it was oddly bright. Had they landed in the middle of extraterrestrial Times Square? Whether the aliens held flags of peace or big guns pointed right at them, this was going to be an experience Ada would never forget. 

			Constance opened the hatch and stepped outside with two Eyes affixed to her shoulders. Ada followed behind, and the Dauntless crew became the first humans ever to set foot on a planet from a distant star.

			The question plaguing Ada’s mind, however, was whether they would ever again set foot on the planet they called home.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Eleven

			Human Achievement

			They were in a crater of ice. Above those white walls, the sky held no color, just black and the pinprick lights of stars. It contained no clouds nor birds. Nothing to obstruct the harsh light cast by a star much closer than the rest. Her suit’s visor adjusted itself, turning into something like a one-way mirror to protect her skin and eyes from ultraviolet. No one looking at her could have seen Ada’s wide-eyed gaze as she stepped out of their fallen capsule. She had not expected this.

			There were no peace flags, no laser guns, no aliens whatsoever, which struck Ada as strange. Wouldn’t they have swarmed to this spot, whatever their intents? Perhaps they were approaching, but something told Ada that was not the case. This planet’s silence gave the impression they were desperately alone. 

			No one was coming to save them.

			Ada turned to see Davix hop down from the capsule’s hatch behind her but heard nothing as his heavy boots hit the ground. In the corner of her vision, her overlays reported the atmospheric pressure. Earth’s standard atmosphere was defined as 101.325 kilopascal. Here, the indicator read zero. They were in vacuum, with no medium for sound to travel through. 

			No air to breathe. Low pressure automatically disabled her suit’s external air recycler, and the oxygen reading in Ada’s overlays showed her backup tank was slowly draining. It made her want to hold her breath, but at the same time she fought to stop from hyperventilating.

			She told herself it wasn’t because she was scared. No, she wasn’t going to panic and nearly kill everyone again. It was the strange effect of being in vacuum but still feeling the equivalent of Earth gravity. After fourteen months of spaceflight, setting foot on soil was bound to play havoc with her biology. 

			This wasn’t exactly soil though, was it? At the bottom of their icy crater, centered on the crew capsule was a circle of black rock, cracked and studded with pebbles of varying sizes. Ada bent to pick up the largest one within her reach while trying not to inflame her aching neck. It took some effort fighting against her space suit—in vacuum, the suit ballooned outward maintaining its internal pressure. Another burden she’d have to get used to on this planet. It was a minor inconvenience, but they were already in a mountain of trouble. Even a small problem could be the straw that breaks the camel’s back.

			Ada threw the pebble toward the rim of the icy crater. It must have been ten meters high, but without any air resistance the pebble flew in a perfect parabola before disappearing behind the ice.

			The ground shook violently with a deep rumble that traveled up Ada’s body.

			Ada threw her arms out and crouched for balance, but the shaking lasted only two or three seconds. The planet’s stillness returned, but Ada’s calm did not return with it. That was the last time she was touching anything.

			The hiss of Marlo sucking in a breath sounded like static over comms. “I think I need another shot of meds, doc.” He was laying on his side just outside the airlock hatch, clutching his leg. “And I’m not just saying that because I’m an addict. Never did enjoy painkillers. Too mind-numbing.”

			“A quake?” Larsson ignored Marlo, no surprise there.

			“Is this site compromised?” Davix asked as one might inquire about the weather.

			Ada shared his concern, but not his relaxed demeanor. She was searching for a quick escape from the crash zone. The trembling made it feel like the ground was going to fall out beneath her. Perhaps their crash landing caused some damage, and something below the ice was shifting.

			Larsson shrugged. “It did not feel like a localized event.”

			“So the planet is shaking,” Marlo said, sitting on the ground, gingerly rubbing his leg below the knee. “How comforting.”

			“It was a low magnitude quake,” Larsson tried to reassure the crew.

			“Any quake is worrying,” Constance said, but she sounded distracted.

			Davix grunted. “We need to move.” The sergeant stomped out of the circle of rock toward the ice wall, then unslung his rifle and jabbed it with the butt of his gun. “What is this?”

			Larsson approached the wall, humming. He squatted and pressed the ablative spectroscope on his wrist against the ice. He stood and repeated the process a bit higher up then called Davix over to spot him as he climbed higher to do it a third time. 

			Ada narrowed her eyes at the geochemist. What was he doing? 

			Larsson dropped to the ground, nodding his head. “Interesting.”

			

			“So?” Constance asked. “What is it?” By her flat tone, she seemed like she’d only be half-listening to the response. What was she doing? Broadcasting our coordinates for her welcome party to find them? Ada watched her suspiciously.

			But Larsson’s response shocked the agitation right out of her. 

			“It is the planet’s atmosphere.”

			The atmosphere? But of course. It had to be. Even at the absurdly high velocity the planet traveled, it would have taken thousands of years to make the journey even from a close star. Thousands of years with temperatures dropping, freezing the atmosphere so it fell to the planet as snow.

			The rogue must have originally started in a solar system, otherwise intelligent life could never have evolved on it. Intelligent life… Suddenly, an idea of what happened to them filled Ada with melancholy. Humans had been searching for life among the stars since the beginning of time, and now it showed up, already dead. 

			What caused the planet to be flung out from its solar orbit into deep space? Ada had no hope they’d find evidence to corroborate any theory, but if the aliens were anything like humans, they probably caused it themselves. Dooming themselves to watch their star fade into cold black nothingness, resulting in what Ada saw all around her. An entire planet encased in a layer of ice. 

			“So, our capsule’s landing thrusters melted the frozen atmosphere,” Ada conjectured. She gestured at the black rock. “And this is solid ground?” 

			“The exhaust would have sublimated the gases, actually,” Larsson corrected her. “Not melted them. But, yes. That is correct.”

			

			“So what did they breathe?” Marlo asked. Ada couldn’t see past his mirror-like visor, but she could picture the look of intensity on his face. There was a hunger to the question. Whatever the man’s faults, he was a scientist at heart. A biologist. He genuinely wanted to learn everything he could about this alien species.

			What did they breathe? For someone as careful with his words as Marlo, that past tense wasn’t an accident. He believed they were dead. Ada found it hard to disagree with him, which made her stop to consider. If the aliens were long dead, where had the message that crashed their ship come from? And who had Constance been talking to?

			To answer Marlo’s question, Larsson shared his discovery. “Each element has a different freezing point, so it froze in layers. At the bottom, carbon dioxide and nitrogen. Higher up, oxygen. Even higher…” Larsson paused. “Neon.”

			Ada sucked in a breath. “The crystals…”

			“Ice shards, exactly. Frozen atmosphere ejected from the planet and captured by the gravitational pull of Jupiter.” Larsson’s shoulders slumped. “If we would have known, we could have adjusted our burn…avoided a crash. But I did not think the crystals were from here. Their composition was so similar to Earth’s atmosphere, I thought they—”

			“You’re saying,” Constance cut in, “they breathe the same kind of air as we do? What are the odds of that?”

			Marlo hummed, carefully standing and holding onto the crew capsule’s EVA handhold. “Actually, it’s not all that surprising. Neon, oxygen, nitrogen, carbon… they’re some of the most abundant elements in the universe. And they’re elements already known to support life. There are finite atmospheric configurations that can sustain life, all based on energy storage and transfer, and oxygen is extremely good for that. Hearing this, I wouldn’t be surprised if these aliens used ATP to store energy in their bodies, just as we do.” He gave a lopsided shrug. “Evolution is bound by the laws of physics, after all. It converges.”

			“So we can breathe this?” Davix asked, scraping off a dusting of snow from the ice wall. “We can process it into breathable air?”

			“If we had access to the oxygen refiner in the hub, yes.” Larsson shook his head. “Though, it is unlikely it survived the impact.”

			“There was another in the lander,” Constance said. “Though it’ll take significant battery power to operate, and it isn’t mobile. We’d have to stay here.”

			“How much power?” Ada asked. Maybe there was a way to survive, at least until the backup ship arrived. In the long run, this mission was doomed, but Ada had told Larsson she would try her best to be useful. If there was one thing she could do, it was mathematics.

			“Six kWh,” Constance said.

			Ada grimaced. Kilowatt-hours. She hated compound units like that. They always complicated the calculation.

			“And what’s the refiner’s processing rate?” she asked Larsson.

			He wiggled his hand back and forth. “Assuming we use the ice with the highest concentration of oxygen, it will produce maybe fourteen liters of liquid O2 per hour.”

			Nodding, Ada sent a connection request to each crew member, querying their augments for their status. That data contained the remaining oxygen levels in their O2 tanks, from which she could calculate each person’s uptake rate, though that would increase if they began exerting any effort. She knew they each could survive about eleven hours on their suit’s reserves, and they each had two spare tanks in the crew capsule. 

			“What’s she doing?” Marlo asked.

			Davix shushed him. “Let her think.”

			She climbed into the hub and checked the remaining charge on the batteries. Crunching the numbers didn’t take long… In other words, Ada’s hopefulness didn’t last long.  

			Ada jumped back out of the capsule and shook her head. “It’s just not worth it. The refiner consumes too much power and produces too little oxygen to support the whole crew. We’d be consuming oxygen faster than creating it and wasting battery power needed for the capsule’s life support modules.” Now for the worse news. She hesitated. “Even with our spare tanks and the capsule’s reserves, we’ve only got a few days left before we all run out of air. We won’t last until the Celestial Steed arrives.”

			Her conclusion stunned everyone into silence.

			Marlo snorted. “Well, the solution is obvious. We’ll all fight to the death, and whoever survives will have plenty of oxygen!”

			Davix kicked him below the injured knee, and Marlo yelped in pain.

			“I was joking!”

			“I’ve got a better idea,” Constance said. “The aliens breathe a similar atmosphere to us, and clearly they’re alive somewhere if they were sending us messages.”

			Ada stifled a gasp. Was she actually going to admit the extent of her contact with them?

			“It has been three years since they sent that message, Constance,” Larsson said.

			“No. They sent one during our descent.”

			“Oh, you mean the one that almost killed us?” Marlo grimaced behind his visor.

			

			“That is not certain.”

			Ada shouldn’t have held her breath. She should have known Constance would keep her secrets close, but she could have at least admitted the aliens were trying to kill them. That was as plain as this planet was cold.

			“We’ll check the logs, then,” Davix said.

			“We can’t. All records were stored in the mobile hub’s servers.”

			“Given that our connection to the Chain is down,” Ada put in. “The mobile hub’s network is offline.” The hub was probably dead after a drop from orbit, but she left it to the crew to draw their own conclusions.

			“Or we are beyond its range,” Larsson said.

			Constance nodded. “Either way. Our best option is to find this planet’s inhabitants and get help. They must have atmosphere wherever they are, and that means they have power. We can hook our refiner to their power grid and keep it operating until our ship arrives.” Constance’s helmet tilted down, as if ashamed. “We need to keep our capsule’s battery alive. Otherwise, I can’t recharge my Eyes.”

			Ada remembered her first conversation with Constance in the auto. Without her Eyes, Constance would be blind. She didn’t want to become a burden. Ada frowned, wishing she could see past Constance’s opaque visor. The two of them were similar in many ways. In another life, they might have been friends. 

			“It makes sense,” Ada admitted. “If they had enough power to survive interstellar travel, they’ll have plenty to spare for us. But they attacked us.” Help us help you. That’s what the message said, but did Constance believe they were invited here in good faith? 

			“I don’t like it,” Davix grumbled. “We’d be putting ourselves right in the hands of the enemy.”

			

			“Assuming it wasn’t some automated system that sent those messages,” Marlo added.

			“Do any of you have a better plan?” Larsson asked. “Because if we cannot access their power grid, it is a moot point whether the inhabitants are hostile. We will all die before the ship arrives, anyway.”

			Silence stretched, and no one piped up with any other ideas. Ada hardly considered throwing themselves at the aliens’ mercy to be a sound idea, but what choice did she have but to go along with it?

			“All right, then,” Constance said. “First, we need to get out of this crater.”

			“One moment. I have an idea.” Larsson disappeared into the crew capsule, then emerged holding a length of bright orange rope. He unclipped the chisel attached to his suit from his chest, then asked Davix, “May I used the carabiner on your rifle’s strap?” Davix detached the strap from his rifle, then detached a metal hook from the strap. He handed it to Larsson, who clipped the hook onto his chisel. He tied the rope in a knot around the clip, then pulled on it to test its strength.

			Ada raised an eyebrow. “All those shared memories, you never told us you were a rock climber.”

			Larsson grinned but shook his head. “Not a climber. A spelunker. All the best geology is found in caves.” Then he turned to Constance. “How much force can your Eyes generate.”

			Constance grunted. “In vacuum, they can’t generate any lift.”

			“No, no. With their actuators,” Larsson clarified. He unclipped the rock hammer from his suit. “Can they drive a spike into the ice?”

			“Interesting…” Constance considered. “Give me a few minutes.” She went into the capsule.

			

			When she emerged ten minutes later, her Eyes followed her out. Only, they weren’t flying.

			They were crawling. 

			Several of them managed on their own, balancing on their metal claws and shuffling along using their opposable digits. A handful of others had all latched onto one another, arranging themselves in a spider-like configuration that gave Ada the chills. Several of the Eyes were designated as “arms”, and they reached up and gestured for Larsson to hand them the tools.

			Marlo barked a laugh. “Incredible. It’s like a spider.”

			But when they turned their red eyes toward Ada, she couldn’t help but shiver.

			“In all my preparation, I overlooked there being no atmosphere on the planet for my Eyes to maneuver,” Constance explained. “Now, they’re ready.”

			“You coded this in ten minutes?” Ada asked, pushing down her discomfort.

			“I started working on it after the Dauntless’ hull was breached. I only had a few more bugs to work out. Your algorithms are very flexible, you know.”

			Her algorithms? She never imagined they could be used to coordinate a group of microbots into behaving as a macrobot. It took Constance’s imagination to make it happen. Whatever faults the woman might have, Ada had to admit she was an engineering genius.

			With Larsson’s tools in hand, the Eyes ascended the ice wall with no trouble at all. It vanished over the rim of the crater, then a few moments later reappeared and… gave a thumbs up.

			“Now you’re just showing off,” Marlo said.

			Larsson tested the rope. “Seems secure.”

			“Grab some supplies,” Davix said. “We don’t know when we’ll be back.”

			“If we’ll be back…” Ada muttered.

			

			Everyone grabbed whatever they could carry, which wasn’t much, knowing that they’d have to make an icy climb then walk for hours while holding their gear. Their suits should have had more utility clips to secure loose articles, but no one had expected the mission to so quickly devolve into an overland trek without the hub for support. Ada made sure she had a utility knife. Davix’s rifle and sidearm would be more useful if they were attacked, but if it came to that, Ada would be ready to defend herself.

			They left everything that would not fit in a chestpack or be easily carried, which meant the refiner had to stay. Carrying around that much extra weight, they would consume their oxygen supply more quickly. Their search radius would be smaller, decreasing their chances they would find a power source. No, they were going to venture out with only one spare oxygen tank and a harebrained plan that Constance and Davix assured the crew would work.

			Ada’s remaining hope slipped further away as Constance explained the plan, and her mind slipped to thoughts of home. On a cloudless night, her family might look up at the stars and wonder what happened to her. Why she had left them. 

			Why had she? Ada didn’t want to be here, setting off on some hopeless survival mission. But only one plan the crew agreed had some chance of success, so what could Ada do but play her part? At least a task would distract from her painful thoughts.

			Larsson climbed first, kicking footholds into the ice for everyone who followed him. He reached the top, then stood and surveyed the area.

			“My God…” he breathed. “How is this possible?”

			Davix made Marlo to go next. It was slow going; the injured man had a hell of a time climbing with his torn ACL. He couldn’t carry any additional gear, and by the time he made it over the lip, he was panting with exertion. Constance ascended after him, then Davix, leaving Ada for last. 

			She tied the hanging end of the rope to a spare oxygen tank, using the same knot she’d seen Larsson use for the anchor. She’d never tied one like this before, but the loops and movements came easily. When she finished, she tested the knot’s strength. It held. Ada’s perfect memory was often a burden, but it made her a fast learner. Finally, she made sure the medical supplies in her chestpack were secure. Davix had asked her to bring those, though Ada feared their need for oxygen would soon become more dire than their need for medicine. 

			She grabbed the rope, then began climbing. Larsson’s footholds and the high-grip padding on her suit’s gloves helped, but the ascent was still tiring. From the bottom, it didn’t appear to be so high of a climb. When Ada looked down, the ground was alarmingly far away. If she fell and landed wrong, she could shatter her helmet’s visor, and there’d be no way for anyone to help her. She tensed, swallowed, and tried not to look down again. Still, it was impossible to forget the fear. Always impossible to forget the fear, but at least she had a job to focus on.

			When Davix reached a hand down to help her with the last meter, Ada accepted it with relief. The sergeant yanked her up, and she landed on her knees past the crater’s rim. It struck her that he’d lifted her with his arm that had been broken. Amazing how quickly he had healed. If only they had another nano injector in her sling, Marlo’s knee would…

			

			Ada’s eyes wandered upward, and her thoughts froze. The alien landscape spread out before her. The entire crew was staring, awestruck. 

			Across a barren icy landscape, a great city loomed perhaps two or three kilometers distant. It was hard to get a read on the distance because the scale was so unlike anything Ada had ever seen on Earth or even in the Chain. How had they not spotted it from orbit? The buildings easily would have reached Earth’s cloud cover, probably even breaking through the other side.

			Taking it all in, the colossal structures brought to mind spider webs viewed side-on. Black skyscrapers jutted up from the shadowy ground, taller than any structure on Earth. But there were horizontal components too, skywalks connecting the buildings in random locations, branching out to connect each structure to every one of its neighbors. Huge crystals of reflective white ice clung to the sides and tops of buildings, massive spikes hanging precariously hundreds of meters off the ground. 

			“Look at those pathways,” Marlo muttered. “It would have been hell to navigate in this city.”

			“Perhaps they had automated transportation,” Larsson guessed.

			“Or they never went anywhere physically,” Constance said. “Such a structure would be ideal to minimize latency in a mesh network.”

			Ada tilted her head. She’d seen similar geometric patterns in papers discussing that issue. Interesting that such a thing would show up here… She’d have to be on the lookout for more patterns she recognized.

			“I must take a sample of that material,” Larsson said. “To have survived these conditions in such good shape… No manmade composite could do that.”

			

			Ada grimaced. These aliens were clearly far more advanced than humankind, yet all signs pointed to them going extinct. If they couldn’t escape from death’s touch, what hope did humanity have? She looked closer at the city, feeling more dejected the more her eyes wandered.

			Much of the city was destroyed, likely by the 20 G deceleration they’d detected, but a surprising amount of the superstructures were still intact. The most evident damage was at the left edge of the city, where it appeared as though the city had been vaporized. Hints of rubble stuck up from the ice below the broken ends of cantilever pathways. From the shape of the horizon Ada could see that there was a huge crater in that direction, which must be where the Dauntless was originally guiding them to land. 

			She turned slowly, surveying the rest of the landscape. Nowhere else was there any sign of civilization. It appeared they were on the outskirts of this city, but shouldn’t it have had some sort of suburban sprawl surrounding it? Perhaps those structures were buried under meters of ice. That could explain the endless mounds and pockmarks in the icy landscape; features similar in scale to the crater they’d climbed free of. In the distance, between the crew and the crater they’d seen from orbit, a sunken section of ice gave way to something black. It was as good a place as any to begin their search for life.

			Larsson knelt by the makeshift spike the Eyes had driven into the ground, pulled the rope up, and unbound the spare O2 tank from it. Before starting off, he planted a telescoping pole in the snow with a bright flag, a landmark to guide them back. But as they started toward the sunken section of ice, Davix supporting the limping Marlo, Ada glanced at the crews’ oxygen levels. Eighty percent. If they didn’t find power quickly, it would serve as a landmark for a very different purpose. A testament to the Dauntless crew. The first humans not only to set foot on an alien planet, but to die there as well. 

			*   *   *

			The ground quaked often as they approached the small crater. Minor shakes, nothing too worrying according to Larsson. Once, the tremors cracked a small fissure in the ice and knocked Marlo to the ground even with Davix supporting him. That worried Ada no matter what the expert opinion might be. They needed to reach the city. The ice may be breaking apart, but a structure that survived this planet’s deceleration would provide safe harbor from even the worst quakes. If they could get to it before suffocating, that was.

			Davix’s oxygen was depleting the fastest—no surprise with the extra effort he put toward supporting a limping Marlo—and had drained to just fifty-eight percent by the time they reached the submerged building. Its roof peaked up from the bottom of a crater not nearly so deep as the one they’d crawled out of. Their capsule’s thrusters evidently did a number on the planet’s frozen crust.

			Looking around from the edge of the shallow white hole with a blackened bottom, it wasn’t at all clear what created this landmark. For one, it wasn’t circular; it was more of an oblong rectangular depression in the surface. Parts of the crater had been dug deeper than the rest, many even forming tunnels. Large enough for Constance’s Eyes to enter, she evidently decided. One by one, the dozens of drones of her swarm broke off from the conjoined bot they’d created and reformed into smaller versions of the same thing. They disappeared crawling into those burrows.

			“Well?” Davix asked after a time. “Do they see anything?”

			Constance remained silent.

			“She can’t pay attention to everything at once,” Ada said. “Only pressing sensory inputs capture her focus.” She’d seen it before in Constance’s memory vault, so Davix wouldn’t understand what was happening. Ada was far from sure she understood it herself.

			With the Eyes performing an automated search, Constance’s awareness expanded far beyond normal human cognition. A myriad of senses flooded into her consciousness all at once, like standing surrounded by hundreds of view portals. It took serious mental effort to direct attention at one of them, and all were constantly vying for primacy. The human mind simply hadn’t evolved to comprehend it.

			Davix grunted in frustration and moved toward Constance. “We don’t have time for this.” He grabbed the blind woman by the shoulders and shook her, shouting, “You’re wasting your bots’ charge, St. James! Get back here!”

			“Hey!” Larsson shouted. “Leave her alone!”

			The planet rumbled again, hard. Davix kept hold of Constance to prevent her falling over. “Damn it, we’re all vulnerable out in the open like this.”

			Slowly, one Eye crept from the crater, then another, and again. Suddenly, they all appeared, like a swarm of ants roused from their colony. They reformed into the largest version of the bot, all working together.

			“Release me, sergeant,” Constance said.

			“Find anything?” Marlo asked. The doctor had hardly stopped staring at the wreckage of the city since they’d emerged. Now, he questioned Constance with similarly intense curiosity.

			“This was an electrical substation,” she said.

			“How can you tell?” Ada asked. “I’m guessing they don’t have everything marked with yellow lightning bolts.”

			Constance chuckled. “No, but the building was obviously designed around electrical safety. Air gaps, insulation, breakers. The tunnels were a result of electricity heating up the wires. A lot of the insulation was melted.”

			“Great!” Davix perked up. “They’ve got power? That’s—”

			“It’s offline.”

			“Well…can you turn it back on?”

			“It’s not that simple. This was just a substation. High voltage transmission reduces power loss over long distances, so it’s more efficient to step down the voltage when you’re close to where it’s needed. This is where they do that. There are no controls here.”

			The sergeant cursed under his breath. “So, we’ve got to follow the high voltage lines? Where are they? Under the ice?”

			Everyone went quiet, thinking. Ada studied the ice. It had a rough texture, like frosted glass. Not translucent but covered over by a final layer of snowy atmosphere raining down. Spotting hidden power lines underneath was too much to hope for.

			“You said they heated up to melt the ice?” Ada asked, and Constance nodded. “That means the power was on more recently than the atmosphere froze over…but that doesn’t make any sense. Why would the cables get hot? These aliens designed a city that survived a journey through deep space. I’m sure their cables are rated for the high amperage.”

			

			“The power surge we detected,” Constance said, “must have been higher than they’re rated for.”

			“You are saying they sacrificed the stability of their power grid for that burn?” Larsson asked. “Why?”

			“These aliens clearly weren’t stupid,” Marlo said, “which leaves only one explanation. They had no other options. They made one final gamble to save themselves. Doesn’t appear to have paid off.”

			“That explains why the power is offline,” Larsson said. “But if that is the case, why would we expect them to have power anywhere else?”

			Davix grunted. “And if there’s no power, there’s no atmosphere.”

			Ada crossed her arms. “But we know there’s power somewhere. Even if the message they sent us during our descent was automated, that automated system would need power.”

			“If it is anywhere,” Larsson reasoned, “then it must be in the crater, where we detected so much residual heat.”

			“Either there or in the city,” Constance said. “The city is in remarkably good shape, but my infrared shows little heat emanating from it. Then again, your scans from orbit didn’t detect the city either. The readings may be misleading.”

			“We’ll have better sight lines over the crater,” Davix said. “High ground. The city, we’d have to search by foot.”

			Marlo nodded. “We may be able to see our ship if it landed in the crater.”

			The wreckage of it, he meant. Ada sighed, checking her overlays. With all of them hovering at just over half of their oxygen remaining, they were quickly approaching the point where they’d have to decide whether to risk a thorough search, or head back to the capsule to resupply. If they chose wrong…

			“The crater,” Ada said. “If we know there’s heat there, that’s our best chance at finding power. If we’re lucky, atmosphere. If not…are you sure you can make it in time?” she asked Davix. 

			Their nanos would initiate what Constance called hibernate mode, which was an uncharacteristically cute way for her to say the crew would be placed under medically induced comas, on life support until the tiny bots in their body ran out of energy. They wouldn’t have long, a dozen hours at most. But if it went on that long, irreversible damage was the most likely outcome. 

			Ada didn’t need any more brain damage, which was why she needed reassurance from Davix. It was up to him to hurry back to the crew capsule with Constance’s autonomous Eyes and return with the refiner as quickly as he could muster. Despite his age, Davix was at the pinnacle of human form, so he was the best candidate to make the sprint. But beyond that, he was the only one without augments to control his newly injected nanos. For him, hibernation was impossible.

			“I—” Davix began.

			Marlo gasped, and Ada spun in alarm.

			“It looks like a neuronal structure,” he said, limping slowly toward the city.

			Ada followed his gaze. She pictured in her head a map of what small part of the ancient megalopolis was visible, then rotated it to view it from a bird’s eye perspective. She guessed at a lot of the blind spots, but it did have a latticework structure that resembled neurons, if a bit rigid and straight. Each thick skyscraper was the neuron’s body, the soma, and each horizontal pathway was a dendrite, connecting to its neighbors. Another familiar pattern. Curious.

			

			“Maybe it’s not a city at all,” Marlo pondered aloud, “but the skeleton of a giant organism. Life takes on many forms. Perhaps these aliens were non-biological. But how would information be transmitted between the structures if not by neurotransmitters…”

			He always had to take it too far, stretching the evidence to fit his fancies. Ada left him to his mad rambling. Marlo’s mind had been so warped by hallucinogens, it was hard to take most of his theories seriously. Now, the stress of the situation seemed to be affecting him. On a planet like this, Ada had no doubt it would start eating away at her own sanity before long.

			“Quiet,” Davix grumbled at the doctor. “You’re wasting oxygen.”

			“Let him,” Larsson said. “It is his own tanks he is emptying.”

			Davix laid a hand on Ada’s shoulder. “I can make it. Trust me.” 

			And she did. Ada watched him take up his burden of helping Marlo walk, guiding him toward the crater. Unlike Ada, he was strong. How could the sergeant remain so optimistic when things kept getting worse and worse? The rest of the crew had joined him in walking away. Ada hurried along behind them. 

			As they continued walking, the far lip of the crater slowly peeked up over the ice, a shadowy crescent emerging from the surface. The ground continued rumbling, more strongly now.

			“Have you noticed there are no solar panels on their buildings?” Constance asked, her Eyes pointed at the city, probably providing a magnified image to her.

			Ada nodded. “Must have had some other source of power.”

			

			“A vast amount of it, I’m sure,” Constance added. “Their high voltage lines were far thicker than those on Earth.”

			“If they had enough power,” Davix asked, “why didn’t they use wireless energy?”

			Larsson hummed. “They survived interstellar space, probably for centuries. Yet, they could not make wireless power work?”

			“Wireless energy is inefficient. Some technological branches are dead ends.”

			“Not unlike evolutionary branches,” Marlo chimed in. “Technological development is an evolutionary process, after all. The environment that exerts selection pressures is a combination of the laws of physics and the utility the technology provides.”

			“And human ingenuity,” Ada said. “Or lack thereof. There must be a trove of useful technology waiting to be discovered, unobstructed by the laws of physics, but humans are too stupid to figure it out.”

			“Like nuclear fusion,” Constance said, with a sour tinge to the words. “It’s possible, I know it is. But it was too difficult an engineering problem to solve before we gave up and banned nuclear research.”

			“That is politics,” Larsson said. “Misallocation of resources. Making bad choices without regard for how the change will affect the future. We tinker with complex systems like monkeys pressing random buttons, no idea which one will destroy us.”

			“Enough chatter,” Davix snapped. “We’re almost there. Stay alert.” 

			The terrain sloped downward as they came to the edge of the crater. The footing was treacherous enough to slip on, but the ice turned to black rock before they arrived at the crater’s cliff-like wall. Constance’s Eye took an infrared reading of the ground, and they knew why the ice was gone.

			The ground was hot. Really hot, and no surprise. Hundreds of meters below at the base of the crater, the rock churned. Magma boiled up from beneath the surface, then instantly quenched in the vacuum, turning to hardened black rock. The planet trembled once more, and Ada realized she was standing too close to the cliff for comfort. She took a step back as a chunk of stone broke off and fell into the crater. In the distance, a more sizable boulder dislodged and shattered at the bottom of the cliff. At the shaking, plumes of superheated gas vented into the air before rock settled into place, closing the gap and blocking the flow.

			Ada widened her vision, trying to take it all in at once. Something strange caught her attention, but it was barely noticeable, so slight that she wasn’t sure she saw it. The jagged stones seemed to be distributed along a hexagonal grid.

			The ground shook and Ada darted backward, heart pounding.

			“It is filling up with lava,” Larsson said, mouth agape. “Slowly, very slowly. The pressure must be incredible.”

			“Is this what’s causing the quakes?” Constance asked.

			“Almost certainly. But this crater… it is not a normal formation.”

			“There.” Davix pointed. At the center of the crater, a broken metallic structure jutted out of the ground, partially covered by years of accumulating magma. It was cylindrical, with holes ringing the surface along its length. “I don’t know much, but I know weapons. That’s the barrel of a gun.”

			“Not a gun,” Constance breathed. “A mass driver. The Unity proposed they had one. It’s how they shed their velocity. They used chunks of their planet as propellant mass.”

			“They fired their big-ass gun using their own planet as bullets,” Davix said dryly. “It’s a weapon. One they could point at Earth.”

			Marlo laughed. “Are you looking at the same thing I am, Sergeant? That thing isn’t firing anything anytime soon. More importantly, look there.”

			Ada followed Marlo’s pointing finger. Nestled in among the rocks between them and the mass driver…

			“The hub!” Larsson shouted. It sounded as though he was going to run straight for it, right off the cliff.

			“And it looks in considerably better shape than the rest of the ship,” Marlo said. He poked another finger at the crater, toward the remains of their second stage. 

			Pieces of white hull stood out among the hardened magma, like a glass bottle that had been shattered on asphalt. It was close enough to walk to, if only there weren’t a hundred meter drop in the way. The hub wasn’t much farther off, though the terrain appeared impassible from this vantage. She imagined the Dauntless trying to land on such uneven ground…and remembered something.

			“Would the beacon have survived?” Ada asked.

			Constance nodded. “Definitely.”

			“Then we’ll need to get down there,” Ada said. “That’s where the Celestial is going to land.”

			Ada’s throat tightened as their list of problems grew. If their backup ship crash landed, too… She would never see Jean or Ezran again. She already had only a meager hope that she would, but seeing their only chance of returning to Earth strewn across the rocks, that would snuff out the rest.

			“Can we provide a manual override?” Larsson asked. “That is no suitable landing site.”

			

			“Not without access to the Chain, which means powering the hub.” 

			Davix squirmed in his suit. “Is it even safe to go near it? If the engine’s shielding is destroyed, it must be irradiating the whole crater.”

			Ada adjusted the uncomfortable weight of her sling. It was heavy with coagulants, painkillers, steroids, adrenaline, and a handful of other things the medic threw at her that she didn’t recognize. One thing that was missing: iodine. They were out. Any radiation that got past their suit could do permanent damage. Too much of that, and even their nanos couldn’t keep up. And Davix…his nanos consisted only of those injected a few weeks ago. Ada didn’t know how fast they reproduced, but he might not have any defense whatsoever.

			“Our suits are rated for cosmic radiation, so we’re not entirely without protection,” Constance said. “Still, best not to linger. Look there.” 

			Massive black tubes with yellow bands stretched away from the mass driver, intersecting the crater walls and dividing the region of sunken ground in half. Constance didn’t point, but her Eyes all oriented themselves toward the crater wall where the yellow-banded tube terminated…

			Wait…it wasn’t supposed to end there. Ada saw that the tube was damaged. Following the crater wall up, an identical broken tube led into the city. The yellow bands weren’t exactly lightning bolts, but there was no mistaking they meant the same thing. What else would they have connected directly to the mass driver?

			“Power conduits,” Constance said.

			“Then it really was an all-or-nothing maneuver,” Larsson said. “When they fired the mass driver—”

			“Ahem,” Marlo butted in. “When they fired the big-ass gun, you mean.”

			

			Davix grunted a laugh.

			Larsson ignored him. “When they fired it, they severed their mass driver from the power source. All of the mass they dug out served as a sort of…crumple zone.”

			Ada shook her head. “I thought the damage we did to Earth was fucked up, but this…”

			“Downright irresponsible,” Larsson finished.

			“They took a calculated risk,” Constance said, “and it worked.” Ada couldn’t help but hear a hint of admiration in her voice. “They parked their planet in our solar system. Now, we’re here to help.”

			“What could we possibly do to fix this?” Davix asked, exasperated.

			Constance shrugged. “Let’s go find out. We follow those power conduits, we find our main power source.”

			Or they would follow them for hours without reaching the source, then suffocate. Ada left that unsaid. She shouldn’t be thinking like that. It was no way to get back to her family. But drawing her gaze from the mass driver’s damage to the alien megacity, it was hard to feel otherwise. 42% showed in Davix’s tank, but the rest weren’t far behind.

			“It’s decided.” Marlo gave an excited clap. “Into the alien skele-city to draw the power from its bones.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twelve

			Exopolis

			Ada nearly let herself fall when she stubbed her toe on the first of the buildings sticking from the ice. Her feet were already aching; now, an electric jolt of pain shot up her leg, and she cursed. Larsson helped her up wordlessly. They had to keep moving.

			A white number glowed in the corner of Ada’s overlays, showing Davix’s air tank at 30%—she had stopped keeping track of anyone else’s. The sergeant’s drained the fastest, and he was the key to their plan. With less than half the reserves they set out with on the journey from their ship, they had to find safe haven soon. Theoretically, they could make it back to the crew capsule on what remained, but what was the point? They would still die there. Ada preferred a quick death trying to accomplish their mission over slowly asphyxiating because they gave up.

			The buildings at the edge of the alien city were squat, no more than a tripping hazard in the ice. But as the crew penetrated deeper into the dead metropolis, the dark structures became walls to an impossibly complex maze, stretching upward and blending with the star-specked blackness. Night had fallen on the rogue.

			Where clumps of frozen atmosphere didn’t cling to the buildings, only the reflections of light from the crews’ headlamps allowed them to see the glossy, jet-black material they were all made from. Larsson attempted to ablate a sample with his spectroscope, but the laser wasn’t powerful enough. The explosive heat left no mark. He was surprised and confounded that it resisted detection from both his handheld spectroscope and the long-range equipment of the Dauntless. 

			Whatever it was, it had survived the planet-wide equivalent of someone slamming the brakes. To Ada, it was no surprise it could stand up to a measly laser. And Larsson was wasting time, as far as she was concerned. They needed to navigate this labyrinth quickly, not stop for scientific experimentation.

			Trusting her sense of direction, Ada volunteered to lead the way through the city. The space between buildings was irregular, entirely unlike city streets on Earth, which were laid out in easy to navigate grids. In places, the distance between buildings yawned wide open, where others narrowed into spaces scarcely wide enough to fit two abreast. It all seemed random, Marlo suggested, as if constructed without thought by some automated fractal process. But Constance believed otherwise. More likely, a pattern existed expressing some efficiency that their human minds couldn’t comprehend. 

			The utility of the city plan, whatever it may have been, was unimportant. Ada concerned herself only with keeping oriented in the correct direction. They wound their way around skyscrapers, through corridors, beneath tunnels, and Ada ensured all the while they closed in on the power conduit. She memorized each twist and turn, visualizing it as lines on a mental map. Their path never took them straight for long, but the aggregate direction remained constant.

			She kept an eye on the oxygen levels—twenty-four percent remaining. They had passed the point of no return, an unremarkable event. Just more strange corridors between inky-black walls. But now there was no longer a choice; they had to press forward. They would either find a source of power or their corpses would litter these streets. No other options. A tremor passed, knocking loose a rain of icicles, and spurred them to hurry along.

			When they came to a building cracked open like the entrance to a cave, Larsson and Marlo surprised Ada with a rare agreement. Both wanted to enter and investigate, pointing out a strange pattern in the ice that Larsson claimed was evidence for gas explosively escaping. But if the atmosphere had rushed out of the building, they had no reason to enter, and Ada was confident they’d reach the conduit soon. With their supply of air dwindling, they couldn’t afford any superfluous investigation. She marked the building’s entrance in her mental map and led the crew forward.

			She was sure they’d see those unmistakable yellow bands that marked the power lines. They were nearly there. Just a few more turns. One more and they’d be headed straight for it. She turned the corner…

			And ran smack into a medibot collapsed atop the ice.

			Ada screamed. She fell backward, mind dragging her down a dark path, into her past. The bot’s surgical sawblade whined as it spun. Her father rose, fear in his eyes as his daughter appeared in this nightmarish place.

			“Ada!” her father shouted. She didn’t react; her body refused to move, to tear her eyes away from what she knew was coming. “What are you doing here?”

			Her mother whirled. Then screamed. And blood sprayed the walls and faceless people huddled beside them. It sprayed her mother. It sprayed Ada’s shirt, and she felt it warm on her skin. The saw tore through skin and bone as if they were no obstacle. Brain matter leaked from her father’s skull as the bot finished its work. A corpse flopped to the floor. 

			The medibot’s red eyes glared, malevolent and hateful. They turned from Ada toward her mother. A scream broke from Ada’s throat just as a set of hands grabbed her by the shoulders and dragged her away from the bot.

			“Ada! Ada!”

			She squeezed her eyes shut, screaming. “Get away! Let me go!”

			“Ada…” The man pulled her into an embrace.

			Something about the calmness in that deep voice allowed it to penetrate her surging panic. “D-Davix?”

			“I’m here, Ada. It’s all right,” he said. “You’re safe.”

			It was a lie. None of them were safe. They had been so foolish to think they could pull this off. Navigating this city. Finding power. Surviving first contact. Any of it. Ada was a little girl again, and she was going to die on this planet. Her thoughts drifted to her son. To Ezran. She would never see either of them again. Never be the mother or the daughter that they deserved.

			“I’m so sorry,” she murmured.

			Davix squeezed her tighter, then held Ada out at arm’s length. “You got nothing to apologize for.”

			“The bot is offline,” Constance said. 

			“Did you know these were here?” Ada shouted at the woman. She allowed her gaze to flick over to it. It had been so long since her trauma was triggered… On the Dauntless, she always had something to do. Repairs, sharing stories from memory vaults, working out in the gym. She’d started to feel as though the mission benefited not only her family but her own mental health as well. Now, this damned broken machine had brought the facade crashing down. “Why does it look like that?” she demanded.

			

			It resembled a medibot on Earth, but not exactly. Its insectile carapace was comprised of the same pitch-black material as the buildings. The bot had the standard six legs, with tools on two of them and sharp claws on four. If she didn’t know better, Ada would have guessed it was some iteration of medibots designed by the Unity. And here it was, on a planet that had traveled among the stars.

			“It appears to be for construction and maintenance,” Constance said, lifting the limb affixed with a cutting tool. “Meant to climb the towers and perform repairs.” Her Eyes, still conjoined into one bot that looked oddly similar to the dead bot before them, albeit with far more legs, stood at the base of the tower and shined a light up the building’s side. Long vertical shadows appeared, barely visible against the black. “Handholds, all over the building.” She shrugged. “There are only so many ways to skin a cat. If they need it to climb, it’s going to have claws, and it can’t be too heavy. Not unless they have exotic materials.”

			“It seems exotic to me,” Larsson said, running his gloved fingers across the glossy material. All of the pieces of its carapace constructed of the stuff were in one piece. All of the breaks were at its joints, evidently made of much weaker material.

			“Convergent technological evolution,” Marlo stated, then neglected to explain any further. He seemed so tired, even though Davix was the one supporting him and his injured knee.

			“Why would they design it to climb, not fly?” Davix asked. He kicked the metal husk and it barely moved.

			Larsson slapped the forehead of his helmet like he just realized something. “Thin atmosphere. If the atmosphere of Earth froze, the ice would be maybe ninety or one-hundred meters thick. Here, only ten. One tenth the atmosphere meant that climbing was more efficient than flying.”

			“Makes sense,” Constance said. “With less atmosphere, only small bots could generate sufficient lift, and they wouldn’t be able to make repairs on the macro scale.”

			Ada stood clenching her fists. Everyone was treating this like a scientific curiosity rather than a threat to their survival. “Why aren’t there more?” she barked. “Where are the rest?”

			“Buried under ice?” Marlo guessed.

			“No.” Constance was examining the machine like a mortician performing an autopsy. “Look at these ruptures at the joints. That’s blunt trauma. I believe it fell from a great height after the planet’s deceleration. If it was out here when they fired the mass driver… It was moving around above the ice after the atmosphere froze.”

			“That is… good news.” Larsson began roaming around, searching the area. He disappeared around a corner. It was a stupid idea to split up, but all Ada could think was that it would be his own fault if he got lost.

			“The bot isn’t completely destroyed,” Constance continued. “Maybe it remained here, immobile until its batteries died.”

			“Over here!” Larsson’s voice came through the comms, and he was waving from the corner he rounded.

			He had found some debris, scattered in a rough circle and consistent with the material of the bot’s carapace. Ada wasn’t surprised when he pocketed some of it for later analysis. There was a crack and depression in the ice, presumably where the bot hit the ground.

			“It…crawled away from this spot?” Ada shivered picturing it.

			

			“Like an animal,” Marlo said, admiration in his voice, “searching for a better place to die.”

			“Or like a machine,” Constance responded, “executing a protocol to search for power or repairs. It was moving in the direction we were already going. We’re on the right track.”

			“Then let’s move,” Davix said.

			Ada had hardly taken a step before the ground began to quake. This wasn’t a passing tremor; this was a violent upheaval. The ice underfoot cracked and shattered. Icicles smashed against the ground. Ada’s head snapped back. A boulder of ice dislodged from the skyscraper’s peak, breaking away from the building.

			“Get to cover!” she shouted, ignoring the flaring pain in her neck, and she surged around the corner, heading back the way they came.

			The planet seemed to be smashing itself apart around her as she ran. She didn’t look back to see if the others followed, but she heard their gasping breathes over their open comms channel. The boulder would have crushed them by now if they hadn’t moved, but its impact was lost among the massive quake. Ada didn’t bother keeping her eyes up. If more ice was about to crash down on them, there would be nowhere to go. She sprinted for the cave entrance they had passed, rushing through the hole into the darkness.

			The ground disappeared beneath her feet, and she flailed. An instant later, she struck a hard floor and fell forward, the wind knocked from her lungs. Something in her chestpack cracked and broke. She rolled onto her side to see the others followed in by Constance’s skittering Eyes, then a puff of ice crystals as a weighty frozen chunk shattered near the opening.

			“Ugh! Get off of me,” Larsson shouted. 

			

			Marlo was laying across his legs, grabbing at his own knee and groaning. The doctor rolled away to free Larsson. “Damn this knee! Ada, give me some meds, will you?”

			She unslung the meds and opened the satchel. The steroid injector was smashed, everything inside vented and frozen in vacuum. The same went for the painkillers, though some sedatives remained unscathed. So too did the stitches and wound seals. Ada grimaced—she could have used some of those herself—then looked at Marlo.

			And froze. Her breath caught. She blinked, in case she was imagining it.

			Behind the doctor, her headlamp illuminated something white propped against the wall. Long and tubular, jagged along a broken edge. Parts of it were covered by another color, brownish-gray, hanging off the object in strips.

			A shattered bone, covered with desiccated skin and muscle.

			“Holy. Shit.” Ada raised a trembling finger and pointed. She’d spent so much time preparing for the mission aboard the Dauntless and fruitlessly investigating Constance’s contact with the beings, yet she never truly imagined they’d find an alien creature. Even the bones of one seemed beyond her imagination. Yet here it was.

			Marlo turned slowly, as though she’d spotted a vicious predator behind him. When he spotted the alien remains, he flinched as if it were a vicious predator.

			Constance grunted. Her Eyes lit up, emitting floodlights in all directions. The room brightened. It wasn’t a particularly spacious room, maybe ten meters across, with curving black walls and a low ceiling. Pipes and wires and open hatches with empty compartments behind them covered the entirety of the walls. No space went to waste. But what purpose any of it served remained a mystery. All in all, it reminded Ada of nothing more than a utility closet. Except for one major difference: the bones of aliens were scattered everywhere.

			Marlo shrieked with joy as he limped to a skull laying on the floor. He stopped short of grabbing it. “Nobody touch anything. We need to ensure there is no cross-contamination. If even trace microbes transfer from our suits to these remains, it will confuse all of our research results.”

			“Research results,” Davix repeated.

			Ada knew what he must be thinking: what good will research results do when their corpses are lying here beside the alien bones because they didn’t find oxygen in time? The sergeant’s tank was still the lowest from carrying Marlo’s weight, but he voiced no complaint.

			“First contact with alien life…” Larsson breathed.

			“First contact with alien death,” Ada corrected him. “These things have been nothing but bones for ages. I’m surprised even this much is left. Can you figure out how long it’s been here?”

			Larsson pursed his lips. “I do not see how I would. Carbon dating would require us to know the concentration of carbon in their atmosphere. We do not know the properties of their star, so neither thermoluminescence nor electron spin resonance can be used to date the bones.” He knelt for a closer look. “Based on the condition of these remains, it could be anywhere from several hundred to several thousand years old. Conditions are almost perfect for preservation. No heat, no moisture, even radiation is lower within this building.”

			“When we first detected the planet, it was traveling at less than one percent light speed,” Constance said. “Even accounting for relativistic effects, the planet would have experienced hundreds of years if it had come from a nearby star in our cluster. But most stars are far enough that it would have experienced thousands.”

			Ada nodded. “Simple probability, then.” A sense of awe overcame her. “These remains have survived for thousands of years, most likely.”

			“Until they slammed the breaks and shattered the dead to pieces,” Davix said.

			“No, no,” Marlo said. He limped around the room from bone pile to bone pile. “However long it’s been here, it appears to be only one organism.”

			“How can you possibly know that?” Constance asked.

			“You’re not going to like this answer.” He exhaled slowly. “Comparison to the human skeleton.”

			Larsson scoffed. “That is quite a leap.”

			“Hardly. There are remarkable similarities. Look here. These resemble human vertebrae, and here, something like a femur.” The biologist scampered around the room, pain in his knee evidently forgotten, pointing at the collection of bones. “Much thicker than this one, which is closer to an ulna. And just look at this skull. If it weren’t for the fact that so much pulverized bone dust litters the area, I’d say for a certainty there was only one creature. Clearly, the deceleration caused considerable damage, but that these fragments survived…”

			Marlo shrieked when one of the crawling Eyes nudged the skull and sent it tumbling sideways. The shape of it wasn’t exactly human, not even ape, but it certainly resembled a mammalian skull, complete with eye sockets and a curving row of sharp teeth. However, it was more elongated, almost the shape of a squid. It had been slammed against a hard surface—a gaping hole marred the yellowing surface. 

			

			No brain matter existed within the hole, but some metal had found its way in. Ada scanned the floor with her headlamp until the light reflected another metallic surface. She gasped. These aliens may have traveled millions of light years to get here, but Ada knew a knife when she saw one. She could think of only one explanation: the alien had killed itself.

			Why would that be? Losing your star, trapped in a room no bigger than a closet, Ada hoped they had something like the Chain to distract them from the crushing despair. Despite herself, she laughed and reached for the knife to examine it.

			Davix stayed her hand. “What are we hoping to achieve here? A pile of bones isn’t—”

			“Do you know how much you can achieve by studying a creature’s bones, sergeant?” Marlo unhooked the portable magnifier from his chest. “We discovered that dinosaurs were the ancestors of birds by studying the structure of their fossils, finding holes where sacs of air minimized their weight while growing so massive. What might we learn of these creatures? Under a microscope, I can determine the structure of the bone tissue. I can see the entheses where ligaments attached, study their muscular composition. Look here, this one still has some ligament remaining. Hell, the fact that it even has bones tells us a remarkable amount. What an archaeologist wouldn’t give to discover a fossil so immaculately preserved…”

			“Immaculately?” Davix snorted. “This thing is smashed to hell. And no matter how much you look at it, they aren’t going to help us find a power source.”

			“He’s right,” Constance said. “You have ten minutes, then we have to move.”

			Ada smirked, remembering when Constance told her she had ten minutes to get in the auto.

			

			Larsson grunted. “We do not know when another quake will occur, and we could be trapped here next time. We should leave now.”

			“Ten minutes?” Marlo glared at Constance. “I need tools. Equipment. This specimen is worthy of years of research!”

			“Well you have ten minutes. What can you tell us in that time?”

			Marlo threw his hands up. “Nothing! I would rather we leave now, to minimize the chance of contamination.”

			“Petulant,” Larsson muttered.

			“If we find power and oxygen, you’ll have plenty of time to study them,” Ada said, slapping the huffy biologist on the shoulder.

			“But we will be meeting living creatures soon.” Constance was already climbing back through the exit. “Isn’t that a more exciting prospect, Doctor?”

			“Yeah, yeah…” Marlo muttered, and began a struggle to climb out of the chamber.

			Living creatures? That caught Ada’s attention and brought to mind all of Constance’s lies. How many transmissions had she sent to the rogue planet? How much did she know? She watched the captain disappear through the hole into the alien city with her scurrying Eyes behind her. This wasn’t the time to argue. There would be time enough for that after they escaped death’s clutches.

			“What’s this?” Davix asked, and Ada turned. In the corner of the room, he’d found something resembling a handle. Light glinted off a hexagon of black glass beside it. A circular groove traced the wall, encapsulating both the glass and the handle.

			“It looks like a door,” Ada said.

			Davix tugged on the handle. It didn’t budge. 

			

			“I do not think you should—” Larsson began, but the muscular sergeant had already lowered his stance, dug in, and heaved. A puff of gas rushed out of a crack in the threshold, knocking Davix backwards and sending bone dust swirling around the room. The door rolled sideways with no further resistance. Inside, there had evidently been atmosphere. 

			“What was that?” Marlo asked over comms. “Something just hit me from behind.”

			“Davix cracked open a hatch and vented atmosphere,” Larsson said. “These bones are…well…”

			“He what?” Marlo’s scream was shrill enough that Ada immediately clicked off her comms.

			Atmosphere…could that mean there were aliens inside? Dead aliens now, if they weren’t expecting that breach. She swallowed the fear rising in her throat and peered through the open hatch.

			A hexagonal, vertical shaft extended upward beyond her headlamp’s illumination. No surprise there. They were standing in a skyscraper. More doors—most of them wide open—lined the shaft, though there was no obvious way to reach them. This must have been a central access for the structure. Ada looked down, expecting to see the bottom. Instead, a sense of vertigo overcame her. It extended downward well beyond the depth of the ice. She shoved herself backward, suddenly wary of the precarious drop below them. 

			As Davix peered into the shaft, her curiosity ignited, and hope kindled. If this building had been pressurized, their plan might work. There really was atmosphere, and that meant power. Somewhere. Perhaps that blackened ground they’d crashed into hadn’t been dirt, but some sort of sprawling complex of buildings. The mass driver may have severed its own power, but the substation wasn’t cut off. Could it be as easy as finding a reset? She examined the drop more closely.

			It was fruitless. The bottom was in sight, and there even appeared to be a computer terminal attached to the wall. But it showed no signs of life—it was as dead as the substation they had found. Worse, there was no way down. Some of the other rooms may have had breathable atmosphere, but there was no way to access any of them. They would be better off finding the conduit outside and following it. Ada checked her overlays and drew her lips tight. The sergeant’s oxygen levels read only eighteen percent.

			Davix’s voice came through, talking over a spluttering Marlo as Ada turned on her comms. “—really think there are more aliens in there?” 

			“If there were, you just killed them all,” Ada said, trying not to let concern color her voice. “Come on, let’s find that conduit.”

			She joined Constance out on the ice, footsteps crunching a layer of newly shattered shards. Larsson and Davix followed. Marlo reluctantly accepted the sergeant’s support again, then the Eyes turned to Ada and waited for her to set off. They still gave Ada the chills.

			“Foolish.” Constance chided the crew as though she was their mother. “Let’s not go opening pressurized doors without thinking it through next time, shall we? I thought you, at least, would be smarter than that, Ada.” 

			Ada didn’t dignify that with a response. She took the lead once more, hurrying them in the right direction, hesitating before turning the corner to the alley in which the maintenance bot lay. She braced herself, then rushed past it, keeping her eyes forward. She nearly tripped over their spare O2 tank and its transfill hose lying in the corridor. She suppressed a twinge of anger at Larsson. He had dropped them? They were lucky they hadn’t been crushed by falling ice. 

			Larsson scooped it up, muttering, “Good thing it was not…” before shutting up. He knew what he had nearly cost them. 

			They continued on their way, and after several more turns, Ada spotted yellow. It stretched up toward the stars, hulking over the shorter, destroyed buildings nearby.

			“How much current could something that big handle?” Larsson asked.

			Constance’s Eyes tilted upward. “I have no idea.”

			“One hundred twenty eight yottajoules,” Ada said, then couldn’t help but laugh. “Enough to power a big-ass gun.”

			“I’ll take the lead,” Davix said, and he held his rifle at the ready. Ada was glad to let him. There was no need for her direction anymore. And who knew how many more bots might be lurking around corners?

			Ada took over Marlo-duty, and she was sure he wasn’t putting in as much effort as he could. When he told her joules weren’t a proper unit for current, it took all the willpower she had not to drop him on his bad knee.

			Davix set a fast pace, hurrying toward the conduit, which cut a straight path through the city, leading to a dome perhaps two kilometers in the distance. The conduit led directly into the huge dome. The source of power must have been inside. That, or it was the solar system’s new largest substation.

			No buildings stood between them and the dome, as if it and the conduit had been the first thing constructed, and their whole civilization had been planned around it. Or perhaps parts of the city had been torn down to repurpose the building materials. It wasn’t clear whether the destruction around the construction was intentional or a result of the planet’s braking maneuver. Either way, it was clear the dome was important—it was their source of energy. Everything always came down to energy.

			They kept their pace steady, but Ada wanted to run to their destination. Twelve percent remained in Davix’s air tank, and they had less than a kilometer to go. Marlo was sulking, probably because they dragged him away from the research opportunity of a lifetime. Ada was still annoyed with him but saw an opportunity to distract herself from her fears.

			“Bet you’re glad the aliens were actually biological,” she said, “and not some machine superorganism like you were rambling about. You’re our organics expert, after all.”

			“Well,” Marlo started, “theoretically they still could be. A sort of hybrid, like humans, seems most likely.”

			“Humans, hybrid?” Larsson asked. “What are you talking about?”

			“Must I explain everything to you like you’re five? We may be individuals with our own thought processes, but we’re all interconnected via the Chain. Before that, there was the Internet, which had nowhere near the bi-directional bandwidth nor the latency optimization of the Chain’s mesh network. Most input devices involved people slowly pressing buttons with their fingers and thumbs to generate text. Slow, oh so slow. Compare that to our augments, which allow us to share our conscious experience directly with others on the network.”

			“They tried getting augments working with the Internet,” Constance said. “Apart from being a security nightmare, many early users experienced a sudden onset of madness. Something about the compression applied to the neural feeds, which they thought was a brilliant solution to compensate for latency. Turns out, it drove people insane, or killed them outright, like an epileptic attack.”

			Marlo hesitated, until Ada pulled him along. “I didn’t know that.”

			“It’s not publicized,” Constance said. “The Unity came across well-hidden documents written by the Forgers of the Chain that detailed some of their design decisions. They were understandably concerned that people would be hesitant to connect their neural implants to a new, unproven system if they knew about the fatalities.”

			Marlo grinned, nodding. “That explains why the Chain’s protocols had to be rewritten from the ground up—of course parasitizing some of those used on the Internet is always the way with technological evolution. Wouldn’t be an exponential trend otherwise. That exponential is why I believe these aliens are most likely hybrids, like us.”

			“I still don’t know what you mean by hybrids,” Davix said. He advanced to the next corner and checked the intersecting path with his rifle before allowing the group to proceed.

			“Apologies, sergeant. I should have known you would have difficulty understanding, being the least technologically inclined of us.” Ada ground her teeth. Must this man be so infuriating? “You see, many people believe human evolution has ceased, as though evolution were something that could ever be halted. They point to our society’s so-called safety nets, and how survival of the fittest no longer seems an appropriate model. But Earth’s cities aren’t the African savannah. Nature may once have been red in tooth and claw, but we’ve changed the game. Lions, tigers, and bears. They’re all extinct now. Evolution continues apace. Only, in a different way, more fitting to the environment humans have constructed in our conquest of the planet.”

			“Seems the planet’s conquering us back,” Ada muttered. It seemed she was getting a glimpse of Earth’s future. A cold, dead planet. No life to be found.

			“Indeed, we’ve changed our environment so quickly that we had no time to adapt, technologically or otherwise. Our species is on the decline, it’s plain to see. But we’re a clever sort. Our only hope is to utilize the tool that got us into this mess in the first place: technology. We’ve used it to turn every environment into a favorable niche for humans. But as our power grew, our wisdom lagged behind. We hold the power of gods in our childish hands.”

			Larsson nodded.

			“Undoubtedly, these aliens faced the same challenge. Capacity for wisdom does not grow exponentially, as a glance at any period in human history could tell you. Only technology does. So, as our environment changes faster and faster, becoming one with our technology is the only way we can adapt quickly enough to keep up. We’ve already begun heading down that path; there’s no reason to balk at it now. A few more steps along that road may be enough to change our fate from extinction to galactic thriving.”

			“I happen to agree with you, Doctor Briggs,” Constance said. “But good luck convincing the Chain of that.”

			“Yes.” Marlo frowned. “Perhaps it’s time to invent a means of communication, to connect us even more integrally.”

			“I don’t see how that will help,” Ada said. “Maybe we should face the fact that the problem isn’t our technology. It’s us.” 

			

			“Us…we, you, you, you, and me, together with everyone back home…we all share one goal: to adapt and survive. It’s inescapable. All of human civilization is connected, a single superorganism wielding inordinate power over the Earth. The Internet was replaced when it drove that organism to the brink of destruction with the Energy War. It appears the Chain was not a sufficient adaptation to rescue the organism from extinction. We must cast it off, save ourselves. But the next adaptation is unclear.” He grinned. “There’s hope, however. If Constance is right, we’re not the only superorganism in the solar system, not anymore. The student is about to make contact with the master.”

			“Congratulations, Marlo. You have changed my mind. I believed Constance was right.” He ignored Ada’s scoff. He believed Constance? “Now, I am convinced the master is dead,” Larsson continued morosely, “because it toyed with forces beyond its understanding. Proceeding beyond its—”

			“Quiet,” Davix commanded. “Stay back.” He stood at the corner of a squat black building, pointing his rifle beyond and holding his other hand up toward the crew. “Ada, you’re not going to want to see this.”

			“Dead bot?” Ada asked. Davix hesitated, then nodded. Fear wormed its way up her spine. She clenched her fists. “You don’t have to treat me like a baby.” She stomped forward, bracing herself. Knowing it was coming helped her control her fits. But Ada wasn’t expecting what lay ahead.

			Not one bot, but several dozen littered the far end of a huge clearing. Ice stretched unbroken in an area spanning approximately three hundred square meters. The buildings around the perimeter were smaller than most they had seen, as though designed to keep the sky above clear of obstruction. Was this a landing zone? If there were any ships here, they were caked under meters of ice. Only bots occupied the frozen ground. They were all on one side of the space, near a wall with several dark tunnels leading through it. The deactivated bots, one and all, faced toward those tunnels.

			“Were they crawling that way to recharge?” Ada asked.

			“Possibly,” Constance said. Her Eyes skittered across the ground toward the bots, giving Constance a closer look. To Ada, the Eyes looked like an animal mourning its fallen brothers and sisters. So similar…

			Ada was starting to understand Marlo’s point about convergent evolution—technology was designed to solve problems presented by the laws of physics, and those physics were the same for the aliens as for humans—but it was still strange that these aliens created such similar constructs as humans. If they weren’t all dead, they might have been able to find common ground. But they were certainly all dead. If their most generous estimate was correct, this planet had gone for centuries without a nearby star. Humanity was dying out from a mere reduction in sunlight reaching the Earth. There was no way any civilization survived the interstellar journey. If only she could square that with her certainty that Constance was communicating with the aliens and lying to them all about it.

			“Notice anything weird about this?” Marlo asked. When no one responded, he added, “No debris. It’s like they were all shut off for some reason.”

			“He’s right,” Constance said. Her Eyes crawled from one dead bot to the next. “There’s no damage to these units.”

			The courage quickly drained from Ada. She knew she was being irrational when she asked, “Can we leave?” She quickly justified it, adding, “We’re almost there, and Davix has less than ten percent O2.”

			Davix nodded. “Plenty of time to investigate, if we survive.”

			They traversed the final stretch to the huge dome-shaped power station, making good time. They had little time to find their way inside the partially submerged structure, and the building was massive.

			Ada recalled the population visualizer she’d loaded in the Chain to conceptualize the people who voted for her. Comparing this structure to the stadium she created, it easily could have fit half a million people within. Circumnavigating the building would take hours, so Constance’s Eyes detached into individual drones and began scrabbling all over its surface. It was covered in maintenance handholds, the same as the rest of the building’s they’d passed, but something struck Ada as odd.

			Between handholds, inset hexagons covered the entire surface. Hexes…the same as she had seen in the crater. She was sure she hadn’t imagined it, now. Hexagons weren’t the most stable geometric shape, and clearly, stability was important if they were building domes. Did hexagons hold special significance to the creatures of this planet? Her mind wandered, trying to dream up possibilities. Maybe they had six fingered hands. Or two three fingered hands? Did they have six planets in their solar system?

			“Found an entrance,” Constance said.

			“Where?” Davix asked.

			“We need to hurry.” Constance led them at a jog around the dome. They came to a spot no different from any other, and she started climbing as soon as two Eyes returned to her and nestled on her shoulders.

			

			Ada looked up. About twenty meters overhead, another of the Eyes blinked a red light, and the rest were converging on its location. Above it was a door identical to the one Davix pried open. It faced toward the starry sky at a forty-five degree angle. Ada checked her overlays.

			They showed three percent in Davix’s tank, and her own had nearly drained to match his.

			Her eyes widened. Three percent…that was it? How long had she been daydreaming? “Davix, hurry!”

			She began climbing behind the sergeant, her mind racing, worrying about this final burst of exertion. It wouldn’t take long to reach the hatch, but then they needed to restore power. How were they going to do that? A facility this large would take days to search. And even if they found the right spot, they didn’t know how to interface with alien technology. It wasn’t like there would be a big breaker labeled “Main Power” for them to flip. Assuming they somehow did figure that out, the environmental controls were an entirely separate problem. Ada’s confidence dwindled with every new handhold she reached.

			When she finally ascended to the door, Constance was already working on getting it open. “This is glass,” she said, rubbing her hand over a glossy black hexagon in the door. “I can see through it in infrared.”

			“Looks the same as the door I opened,” Davix said, breathing heavily. “Don’t suppose it’s too much to hope there’s air inside?”

			“It’s blocking high energy wavelengths, ultraviolet down through the visible spectrum.” Constance moved her hand to the side of the door. She slid her hand across the smooth matte surface, as though caressing a lover’s cheek. Then, her hand stopped. One of her Eyes crawled up the length of her arm and jammed its claw into a seam that Ada hadn’t seen. A circular hatch popped open, and without hesitation Constance yanked a lever that was behind it. Ada flinched.

			The door rolled open silently. No puff of gas followed. No atmosphere.

			Davix groaned.

			“What’s happening?” Marlo asked.

			“I have air for you, Davix,” Larsson offered.

			The sergeant waved it off. “I’ll manage.”

			Ada went up on her tiptoes, boots jammed into two handholds, peering inside the door. She was holding her breath. A chamber big enough to hold the crew and all Constance’s Eyes lay beyond the door. Constance quickly clambered in, and the rest followed. Once everyone was within, Constance pulled another manual lever, identical to the one outside. The door closed, only their headlights keeping them from total darkness.

			Constance gasped.

			“What?” Davix asked weakly.

			“Turn your lights off,” she whispered.

			“Why would we—”

			“Do it.”

			Ada chinned her headlamp controls just as the others did. When the last light went off, they were in total darkness. Ada’s heart raced. Two percent was left in her tank, then it ticked down to one percent. Davix’s already showed zero. He wasn’t going to make it.

			And then she realized something…

			She could see.

			In front of Constance, a hexagon of light appeared in the dark wall. No. It wasn’t a wall. It was another door. They were in an airlock. And there was a window in the door, its protection against external light fading to invisibility. Ada pushed forward to see through the window. She couldn’t make out much, but that didn’t matter. Tears formed in her eyes. She couldn’t believe it. There was light inside the building.

			They had power.

			They were going to survive.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Thirteen

			Grave Stench

			Lights.

			Power.

			Atmosphere. If the Dauntless crew had any hope of surviving, they needed breathable atmosphere. If they had any hope of making contact with survivors, they’d find them where there was atmosphere. Ada eyed her overlays’ indicator. Her oxygen tank verged on empty. The air was getting thin.

			There had to be atmosphere inside.

			She groped around the dark wall. This was an airlock; there must be some way to control the pressure from inside. Constance’s Eyes could easily search for the controls with their infrared sensors, but there was no time. She was already out of breath. Davix’s breaths were long heaves, desperately sucking in whatever oxygen remained. Panic was creeping in at the edge of her awareness when her fingers passed over a groove deep enough to be felt through her gloves. 

			It was a control panel. She popped the cover and fumbled at the controls behind it. She had wondered how Constance figured it out so quickly outside. Now she knew. There were only two levers inside. One wouldn’t budge, so she assumed that would open the door once pressure equalized. She grabbed the other—it was so large, her hand couldn’t wrap around the handle, thicker than any airlock control on Earth, Mars, or Luna. Perhaps because this was an access hatch for bots not as dexterous as humans?

			Her thoughts wandered, growing unwieldy as oxygen deprivation set in. She blinked, refocusing and recalling the memories of the dead Mars colonist she found in the Chain. Ada yanked down on the handle. It resisted her tug for a moment, then clanked into position.

			Ever so slowly, the pressure readings on her overlays climbed upward. The tension drained from Ada as she watched the number rise.

			“Still with us, Sergeant?” Constance asked.

			His long exhale sounded like a sigh, but he gave a thumbs up. “Super.”

			The man’s barely coherent response was proof he needed help, though he would never admit it. The rest of the crew might survive stasis, but Davix had no other option but to stay awake. It was a miracle he’d stayed conscious this long. They needed to replace his air tank as soon as possible, but there was no room to maneuver in the airlock, and it was far too dark.

			Noise returned, along with the presence of air. Constance’s Eyes clanked as they skittered around the tight compartment. Footsteps thumped as some crew member shifted around them. Air hissed into the chamber. Under it all, there was faint humming—a vibration that tingled at Ada’s feet.

			“I don’t believe it,” Marlo intoned. “All those centuries in space, and this equipment still works?”

			“We can learn so much from these aliens,” Larsson said.

			The hissing died down and a faint red light appeared by the controls on the wall near Ada. The inner door lock was disengaged. Ada’s sensors read 65 kPa, lower than Earth’s atmospheric pressure, but well within breathable limits.

			“Our oxygen will not last forever,” Larsson remarked. “Can we hurry?”

			“What’s through the window, Constance?” Davix asked. “Should we be expecting a welcome?”

			Ada clicked her tongue in annoyance. “What, are you going to try to fight anyone? In your state?”

			His reply was no more than an unintelligible whisper over comms. The sergeant was fading fast.

			Constance’s glowing eyes turned toward Ada. “Open the door.”

			Ada threw the lever. The circular door rolled to the side without a sound. A warm glow bathed the airlock, illuminating the crewmates standing beside her and the insectoid Eyes by their ankles. A chill swept through her.

			“I’ll take the lead,” Davix said, failing to heft his rifle and step forward. Constance gave him no chance. She stepped through the hatch without hesitation. An aggravated grunt came through the radio.

			Following Constance, Ada found herself on a metal catwalk. Greasy black, it reflected the light of the Eyes’ but wasn’t slippery. The pathway was scarcely wide enough for two crew members to walk side-by-side. When Larsson edged past her, the top of the guard rail dug into Ada’s thigh. She grabbed it to steady herself.

			All sense of safety from holding onto a railing diminished when Ada noticed it wasn’t attached to the catwalk. She was grasping a single, incomprehensibly long metal bar that extended from one side of this massive dome to the other. Any Earth-made material would have buckled under the stress of its own weight. Yet, it supported Ada’s weight in addition to its own. Her eyes adjusted in the dim space, resolving the myriad other catwalks and railings crisscrossing the dome’s diameter.

			Ada gulped, her knees trembling as she crouched for stability. How had the aliens constructed all this? The Dauntless crew assumed the alien technology could be used for their own survival, but this structure violated all of Ada’s intuitions. If this dome and its walkways were unconstrained by the laws of gravity, what other advanced technology might they encounter? More importantly, how could they use it to their advantage?

			The crew didn’t have long to figure it out before oxygen deprivation would set in. They needed to get the lay of their surroundings, determine where they could access the power source keeping this place alive.

			Peering over the edge, Ada calculated they were at least thirty meters above ground—surprising, since they only climbed about twenty-five meters to reach the entrance. It was like looking down on a hedge maze, except instead of green bushes, the labyrinth was constructed of countless identical machines, each emitting a dull yellow glow. Those were the only source of light in the building, and they filled the entire ground floor below them.

			Larsson put down the spare oxygen tank, breathed out and loosened his shoulders. One of Constance’s Eyes crawled past it and nudged it slightly. Ada’s stomach lurched as it began wobbling, but it settled before she could react.

			“Careful with that,” she told Larsson. “If that tank rolls off the edge, we’re screwed.”

			Larsson grunted and took it back in hand. “Just needed to put it down for a moment.”

			“I can’t see shit in here,” Davix grumbled, before slumping against the catwalk.

			

			“Davix!” Ada shouted, catching him before he could fall. “His oxygen levels are low. We need to get the spare tank hooked up to him!”

			Larsson moved to help Ada, but he shook his head. “The sergeant is right. I can’t see. I am turning my headlamps on.”

			“No!” Constance whirled on Larsson. “The airlock window only became transparent in the darkness. This equipment must be light sensitive. We have no idea what effect our headlamps would have.”

			“I cannot do this blind.”

			“There are other ways to see,” Constance said. Her Eyes clicked and clanked as they disengaged from one another and transitioned back into their normal flight mode. They buzzed into the air in a swarm around Constance. “Give me the tank.”

			Four of the Eyes held the unconscious sergeant up while Constance worked. She didn’t seem to look at what she was doing, but her Eyes hovered above where she worked, providing infrared vision to the captain. Her hands moved deftly to detach Davix’s empty tank and attach the spare. When she stepped back and the Eyes placed Davix down, Ada saw Davix’s oxygen indicators rising on her overlays. 

			Her own were still dangerously low. She breathed heavily, and each subsequent breath did less to abate her growing sense of suffocation. Ada sat down with a thump, holding on to the railing to keep herself upright. Davix would recover soon, but the rest of the Dauntless crew wouldn’t last much longer.

			“Don’t turn on your lights,” Constance said, already moving on to the next problem. “I’ll search the area.” The swarm scattered. Two remained to hover around Constance’s shoulders.

			

			Marlo stomped his foot. “We can’t turn on our lights and our oxygen is running low. What good are these helmets? We can breathe their air, right?”

			Without waiting, Marlo removed his helmet and set it on the catwalk. He took a deep breath, then let it out. One more…and he made a face. Marlo’s eyes went wide. His hands went to his neck, fingers clawing at his throat. Coughing and gagging he fell to his knees. He yelped and threw his head forward, long hair falling to obscure his face. Hunched forward, his back heaved, then convulsed.

			Larsson rushed to grab Marlo’s helmet. He snatched a fistful of hair and yanked Marlo upright to put it on his head and revealed Marlo’s face.

			Doctor Briggs was laughing.

			“I knew you cared about me, Anders.” His voice was muffled through the thick plastic of Ada’s helmet visor.

			Larsson’s frustration boiled over, and he shoved the helmet at Briggs, knocking him onto his ass. That only made Marlo laugh harder. He stormed to Constance. “One day you will tell me why you recruited a child for this mission.” But Constance was absorbed by her Eyes’ search.

			“Oh, lighten up, Larsson,” Marlo said, still chuckling. “It was a joke.” He asked for someone to help him up, rubbing his knee. “This damned knee. Are you sure there aren’t any painkillers left?”

			No one helped him, and he stood on his own, wincing. 

			“Serves you right,” Ada croaked, her strength failing. The catwalk seemed to lurch as if they were experiencing another quake, and the darkness around her grew deeper. “Is…the air…safe?” 

			

			Larsson stood with his arms crossed, hesitating. “It should be safe if this creature could handle it. Chemical analysis will confirm its non-toxicity later, but…” He turned to Ada, his voice filled with concern. “Can you hold on a bit longer?”

			Ada shook her head. Her grasp slipped from the railing, and she was dimly aware of her helmet hitting the floor. Somehow, her fingers found her helmet’s seal.

			“Just warning you,” Marlo said. “That coughing and gagging wasn’t entirely for laughs. Something in this place stinks.”

			Ada popped the seal, and air rushed in. She gasped for breath, then nearly gagged on the stench that coated her throat. Musky and sickly sweet, it reminded her of nothing so much as a damp grave.

			“Foul,” Larsson muttered. He had taken his helmet off too, and he was at her side. “Are you okay?” It was good to hear a voice without the distortion of radio again.

			“I think so,” Ada said, then coughed. “How’s Davix?”

			“He’s breathing,” Marlo said, then removed the sergeant’s helmet for him. Davix groaned as he started to come to.

			“Davix, can you hear me?” Larsson asked, concern etched on his face.

			The sergeant sat up groggily, and his face contorted in disgust. “Why does it smell like Marlo’s feet?”

			Marlo chuckled and clapped Davix on the back. “Welcome back to the land of the living, my friend. It only smells like death.”

			Constance stirred. “I found what appears to be a central control area and a way down.”

			Ada accepted their captain’s incoming connection request. Suddenly, she was looking down on the golden labyrinth with a bird’s eye view, infrared blending into the display to resolve the details. She took it all in, every turn and dead end searing itself into her memory. Constance highlighted a spot near the center of the maze, where a ring of deeper darkness housed some distinguishable machinery. Ada also noticed a few other dark spots around the edge of the dome, some on the walls, others on the floor, though Constance didn’t draw attention to those.

			“Come on,” she said, ending the connection. “This is the way down.” Fifty meters on, another catwalk ran perpendicular below their current position. “We can jump down to this one, then there’s a pole that goes down to ground level. We can slide down—”

			“Slide down?” Davix asked. “How are we going to get back up?”

			“We have rope,” Marlo offered. “You’re a climber, aren’t you, Larsson? I assume you know how to tie a knot?”

			Larsson rolled his eyes. “In that case, I will go retrieve the oxygen refiner. There is equipment for belaying in the crew capsule.”

			Davix put a hand on the man’s chest. “I’ll go. You four stick together and you might stand a chance. I can handle myself.” He slung his rifle against his shoulder, as if to make a point, then detached his sidearm and holster both from his suit and handed it to Constance.

			Ada watched as Davix prepared to leave, a knot forming in her stomach as she thought about the endless twists and turns they had made through the city. Without her memory, they never would have made it this far. The plan was always for him to leave on his own, following the footsteps they made in the ice on their journey inward. She tried to keep her voice steady as she said, “Just…be careful, and try to leave markers on your way back.”

			

			“I’ve got plenty of oxygen. I’ll take my time.” He smiled. “Nothing to worry about. You stay sharp. I’ll be back.” He sealed his helmet tight, then trudged off and left through the same airlock they’d used to enter.

			Larsson jumped down to the next catwalk, his eyes trained on Marlo as he clung to the railing. He spotted Ada as she clung white-knuckled to the railing and lowered herself over the side. It was less than a meter drop, but she still struggled to make her hands let go. When she finally did, Larsson caught her, and she failed to stifle a giggle. Larsson helped Constance down as well but made no move to help Marlo, despite his obvious struggle with his bad knee.

			“You know,” Marlo huffed, “only helping the women isn’t chivalrous. It’s just rude.” He dusted himself off, but Larsson refused to meet his gaze.

			“Apologies Doctor Briggs, it was just a joke,” Larsson said, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

			“Your sense of humor is clearly in need of some tuning, my friend,” Marlo retorted, but Constance cut them off with a groan.

			“Enough.”

			The captain led them to the pole they’d slide down to ground level. Seeing it, Ada realized she’d been wrong. These catwalks needed some support at least. It gave her a sense of reassurance that the material wasn’t infinitely strong—these aliens still adhered to the laws of physics.

			One by one, they all slid down the pole. When Ada’s turn came, her body froze and she couldn’t convince herself she wasn’t about to plunge to her doom clinging to a frictionless, greasy rod. Despite Larsson and Constance already having survived it. Despite reassuring herself it didn’t behave as it looked several times now.

			

			“Come now, Ada, it’ll be all right,” Marlo encouraged her. “These heights terrify me, I must confess. There’s a reason I’m going last. My hands haven’t stopped trembling since we set foot in this place.” He cleared his throat. “Now, don’t go telling Larsson that.”

			Ada looked back and smiled at him. “I won’t.” She squeezed the pole hard, put her boots in place, then slid down.

			Marlo’s boots touched down behind her moments after she cleared the area.

			“Now, Ada, take us to the central controls,” Constance said. “You remember the layout, don’t you?”

			Ada remembered. She led on.

			*   *   *

			Splayed out in the central control area, Ada stretched her sore muscles and tried to shake off the grogginess of sleep. She didn’t realize how tired she had been until she awoke to Constance tapping on the control terminal and cursing under her breath. Sitting up, a flare of pain in her neck nearly knocked her back down. Her painkillers had worn off, and none remained after being crushed during their flight from falling ice.

			“How long was I out?” she asked.

			“Six hours,” Larsson said, not looking up from his examination of the ubiquitous black material with his geologist’s tools.

			“Six? You were supposed to wake me in four. It’s my turn to take watch,” Ada said, her voice tinged with frustration.

			Did he think she would be a hindrance? After freezing up in the city, Ada wasn’t sure the man’s opinion of her still held. She didn’t want to dwell on it and quickly looked away, not wanting him to see her disappointment.

			Larsson shrugged. “Marlo wanted to, if only to recruit you to translate the alien language on that terminal. I told him to leave you alone.” 

			Marlo was snoring on the floor a few meters from Ada.

			Larsson paused what he was doing, rubbed at his bleary eyes, and dug into a bundle lying beside him. “He needed the rest. You both did. Here.” He tossed her an energy bar. “Have some breakfast.” Wordlessly, he went back to his experiment.

			She scarfed down the tasteless bar and would have eaten another. It was the first thing she’d had since crash landing. Her stomach was an empty pit that made her want to lay back down to conserve calories, but she was sure there was work to be done. She had to help…somehow. 

			Marlo’s soft snores filled the room as he rolled onto his side, mumbling unintelligible words in his sleep. Ada couldn’t help but smile at the sound, as if it were an alien language of its own. She stood and stretched, then walked over to stand next to Constance. The terminal she poked at resembled the one Ada had seen at the bottom of the shaft in the broken building.

			The Unity founder navigated the terminal, though Ada couldn’t follow anything that was happening. An ancient language flashed on the screen, all jagged lines and flowing curves intricately woven together in a seemingly random pattern. The symbols glowed in a dim, hazy yellow, and though there was some repetition to the symbols, they were impossible to decipher without context. Ada found herself drawn by the patterns, attempting to discern and memorize them.

			

			It was a lost cause, she knew. Unless they found some Rosetta Stone, they symbols would remain just that: symbols. Meaningless to her.

			“How do you know what you’re doing?” Ada asked.

			“I’ve got Eyes monitoring all the wires external to the terminal. All I have to do is enter a command.” Constance demonstrated—at the bottom of the terminal there were six groups of buttons, each button with a different symbol glowing in its center. Seventy-two in total. “This one submits the command, and my Eyes log the change in voltage. The interface is surprisingly simple. There’s a default state that you can return to with two keystrokes.” Constance double-pressed a single button. “After each experiment, I return to this and start over, trying something else. I’m treating it like a black box, building up a model of how it works.”

			“How can you be sure you’re not going to…I don’t know, shut down the whole system? Permanently.”

			Constance’s face fell. “I did accidentally blow one of the cells in the array earlier.” Constance gestured at a mechanical device identical to all the others in the maze…except this one no longer emitted a golden glow. The inside of the glass housing looked…charred. “Sleeplessness is carelessness. Of course, now my Eyes are interrupting the signals and monitoring voltages to prevent further explosions.”

			“Explosion?” Ada raised an eyebrow. Was this place going to explode on them? “How didn’t I wake up from that?”

			“You sleep like the dead,” Larsson chimed in, and Constance shrugged.

			“Have you been working this entire time?” Ada asked her.

			“I slept for two hours. That’s all I needed.” Constance tapped away at the interface, entering symbols as if it were an ordinary human device. “I’ve made progress here. I don’t need to know exactly how everything works, only which inputs produce desired—or in some cases, undesired—outputs.”

			“Undesired outputs…other than explosions?”

			“I accidentally disabled that one,” Constance said, pointing. “But I’d consider that an improvement over the first mistake. Ejecting all of the cells pales in comparison to how bad things could have gone.”

			“I’m not following,” Ada admitted.

			Constance tapped her lip in thought. “I wasn’t sure why the first cell overloaded, but I knew what command caused it. Imagine if I had addressed the command to every cell in the array, like so.” Constance entered a sequence of commands as Ada watched. “I now know this command tells each cell to adjust its target voltage to the sum of its current voltage and the voltages of all other addressed cells. Then it ramps up to that value.” The symbols flickered with Constance’s rapid keystrokes, each one punctuated by the submit key, but she stopped short of entering the last. “The list of addressed cells are intended to have an unchanging voltage, but if I instead set those parameters to other targets executing the same command, it would trigger a positive feedback loop that could overload the entire array. In just a few minutes, the fusion cells would vaporize half the planet.”

			Ada’s brows furrowed. She struggled to keep up with the engineer’s line of reasoning. “Vaporize… Wait, fusion cells?”

			“Yes. Thousands upon thousands of compact, modular fusion reactors.”

			Ada gaped. “You can’t be…”

			“It’s the only explanation that makes sense. No other power source would remain stable for so long without continuous maintenance. There’s incredible redundancy in the system. If one cell fails, the energy output from its neighbors can restart the fusion reaction.”

			Ada’s heart raced. The aliens had figured out nuclear fusion? Not only that, but they had compacted it. The devices surrounding Ada were no bigger than old gasoline generators on Earth.

			She swallowed and regained her composure, wondering at the possibilities. This place was the key to saving Earth. Limitless energy meant no more crisis, no more austerity keeping humanity locked up in their darkened homes waiting for extinction. They needed to know how this technology worked.

			“What are they fusing?” Ada asked. “A star’s fusion reaction only lasts so long because there’s an incredible amount of mass to fuse. If these are so small, shouldn’t the reaction burn out almost instantly?”

			“I couldn’t even begin to guess.” Constance continued entering commands.

			“Clearly these beings were far more advanced than us,” Larsson said, sitting back on his haunches. He’d been shining different lights on a small portion of exposed black material, then taking readings with his spectroscope. “Despite protecting the array, ultraviolet has no effect. Infrared, of course not. My spectroscope does not make a dent. Nothing seems to. The material is impervious to change. But then how did they create it, shape it? It makes no sense.”

			“Too bad they got launched from their star system,” Ada said. “If they weren’t all dead, we could learn a lot from them.”

			Constance turned from the terminal, her glowing blue eyes penetrating into Ada. “They aren’t dead.”

			Ada raised an eyebrow. At this point, Ada wouldn’t believe Constance even if she told the truth. She had heard too many lies and still had no explanation for those logs she found on the Dauntless.

			“Have you seen any evidence of life?” Ada asked, spreading her arms and gesturing at the vast space around them. “Let’s just eject some more fusion cells, take them back on the Celestial. Mission accomplished. That’s what we came here for, right?”

			“They’ll give us their energy freely,” Constance said. “We needn’t take it from them.” Ada began to argue, but Constance raised her voice, talking over her. “Working with them will lead to a better result. Think about what other advances we could make with their aid.”

			This was beyond optimism. It was purely magical thinking. “I’m going to do some recon. Constance, can I take one of your Eyes?”

			Constance hesitated, then agreed.

			Ada accepted the control transfer, and a prompt surfaced on her overlays that read, ‘Initiate identity protection firewall?’ The message disappeared without Ada needing to dismiss it. Just another thing Constance had probably overlooked, having never had anyone take over one of her Eyes before. 

			The Eye’s vision appeared as a floating viewport in the corner of her overlays, which she could resize and move with her gaze. Controlling the drone was a matter of gesturing with her fingers. She assumed Constance’s experience with her Eyes was nothing like this. As she navigated the twists and turns of the array, she kept the Eye pointed behind her to prevent any surprises. There was nothing alive on this planet…but it never hurt to be sure. 

			She came to a dead end exactly where she knew it would be—one of the dark spots at the edge of the dome. It seemed to eat the light of the fusion cells. Ada could see nothing on her own. Only the Eye provided visibility, a noisy grayscale box on her overlays. She maximized the size of the viewport, filling her vision, then piloted the drone slowly forward.

			Ada tilted it down. A few paces more and she would have fallen into a hole—she took a step back without thought. Though she could see the cutout in the black material with the Eye, it was too dark to see anything below the edge. Carefully, she navigated the drone into the hole, keeping the camera pointed downward.

			The Eye descended through a short, vertical tunnel, during which Ada wondered whether she should recall the drone. If she destroyed it, Constance would have her by the neck. No doubt Constance was monitoring it right now, questioning her decision to trust Ada with such vital equipment. But the automatic collision avoidance was rock-solid; the drone emerged at the other end of the tunnel without incident. Ada leveled out the camera upward, then inhaled sharply.

			Below their feet, there were even more fusion cells. Tightly packed layers of them, each one hanging from the ceiling or the layer above it by thin poles. The arrangement was so dense that it would be impossible for even a single drone to squeeze through them, let alone a human. It was an endless sea of reactors, save for the distance the builders had kept between the outermost layer and the walls of the dome.

			No, that wasn’t right. It was no dome. It was a sphere. And it seemed to be isolated in some way from both arrays it housed. Thinking about it, there hadn’t been a single quake since they made it into this building. Somehow, the outer shell must have been preventing the quakes from affecting the fusion array.

			Ada shivered as she took in the camera’s feed—even in grainy black-and-white, it was one of the most impressive sights she could recall. Each of these cells was a nuclear reaction, a star contained in a bottle. Their sheer quantity beggared the mind. How much energy did they produce? One-hundred twenty-eight yottajoules? More.

			“Limitless energy,” Ada whispered in awe, but her sense of wonder was swiftly overtaken by a feeling of hopelessness.

			Incomprehensible technology. Unlimited potential. Humanity could only dream of such a future.

			But these aliens still had perished. Their civilization was gone, leaving only remnants. Fusion arrays, superstructures, broken bots, bones, and dust. 

			Ada couldn’t help but question the purpose of the Dauntless crew’s mission. Her crewmates were foolish optimists, believing five people could alter the fate of humankind. Even with hyper advanced tools at their disposal, an entire race of aliens couldn’t change the fate of their own.

			She trudged back to her crew, replaying the Eye’s images of the subterranean reactor in her mind. When she arrived, Marlo was eating breakfast, grumbling about the lack of painkillers, coffee, or any other drugs that might make this place more tolerable. She understood his frustration, but the thought of making it off this planet alive seemed like a distant dream.

			Marlo noticed Ada’s somber demeanor and asked, “What’s eating you?” around a mouthful of energy bar.

			“Nothing,” Ada replied, and she walked over to the fusion cell Constance had disabled. She placed her gloved hand on the glass, grabbed the device, and pulled it free of the array with a soft click. Inside the glass, where a glow should have been, there was only darkness. The spark had been extinguished.

			

			The overlay showing the Eye’s camera feed vanished, and the drone returned to Constance. “Good work,” she told Ada. “I noticed those locations at the edge of the sphere too but didn’t think much of them.”

			“Sphere?” Larsson asked. Ada frowned at him; he looked barely capable of keeping his eyes open. The man should have been asleep hours ago.

			“Yes. Ada discovered another level below us, with even more fusion cells.”

			Marlo spat out a mouthful of his breakfast. “Fusion cells?”

			“We’ve already gone over this,” Ada muttered. “It doesn’t matter anyway.”

			“How could it not matter?” Marlo asked. “Fusion power! That’s our key to solving Earth’s problems, the energy crisis. We have to bring—”

			A thump sounded in the darkness. Everyone froze.

			There couldn’t be anything alive in here. Ada’s heart raced.

			Another thump.

			The crew turned. Ada put the fusion cell on the ground; she wanted both hands free and ready. Constance’s Eyes spread out to form a perimeter. Their weapons coming online—cutting blades that reminded Ada too strongly of a medibot’s tools—but most were hooked into the terminal. They couldn’t cover every angle.

			Thump. Thump. Thump.

			They grew louder. Louder. Louder still.

			But Ada heard little over the pounding of her heart. For someone who believed death was inevitable, that there was no way off this planet…her body let her know how much she truly wanted to live.

			Constance’s Eyes darted sideways.

			“Bang!” Davix jumped out from behind a reactor.

			

			Ada screamed.

			“Just testing to see how you’d react to a threat,” the sergeant said, laughing as he took off his helmet. But when he saw his holster and sidearm unattended on the ground, his smile faded. With a sigh, he clamped the holster back onto his suit. “You’re all dead, by the way.”

			Constance returned her attention to the terminal.

			Ada’s cheeks warmed. She wanted to slip back into the labyrinth before anyone could call her out for being a scared little girl.

			However, the men were focused on Davix. He had arrived with only his rifle, not the equipment he had ventured out for.

			Marlo was laughing along with the sergeant. “Nicely done.”

			Larsson, on the other hand, expressed his concern. “Have you brought the oxygen refiner?”

			Without it, the crew would be stranded in the array, unable to refill their tanks. The massive complex suddenly felt suffocating.

			Davix squatted, rubbed his legs. “Can’t a guy take a break? I need food, some sleep. Hell, what I really need is a drink. Lugging that thing across the ice wasn’t easy.”

			“Where is it?” Larsson asked.

			“Lowered it on a rope, back that way.” Davix pointed.

			Larsson turned to Constance. “Have you figured out a way to connect our equipment to their array?”

			“It should be trivial. I’ll just need to designate an Eye to serve as a voltage regulator. As soon as the refiner is in place, we can begin.”

			“Dr. Briggs, help me retrieve it, will you?”

			“Me? I’m flattered, Anders. Are you sure my delicate knees can handle it?”

			

			“Come on,” Larsson said, and strode off in the direction Davix had pointed. Marlo followed him.

			When their footsteps faded, Davix sat beside Ada and breathed a sigh. “Those two working together? If that’s possible, anything is.”

			Ada only grunted and looked away.

			“Brought you something,” Davix said.

			A stuffed dodo landed in Ada’s lap. Her breath caught. She squeezed it and her lips drew into a tight line.

			“Found it scattered in some debris from the crash. Figured you might want to keep it close. Something to remind you of home.”

			Her throat was too tight for a thank you. Davix was right. It was a reminder of home. A reminder of why she was here—to give her son as bright a future as she could manage, to make the most of this journey no matter how difficult it was. And weren’t these fusion cells a glimmer of hope? If this technology made it back to Earth, it could change everything.

			Ada squeezed her stuffed animal, wishing it was her son. In the chaos of the landing, she hadn’t even thought to look for it. Only the essentials had mattered. This was a trifle…but one that felt good to hold.

			The sergeant left to have his meal, and Constance continued to work. Ada reflected on memories of Ezran and Francis Erlein filling her head, elicited by the stuffed dodo. She couldn’t help but smile at their lopsided, almost childlike relationship. Francis pining after him. Ezran remaining oblivious. Francis sending Guillermo to deliver a hand-crafted gift. Ezran stubbornly refusing to read into it. Ms. Erlein was infatuated with her uncle. Ezran was so charming and kind that she never stood a chance.

			

			Relationships like that, the lighthearted moments they shared were worth fighting for, weren’t they? There might not be much good in the world, but there was some. No one could know how the good and the bad balanced out, but the universe would be worse off without human kindness. Ada believed that, didn’t she?

			Marlo and Larsson returned carrying the oxygen refiner between them. They were sharing a laugh over a private joke. They may have butted heads, but neither one forgot what they were here for. They were on the same team, even if they didn’t always remember it.

			Together, they placed the equipment down near the terminal Constance was still working at. Larsson retrieved the empty oxygen tank and slotted it into the machine. After a few moments of watching them work, Ada stuffed the dodo into her suit’s chestpack and offered to help.

			Setting up the refiner was as straightforward as Constance had claimed. A few spliced cables and the device was ready to be activated. All it needed was power. An Eye clamped down on the cable between the human machine and the alien terminal, and Constance entered some commands.

			The group gathered around Constance, watching her work. When she had nearly finished, she turned and faced the group. Ada’s shoulders tensed. She hardly remembered to breathe. She desperately hoped this worked—if the refiner couldn’t be powered, their mission was doomed.

			For a moment, nothing happened. Constance stood stock still, her head moving slightly while Ada wondered if she was running through a final checklist.

			Davix grunted, gesturing with his water bottle. “So…what? We’re supposed to trust that you know how to use an alien computer?”

			

			“No,” Constance said, turning to face them. “Trust isn’t necessary. Only results.”

			With that, she submitted the final command.

			The ever-present humming that had quickly faded into the background grew louder and higher in pitch, then higher still. Before long, it drilled at Ada’s ears, as though digging into her brain. She clasped her hands over the sides of her head with no effect. Marlo’s lips moved, but the words died in the vibrations.

			A blinding flash escaped from the array and a pulse so violent it shook Ada’s bones. When her eyes recovered from the sudden brilliance, Ada saw the entire building was lit up. The formerly greasy black catwalks raged like tubes of compressed lightning.

			Ada’s eyes darted to each crew member. Marlo had fallen to the ground. Davix was helping him back up. Larsson stared at the brilliance above them, shielding his eyes. Ada’s breath caught when her eyes landed on the last crew member. Constance was screaming, exoskeleton stiffened, her lips pulled back in a rictus of pain. All at once, her remaining Eyes dropped dead from the air around her. Her glowing eyes rolled back in their sockets. Her neck muscles bulged, taut, wrenching her face toward the ceiling.

			The ringing in Ada’s ears faded enough for her to notice a scraping, metallic noise. Before she could identify its source, a greasy black mechanical worm sprang from the darkness behind the alien terminal and seized Constance by the back of her skull. Tendrils spread out from the worm like a hand grabbing the captain’s head.

			Gunfire pounded at Ada’s left ear. Davix fired three bursts from his rifle, and sparks flew as the bullets struck the worm. The shots did nothing. The projectiles ricocheted, and Ada reached to pull his arm down. If one of them struck a fusion cell, they would all die. Marlo stumbled backward, covering his ears and screaming. Larsson reached out as if to help Constance, but he hesitated, ultimately letting his arm drop.

			Constance’s body had gone slack. Only the exoskeleton held her upright. Her screaming had ceased, and her eyelids had drooped, the neon blue lights that lay behind them fading. The captain’s expression was serene.

			A dark goo spread from the tendrils on her head. Down her neck, down her back, down to her heels. The midnight filth began wrapping around Constance, shrouding her.

			As the substance moved, it left nothing behind.

			Ada froze as though her brain stopped functioning. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the scene. She watched, stunned in horror as the alien creature consumed her friend’s legs, her waist, her torso, her neck. The last thing to go was her slackened, dead face, before the captain’s metallic exoskeleton clattered to the ground.

			Constance St. James was gone.

		

	
		
			

			Part III

			Failure Cascade

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Fourteen

			Recoil

			Ada’s scream seemed to come from a distant place. Her ears rang. Tunnel vision threatened to rob her sight from her. The exoskeleton Constance wore still lay on the ground, but Ada’s mind was elsewhere, replaying the absorption of her friend as though it had happened in slow motion. Perfectly formed memories, visions of death tormenting her, visions she wished she could forget.

			Tiny, gruesome details stood out, things Ada missed the first time. As the black goo oozed down Constance’s body, an acrid smell permeated the air, a sickening combination of blood, burnt flesh, and sulfur, overpowering the graveyard stench that had been present from the moment they entered the fusion array and the sharp tinge of ozone that came with its powering.

			Constance’s face had twitched with each writhing movement of the Worm attached to the back of her skull. Its tendrils were in her brain, burrowing into her motor cortex. Ada’s mind reached into the past, drawing a connection to Constance’s facial contortions and those of her father when the medibot’s sawblade bit into the back of his skull. The two memories became entwined, distinct yet hauntingly similar. Both were seared into Ada’s mind forever.

			Rifle fire cracked the air, a jarring sound that belonged to past and present, linking the horror unfolding before Ada with the trauma of her past. As strong hands gripped her shoulders and yanked her back, nearly off her feet, Ada’s mind flashed back to another set of hands grabbing her in the same way when she was a child. She reacted the same way in both places, both times. Instinctively, struggling to free herself even as she needed to witness what unfolded before her. Despite the terror, no matter how painful scene was, she couldn’t tear her gaze away, as if some invisible force compelled her to watch.

			But those hands turned her, and Ada glared at the person for pulling her away. In the past, Uncle Ezran’s face looked down on her, tears streaking down his pleading face. Now, it was Larsson’s face, glistening with his own tears. The gunfire continued.

			“Ada!” Larsson’s eyes searched her. They must have found what they were looking for, because the flicker of relief passed over him. “We need you, Ada. We must leave at once!”

			A wordless shout accompanied the next burst of gunfire, then Davix’s voice came. “Die, you bastard! Die!”

			Her head whipped around to see the sergeant firing upon the Worm. It swayed over Constance’s exoskeleton and her lifeless Eyes, like a cobra ready to strike. Ready to strike, but waiting. Observing. The greasy black construct had no eyes, but Ada felt it watching her with the same malevolence as the medibot.

			One of Constance’s Eyes had fallen close to Ada. Her feet moved of their own accord, taking three quick steps toward the drone. She reached out for it, but Larsson pulled her back.

			“Her Eyes…” Ada muttered. She didn’t know what she was doing, what was happening. Her thoughts were all disordered. Memories interjected themselves between moments of reality.

			

			“We need to go!” Larsson shouted.

			“Her Eyes,” she whispered again. “Why not her Eyes?” They littered the ground like dead flies. 

			Her mind replayed the moment the drones had fallen. Blinding flashes emanated from the reactors, bright as a clear day’s sun, eager to escape its bounds. The catwalks glowed iridescent, reflecting that light as though through shifting prisms. The detached fusion cell on the ground flickered momentarily gold, then the Eyes had dropped out of the air at the same time. Moments later, the Worm latched onto Constance’s head.

			More gunfire drew her back to the present. “That’s right, you bastard! Run!”

			Ada’s eyes drifted to the Worm as it retreated into the darkness. The creature slithered away, the sounds of scraping metal on metal fading. She saw it lash forward again and flinched, but when she blinked it was gone. Only a memory.

			“What the hell was that thing?” Marlo demanded. “Why did it only attack Constance? What did it do to her?”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Davix said, gathering what little medical supplies he could. He kept his rifle aimed at the shadows from whence the Worm had sprung.

			But Ada’s mind responded to Marlo’s questions, drawing her back to the moment of her captain’s death.

			The substance had moved across Constance’s skin like iron filings following a magnetic field, jittering but ever advancing. Somehow, Ada knew it was no single thing. The black goo was countless entities. Intelligent entities. Nanobots. Consuming Constance molecule by molecule, breaking her down into component parts. Absorbing her. Why?

			Dr. Briggs bent over as if to vomit. “There’s nothing left, like it absorbed every atom of her.”

			

			“Only her body,” Ada said, eyes still unfocused. “Why not her exo or her Eyes.”

			“It took no tech.” Larsson’s gaze wandered across the remains.

			“Her augments are gone too,” Marlo countered. 

			The Worm had delved into Constance’s skull. Her augments had been implanted in her neural tissue. Perhaps the Worm mistook them for a natural part of her.

			“I said, that shit doesn’t matter.” Davix reloaded his rifle and wiped the sweat from his forehead. How did the sergeant remain on his feet? He hadn’t had a chance to rest since the crash, and this place was sweltering in the heat of the reactor. Ada wanted to lay down and close her eyes, anything make the painful visions stop. “She’s dead, and we’re next if we don’t get the hell out of here.”

			“Can you lead us to an exit?” Larsson asked Ada.

			Unwanted memories still fought to draw her attention away from the present. She was helpless against them, merely an audience member in the theater of her mind. As visions of Constance’s demise came, so too did the murder of her parents. Blood spattering. Black goo spreading. Her mother screaming. Her friend twitching.

			Ada pressed her palms into her eye sockets and grit her teeth. She growled in frustration. It turned to a sob.

			“She’s in shock,” Davix said, stepping close and pulling her hands away from her face. “Damn it, Ada, listen to me. We’re counting on you to get us out of here.” His voice was soft, with a tinge of worry. Abruptly, he pulled away and yelled, “Something’s coming! Helmets on, now!”

			Larsson and Marlo took commands well. Davix equipped his own helmet, flicked on the headlight, and strode to Ada with her fallen headgear. Just before the rim passed over her head, the click-clacking of metal footsteps echoed from above. 

			Ada’s eyes traveled upward. Her heartbeat raced. The shadows of six-limbed bots painted the dome with shifting shapes as bots streamed from the airlocks, quickly crossing the catwalks above. They were closing in on the central clearing frighteningly fast.

			In the German hospital occupying Ada’s mind, American troops breached the walls and fired upon civilians. Ada’s eyes squeezed shut, clenching harder as the sounds of slaughter grew louder.

			“We can’t stay here!” Davix’s voice clipped the speakers.

			“We need supplies, oxygen,” Larsson shouted. “But where are we going? We are trapped here!”

			Ada was back in the hospital room, clutching her mother’s shirt while the world shook and crumbled around her. She hunched her shoulders, listening to refugees chattering in a language she didn’t understand. The words were lost on her, but their fear was palpable. Bodies pressed in close, squeezing her. Her eyes opened to search the hospital room for an escape, but there was only Constance’s remains and her crew. No exit.

			As Larsson rushed to pack their food and water in his chestpack, Marlo slid on his knees to the back of the air refiner. His hands worked furiously at the connections to the alien terminal.

			“We don’t have time for that!” Davix checked his rifle ammo.

			“We’re dead without this!” Marlo cursed and pulled his hand back, wincing. “Help me, Ada!”

			“Ada!”

			“ADA!”

			

			The fear in her crewmates’ voices cut through. Damn it, they needed her. Ada stomped her foot. Her eyes widened at Marlo’s terrified face grimacing as he dismantled the machine. They were all afraid. And they had jobs to do. Pushing down her pain, she focused on work. That was something Ada could do. That was her expertise.

			She hurried to assist Marlo. To her surprise, a glimpsed gauge on the spare tank showed the device had actually been working. And Marlo was right—without it, they wouldn’t survive a day on this planet. She wiped condensation from her visor. It was getting hot—her overlays showed the temperature had jumped by 12° C since she last checked. Ada felt it even through her suit’s insulation. Marlo was working through the heat, unscrewing the last cable connection to the alien terminal. Ada snatched the Eye serving as a voltage regulator and jammed it into her pack, squashing the stuffed dodo to make it fit.

			Davix fired four staccato rounds from his rifle, aimed at an approaching silhouette crawling on the underside of a catwalk. Sparks fell from one limb, then another, and the bot dropped into the clearing. From the moment it struck the ground, it was crawling with its two remaining limbs.

			Ada fell backward and scrambled away as the bot dragged itself scraping closer, one leg pulling it while it held aloft two tool-equipped arms—one snapping claw, one razor-sharp saw. Its movements were erratic, but the machine was implacable, crawling as though possessed by a malevolent force. Its carapace scraped along the ground, sending sparks flying with each abrupt jerk.

			Ada’s body tensed and visions of the medibot that killed her parents threatened to disable her again. She could hardly breathe, watching as the bot strove for Marlo, who was securing the last cable on the refiner. Whose back was turned. Ada shouted a warning, but it came out as a breathless gasp. 

			Davix put two more rounds into the bot. The servo in its joints ground to a halt, and the foremost leg crumbled. But it was too late.

			Marlo never saw the attack coming. The bot stabbed forward with its clawed arm and grabbed Marlo’s already injured leg just below the knee. Its crushing digits tightened, and Marlo screamed.

			Ada watched, helpless to stop the machine from spinning up its saw blade. Davix emptied his magazine on the bot. Its lights dimmed, its limbs fell limp. The saw blade kept spinning. The tool dropped, sliced effortlessly through the claw clenching Marlo’s leg, then continued lower, scoring a deep gash in the doctor’s calf. Blood sprayed onto the white refiner, and Marlo screamed again.

			Davix rushed to check on Marlo’s injuries while keeping an eye out for threats, but the hospital room clawed at Ada’s attention. White walls spattered with crimson. She watched wide-eyed, terrified as she watched her parents die in a room full of the dead. Only this time, she could help. The thought of standing idle while another friend died gripped Ada’s chest.

			“Larsson,” she commanded. “Get the refiner.” Ada shuffled beside Marlo and threw his arm across her shoulders. She gave the dead bot a kick for good measure, then her eyes fell on the fusion cell mixed with the fallen Eyes. She debated with herself for a moment but decided she had to leave it.

			Davix’s headlamp shined on Marlo’s gashed calf, but Ada focused on the medic’s grim expression beyond the glare on his visor.

			“Will he live?” she asked. 

			

			A moment’s hesitation, and Davix gave a curt nod and a grunt. “If he’s treated.”

			He wasn’t going to be sown up here, and he wasn’t going anywhere with a saw blade still attached to the bot stuck in his leg. “I’m sorry, Marlo.” Ada pulled the weapon free and winced as Marlo screamed a third time.

			“Man up,” Davix told him, and a wordless whimper was all that came in response. “You know where we’re going?” he asked Ada.

			A crazy idea suddenly came to Ada, and she knew exactly where to lead them. “As long as you’re covering us.”

			Davix double-checked his rifle, while Larsson gripped the refiner tightly. Ada struggled to support Marlo’s weight as she hauled him along with his arm draped over her shoulder, his injured leg dragging behind them as they entered the glowing labyrinth.

			More bots entered through airlocks high in the dome. They jumped from catwalk to catwalk, crawled on the structures’ undersides, slid down poles to enter the maze of blazing reactors. Ada led the way through, fearing with each blind corner there would come an attack. Sound was no help in revealing what lurked beyond each turn. Only Marlo’s moans, Davix’s gunfire, and Larsson’s heavy breaths filled Ada’s ears. Outside her suit, the fusion array screamed as if alive.

			“Don’t stop moving!” Davix shouted. “They’re almost on us.”

			The words were barely out of his mouth before he began firing. Ada didn’t stop to look back. They were already moving too slowly. Vivid imaginings of being stabbed from behind by a bot’s piercing claw came all too easily to Ada. Or worse, the Worm appearing from the shadows to grab her and bore into her brain. She shook the thoughts away, focused on following her mental map of the maze. One wrong turn, one dead end…

			Ada grunted as Marlo’s good leg buckled, nearly dragging both of them down. She caught his weight, urged him forward. His breathing was labored. “Is he going into shock?” she asked Davix. Marlo’s wound dripped, leaving behind them a trail of dark blood.

			Rifle fire resounded in Ada’s helmet. “Probably,” the medic answered, “but we can’t do anything about it now. Get us to safety, and I’ll do what I can.”

			“Watch out!” Larsson threw himself in front of Ada and stopped her short.

			Two meters ahead, a bot fell from a great height, hitting the ground with such force it snapped the joints of five of its six limbs. The top of its carapace pivoted, turning golden eyes toward Ada. She recoiled and slipped in Marlo’s blood, almost dropping him. An arm reached out for her, a welding torch sparked and ignited, and blue fire sprayed like rocket exhaust that excited her suit’s ambient temperature readings. The immobile bot whipped the flame from Ada to Larsson and back in a spurting, mechanical cadence. In the tight corridor, there was no space run past.

			“I can’t hold these things forever!” Davix’s rapid gunfire spoke of an engagement with several bots behind them.

			Ada’s palms were sweating inside her gloves. She searched the labyrinth in her mind for any other path to the exit. They were so close now, there must be some way past. Tears formed at the corners of her eyes when the search ended. 

			“There’s no other way,” she said.

			“What is the hold up?” Davix demanded.

			Larsson put down the refiner. “Keep its attention.”

			

			Ada’s stomach clenched when he ran down an offshoot path, a dead end. “Don’t you dare abandon us!” But he had already climbed up and disappeared over the reactors. Ada’s eyes grew wide with alarm. He wasn’t abandoning them. She knew with awful certainty what he was going to do.

			“No, no, no!” she shouted. A memory flashed of her father grappling with the controls of a medibot as she entered the room. The idea of Larsson ending up with a sawblade embedded in his skull threatened to overcome Ada, but her anger kept her rooted to the present. She eyed the refiner Larsson left behind—she couldn’t carry Marlo and the equipment at the same time. Larsson couldn’t die. Not if the rest of the crew was to survive.

			The geologist appeared on the other side of their flame throwing obstacle, crouching as he snuck forward with his sample drill.

			“If you get yourself killed, we’re all dead!” Ada shouted at him. “We can’t do this without you!” She inched toward the bot, fighting her instincts to flee.

			The bot was single minded. Despite lacking any mobility, it continued to thrust its jet of fire at Ada. She kept well clear of its flame, but still the heat cooked her in her suit.

			At the last moment, Larsson powered on his drill and dove at the bot, reaching for its arm. Grabbing onto the limb and desperately holding on, he forced his drill into the bot’s exposed joint, causing the bot to react by swinging its welding torch wildly. It was strong enough to whip Larsson back and forth, and the intense heat scorched the man’s thigh, setting his suit alight. But Larsson managed to hold on until the fire died and the limb snapped off.

			

			Larsson jumped off the golden-eyed bot and swatted away the flames on his leg. Examining his drill and finding the end destroyed, he tossed it down, then kicked the bot aside and hefted the refiner.

			“What was that?” Ada screamed. “Are you out of your mind?”

			“Is this really the time?” Davix barked the question, but there was more weariness than fire in his voice.

			Ada gritted her teeth, then dragged Marlo onward past the incapacitated bot, muttering to herself about needless heroics. She wasn’t going to be responsible for getting them all killed.

			Six more turns and they arrived. The glowing fusion cells gave way to a clearing at the edge of the dome. The same one Ada had scouted with Constance’s Eye. The fusion cells formed a black and gold wall surrounding them all the way to the dome—apart from the way they’d come, there was only one other way to go. She slowed down as she approached the drop to the lower level lest she take one wrong step and fall right into it. The outcome might have been the same as what she had planned, but she had to warn the others first.

			“We need to jump down.”

			Larsson peered over the edge, then blurted out, “Are you out of your mind? The fall will kill us!”

			Ada shook her head. Her eyes followed the curve of the dome overhead. None of the bots were crawling on it. It had no handholds. “I scouted it earlier. Those catwalks?” She gestured, noting the long metal beams that stabbed the surface here and there, where airlocks dotted the sphere. She hadn’t seen any airlocks below when piloting Constance’s Eye. “Plenty of space between them up here, and the lower section has even fewer. We’ll slide down the curve of the sphere and reach the bottom.

			

			“And then what?” Larsson demanded.

			Davix checked the ammunition left in his loaded magazine. Just as he began reloading, bots swarmed in from the array. “You got any better ideas? We’re out of time.”

			The bots spread out around the clearing, staying close to the reactors. Even as more entered, they weren’t getting any closer. They were just…spreading out. Surrounding them.

			Curiosity bubbled up through the fear. What were they doing? They had been rushing them all throughout the array. Why stop now? It was as if the bots didn’t see them. Or worse, they were herding the Dauntless crew here.

			Before she could figure it out, Davix began unloading his rifle’s magazine at a bot turning in their direction. The target died, and the surrounding bots’ glowing eyes turned to observe their dead accomplice. Their gazes all came to focus on the crew. They were slow to react, as though confused gunfire could be coming from that direction. The bots began with tentative steps into the clearing, then quickly gained confidence, and surged forward with as though excited to finally capture their prey. In seconds, they would be on top of the crew with their deadly tools.

			“Go!” she shouted.

			Standing at the outer edge of the dome, Ada held on tight to Marlo and jumped. The gunfire receded as they fell, coming only through Davix’s microphone as the sergeant cursed the bots. Larsson yelled at Davix to jump. The inner wall was smooth, and they only hit a few small bumps as they slid on their stomachs to keep the oxygen tanks safe. Ada’s fear grew as they accelerated downward. At any moment, some structure could come up to shatter their bones. They would never see it coming. But their speed gradually slowed, and soon they came to a stop at the bottom of the sphere, now lying horizontally. 

			Ada scrambled to the side, dragging Marlo behind her. The doctor was unconscious, and she didn’t want the others crashing into his body. Seconds later, Larsson came down sideways hugging the refiner. Davix slid down and lurched to his knees aiming backward before he even came to a stop. When a few rapid heartbeats passed without any pursuit, Ada let herself exhale.

			“They aren’t following us,” she said, though she didn’t know why.

			The glowing fusion array loomed overhead like a falling star about to crash into them. The glowing bowl around her felt like the crater to that impact, already formed. The surface was immaculate, as if it had been carved out of one piece of metal. No seams. No debris either. The planet had experienced a 20 G deceleration, and not a single part fell from the array. These aliens had constructed something capable of perfectly withstanding that. So why weren’t their bots able to find the tunnel? They would have jumped down after the crew if they could.

			“Once again, we are stuck with one path forward,” Larsson said. “How long until we hit a dead end?”

			He stood gazing downward into another tunnel, slightly offset from the center of the sphere. The bright glow of the fusion array highlighted handholds that matched the ones they saw outside. And it dawned on Ada what she was looking at: an access point for bots.

			Davix didn’t hesitate to sling his rifle over his shoulder and begin climbing down the shaft.

			“Wait!” Ada urged him.

			He stopped only to say, “We need to keep moving. Do you see anywhere else to go?” 

			

			His head disappeared below the rim.

			Ada sighed, taking one last chance to gaze up at where they had come from, as though expecting Constance to slide down and join them. She’d had more than a few complaints about the woman, but the thought of her being gone left Ada with a profound sense of emptiness.

			Taking a deep breath, then blowing it out, Ada told herself she had to accept reality. Constance was gone. She had to push down her grief and stay focused on the mission. 

			But how much more could she suppress before it became too much to bear?

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Fifteen

			Automata

			Only one way to go.

			All Ada could do was push down the shock and horror. Focus on surviving, on everyone surviving. Everyone who was left. She couldn’t bear losing anyone else. If she lost everybody, if she was left alone…

			Ada steeled herself. She wasn’t alone, and she would do her part, but she hesitated, staring at the access point tunnel waiting for Davix to resurface. Fear kept her anchored in place. Her feet were lead. She feared the bots had already taken him, that they had already lost another. There were bots down there, she could feel it in her bones. But there were bots above them too, that was certain. Shifting her gaze to the fusion array hanging overhead, she expected them to be closing in on the crew from above.

			She stared into the scorching machine, squinting into its golden starfire light shifting like molten liquid, but Ada saw no shadowy movement within that complex shape. Six large poles jutted down into the bowl of the sphere from the array. The poles were clear. No bots crawled down. Ada didn’t know why they refused to jump and slide down like she had, but it didn’t matter. The Worm wouldn’t just forget about the crew. Its minions were coming.

			Her gaze returned to the bot access point. No matter where she and the crew fled, they would be hunted from all directions. The machines weren’t just individual automatons. They were coordinated, controlled by a swarm intelligence algorithm.

			Ada had studied those algorithms for the better part of her adult life, she knew how an agent in a swarm behaved. It was in the subtle ways they avoided each other, complex machinery sliding past its perfectly mirrored counterpart. Or the single-mindedness they displayed. Zealots, if zealotry applied to unthinking beings. They possessed no interior, witnessed no qualia. For the automata, nothing existed but the program, initial conditions that doomed them to their predetermined end.

			Each algorithm was different, sometimes subtly so, but every one was programmed with a goal. Without goals, agency cannot exist. But Ada could only guess at the alien swarm’s goal. Was it trying to converge on the humans? Capture them? Or kill them? Their murder of Constance didn’t leave Ada feeling hopeful.

			Whatever the bots’ odious intent, this was their territory. The swarm knew the landscape, and all Ada had was a foggy map formed of memories. The swarm must know the all the derelict city’s dead ends and hidden passages. Including the fastest route to where the tunnel at Ada’s feet led. Some agents would be directed to cut off their escape while others would be directed to cut off the crew’s escape from above—unless the Worm knew the limits of human physiology, which surely it didn’t, right? It couldn’t.

			Ada told herself that, but she had absorbed—she shivered at that word now—she’d absorbed enough science fiction memories on the Chain to know how reckless underestimating artificial intelligence was. She was ready to believe anything about its capabilities. Something about the dark clearing in the array may have confused the swarm, but Ada wasn’t counting on that happening again.

			Outracing them was their only option. They had to move quickly. Not an easy task while carrying an unconscious man and heavy, life-sustaining equipment. But there was nothing they could do about that. Just as there was nothing Ada could do about the cold fear that accompanied each look at the access point. There were bots down there.

			“Corridor’s clear,” Davix’s voice came through speakers. “Hang tight. I’m coming back up.”

			The sergeant returned, leaving his rifle below, to carry Marlo down the handhold ladder. He came back a second time for the refiner, even though Larsson objected to needing his help. By the time he climbed down a third time, he was breathing audibly into his microphone. It hit Ada that he hadn’t had more than a few minutes’ rest since the crash landing. He couldn’t keep up, but the sergeant was relentless.

			His determination had a dark side, though. It reminded Ada of stories Davix had told on the Dauntless, his way to take part in memory vault nights. Stories where Davix would throw himself in danger to save his squadron or work himself to the brink of collapse. Necessary to ensure mission success, he’d said. But Ada wasn’t so sure. He was in mission mode now, that much was clear, except it looked like all he was doing was burning himself out. 

			His body would give out eventually. Then when it came time they really needed him, he wouldn’t be able to help. 

			Ada’s lip curled. How many times had she spent the entire night bouncing from Link to Link in the Chain, leaving her too exhausted to wake in the morning no matter how loudly Ezran scolded her about carrying the harvest to the village on his own? She and Davix were much alike. Only, the sergeant was overexerting himself to solve his problems, whereas Ada did it to avoid hers.

			Her throat tightened. What she wouldn’t give to hear Ezran’s voice one more time, even if it was a scolding.

			“Hurry up, Ada.” Larsson’s voice crackled in her helmet’s speakers and made her jump.

			Ada was still staring at the tunnel entrance. She swallowed, then climbed down into the dark, keeping her headlight on the handholds. Who knew how far she would fall if she missed a hold?

			Her arms ached by the time she reached the bottom of the ladder. Davix had done that three times, carrying Marlo and the refiner? His body must be aching. “Now’s no time for rest.” The sergeant led the way forward, rifle at the ready. He was moving slowly, though, and Ada wasn’t sure whether exhaustion or fear slowed his step.

			Larsson dragged the Marlo by the armpits, holding him up so as not to worsen his injury. The doctor was unconscious. Larsson had to bear his dead weight. A spent canister on the ground indicated Davix had injected the unconscious man with a sedative to spare him the pain. 

			Ada wished they had another to spare. The twinges of pain in her own body grew more frequent—aches from the crash landing and carrying Marlo herself, from bad sleep on hard ground. And now she would wear down her muscles under the refiner’s weight. It had to weigh 30 kilograms. Her legs would collapse, and she feared they would leave her behind. She squeezed her jaw, hefted the refiner, and started walking.

			

			The quakes were back. One struck and stirred a layer of dust that swirled in their headlamps. The walls were the same smooth, inky black that comprised everything in the array and reflected light like an oil spill. The ground stretched into the darkness exactly like the walls, but they were slippery and wet. Was that humidity already forming from the heat pouring in from above? The reactor’s heat and a reverberating hum served as a reminder that power was restored. But it did little to light the way forward.

			Three headlamps scanned the encroaching darkness as they walked. Marlo’s remained off—the doctor was unconscious and couldn’t chin his helmet’s controls. Something about the periphery of Ada’s vision always being a black void made it seem as if monsters were hiding just beyond sight. Before long, she was twitching at imagined bots, cringing at the echoing sounds of these endless corridors. Her instincts urged her to move flee these phantoms, but her legs were already slowing with fatigue.

			“What the hell was that?” Larsson asked through clenched teeth.

			Ada flinched and spun. “What is it?”

			“I meant back in the array. Constance. The bots—”

			“Not now,” Davix barked. “We get to safety first, then we can jabber about what happened up there.”

			“And where on this planet is safe?” Larsson hissed that word.

			“We’ll find it,” Davix said. “Somewhere we can hide while I work on his leg.”

			“And then what?” Larsson shifted his grip on Marlo’s suit before he could slip down further.

			“We need oxygen,” Ada added. Hard to forget that when the refiner was compacting her spine. “And some terminal to power this.” Without being able to produce oxygen…well, carbon dioxide poisoning was preferable to killer bots, she guessed. Surviving was preferable to either.

			It just happened to be the least likely outcome.

			“We’ll find it,” Davix emphasized.

			“And if we don’t find it before it’s too late?” Larsson asked.

			Davix looked back at Larsson and grunted. He didn’t stop walking.

			Ada didn’t know how he pushed on. She didn’t know how she herself pushed on. Lugging this backbreaking weight, fighting to maintain her sanity, at any moment she could have another traumatic break, haunted by visions real and imagined.  Only thoughts of her family on Earth and the promises Ada made to her crew kept her going. Without them, she wouldn’t have made it out of that array. But then, without them, she wouldn’t have cared either way.

			They crept along behind Davix, whose rifle never lowered. His headlamp sometimes flickered as he checked corners, sending shadows skittering and causing Ada’s heart to throb each time. Quakes struck randomly, kicking up dust at the weakest and knocking Larsson and Marlo to the ground at the strongest. As they steadied their footing during a bad tremor, something struck Ada’s visor and she screamed.

			Then she realized what it was. A drop of water had landed on her. It ran in rivulets down the glass. She looked up and flinched as another splashed centimeters from her face. 

			The restored power was melting the ice. If water was dripping into these tunnels, that meant the tunnels were breached. The only thing serving as a seal between the facility and hard vacuum, then… was ice. Ice that was melting. They hadn’t passed through any airlocks since gaining access to the fusion array. This was all one big chamber. Ada’s eyes widened as the implications set in. It didn’t matter how thick the ice was. Wherever the thinnest section was, that’s where their seal would break. They’d only have a few minutes before the breach evacuated all the air in the tunnels.

			Ada checked her O2 gauge. Still just one percent. She wasn’t using any of it—her suit filtered in the humid outside air. If the pressure dropped, her reserves would automatically engage, but… 

			She looked at Marlo’s leg. 

			His air supply wouldn’t engage, not with the suit torn. The direct light from her headlamp reflected back to her in black-red blood. When she had jerked the saw free, it tore loose a chunk of flesh that dangled by a strip outside Marlo’s shredded pant leg. Ada quickly looked away; a sour taste filled her mouth. Damn it, should she have left the bot attached to him? She had panicked. Ada only hoped the saw hadn’t reached an artery, otherwise there was no saving the doctor. 

			Then again, Marlo hadn’t opened a connection before losing consciousness. Ada had no access to his biomarkers. For all she knew, Larsson might already be carrying a corpse.

			“Hang in there, Marlo,” she whispered. If the doctor was still clinging to life, he wouldn’t be for much longer. An unbroken trail of blood marked their path through these bleak sewers. “Can you save him, Davix? He’s bleeding a lot.”

			Davix responded sluggishly, his voice a monotonous rumble. “He’ll live. I’ve saved men from worse.” He checked another corner, then led them the other way. He took a slow breath before continuing. “Constance had these suits fitted with ‘cuffs. Autocuffs. Makes the suit tighten around the limb like a tourniquet as soon as it detects a rupture. ECAS soldiers had them in their suits during the war.” Davix grunted again, almost a laugh but too grim. “Saved a lot of lives. Cost a lot of limbs too.”

			Ada caught another glimpse of Marlo’s wound, and her stomach churned again.

			“ECAS,” Larsson said. “You fought in Africa?”

			Ada had noticed that too. ECAS was the Economic Community of African States, an entire continent that had been united for decades, until the Energy War. They only entered the conflict in the final year when the death of solar energy became apparent—all their infrastructure depended on photovoltaics. Within a decade, the continent had become a balkanized land of raiders roaming between relic cities, unable to rebuild during energy austerity. Lakaya’s grandparents talked about those cities’ splendor, all organic shapes and bold colors, a beautiful melding of technology and nature. But beauty never lasted.

			“We fought everywhere there was fighting,” Davix said. “And there was fighting everywhere. Now shut it. We won’t hear them coming with you both yapping.”

			Ada used the quiet to think—something to occupy her mind and hold the creeping fear at bay. And to take her mind off her knees. The aching in those started tending toward stabbing pain. It was this damn refiner. Wasn’t there any way to power the refiner other than a terminal? It might take hours to find one. Meanwhile, there was power all around them—if the ice was melting, there must be high-voltage lines in the walls generating heat.

			The problem was this strange black material was virtually impervious, so how would they get to it? Worse, who knew how much current those lines were carrying? Touching them would be as sure a way to die as waiting for the bots to catch them. So she was stuck carrying this thing until they found a place to connect it. Only, where would that be? There had to be some logic to this labyrinth.

			Davix led them forward, stopping to check each corner where another tunnel intersected theirs. A choice: one pitch black path or another. Davix always chose quickly, which annoyed Ada. How did he know he was making the right choice? His goal was to hurry them along as quickly as possible. He was right to keep them moving, but to where was more important.

			Ada oriented herself in her mental map, replaying each of the turns Davix had taken in this winding tunnel maze. Their current path led toward the outskirts of the city, more or less in the direction of their crashed lander. But on the way to the city, the buildings they had passed overland had been submerged beneath the ice. The one substation they came across had no tunnel access—if Constance’s Eyes had found a way into power maintenance tunnels, surely she would have led the crew to the array via the tunnels. Was that what these were? Power maintenance tunnels?

			“We need to stay below the city.” Weighing the odds of tunnels servicing the city or some hidden complex below the ice … It was simple probability. “This way’s a dead end.”

			Davix slowed, then grunted. “Well, if there’s nothing but a dead end down a path, at least they won’t come from that way.”

			“Yes,” Larsson said in a faint voice, “but the moment one of them spots the trail of blood Dr. Briggs is leaving, they will follow it right to us.”

			Davix only grunted again, too tired to argue. His boots dragged across the wet ground as he came to a stop.

			

			Dying surrounded by bots in these dank tunnels sounded to Ada like the worst nightmare imaginable. Fear threatened to give in to despair right there. She put the refiner down to rest. They were so tired, but if they stopped for too long, Marlo would die. If they went on, they might collapse.

			“Where are we supposed to go?” Larsson asked, laying Marlo down. 

			Ada realized both men were looking at her. “Me? I don’t know.”

			“You’ve got a better sense of direction than my compass,” Davix said. “Your guess is as good as anyone’s.” 

			Larsson nodded, then stretched his back.

			Ada had to think. Where could they go? As far as this complex seemed to sprawl, she found it unlikely it spread out equally in all directions from the city. What purpose would that have served? Apart from the abundance of hexagons—Ada didn’t know what to make of those—everything these aliens created seemed purpose-built, utilitarian. How would they construct these tunnels?

			The ice was melting outside. That meant high-voltage lines, which would lead to a substation or some other energy-demanding facility. Of all the structures they had seen since venturing forth from the Dauntless crew capsule, only one could put all the fusion energy pumped down these lines to use: the mass driver. The Unity had seen the effects of that from Earth.

			An image flashed in Ada’s mind, a planet exploding in white light, chunks of debris blasting away at incomprehensible speeds. One-hundred twenty-eight yottajoules of destruction. The energy the fusion array produced could have supplied energy for every living person on Earth for an entire lifetime. Instead, all of it was directed toward the mass driver, a rocket engine to move a whole planet. A completely dead planet, save for the murderous bots. What a waste.

			Was it supposed to be a last-ditch effort to prevent their planet from being flung from their stellar system? If so, maybe they built it too slowly, because they never fired it. The Unity had observed its use in the Kuiper Belt, but they didn’t know the full effect it had until the Dauntless crew arrived to observe it. The mass driver had so thoroughly wrecked the landscape it could only have been a one-time use device. 

			If the mass driver fired within the Kuiper Belt, the array was online throughout its interstellar journey.

			But…these tunnels were under the ice, the mass driver was built before the atmosphere froze. Had this always been the plan, to hit the brakes when the planet intersected with a new star’s orbit? That was insane. Unsurprisingly, it hadn’t even worked—the alien remains they found told Ada that gamble had long since failed. The bots were crawling over a dead planet, reminding her of the satellites that swarmed Earth like flies around a dung heap.

			Ada’s breath caught. She had figured out the bots’ purpose.

			Like the swarms that deployed to automatically repair satellites struck by microdebris. “It’s a builder,” she said. “An algorithm that maintains the city with its bot swarm.”

			Larsson’s voice strained. “That Worm?”

			“And the bots. They’re all agents of the swarm.” The swarm’s purpose had been rendered obsolete when its creators perished, but the machine didn’t care. A mechanical Worm wriggling in a planetary grave. It would heed its programming until the system failed. 

			Ada tried to slap her own forehead but smacked her helmet instead. The system had failed, until the crew showed up to turn it back on. They revived the machine and it stole Constance from them, for what? To separate her into pieces? Break her down into raw materials to repair the city with? Ada’s stomach roiled, fear and anger in conflict. Constance deserved better than to become mere building blocks.

			Fear won out, and her stomach turned to ice. It would do the same to the rest of the crew. And they were lost in its creation.

			“We have to get off this planet,” Ada whispered. 

			“We will,” Davix said. He never provided any reasoning for his beliefs, that was one reason Ada was never comforted by his confidence. The sergeant was eying her expectantly.

			Right, they were waiting for her to tell them where to go. She had gotten lost in her thoughts—there was just too much happening, she couldn’t make sense of it fast enough. Ada was just lucky they hadn’t devolved into replaying her traumas. But at least attempting to clarify their situation allowed the necessary route to coalesce in her mind. “The Celestial Steed,” she said. “It’s our only chance. Which means we need to get into that crater we saw.”

			“For the beacon.” Larsson agreed, but his voice was ragged. Sweat poured down his face, shimmering in his helmet’s interior floodlights.

			“The beacon…” Davix muttered. “Can we get to the hub from here? You know the way?” His voice betrayed his disbelief, but it wasn’t devoid of hope.

			Ada swallowed. “Not exactly, but I think I can take us in the right direction. And we might get lucky and find a terminal along the way.”

			“That’s a funny sort of lucky,” Davix scoffed.

			Ada’s lips twitched a brief smile. “Small victories, sergeant. But if these tunnels lead to the mass driver, that makes sense of the high-voltage lines melting the ice.”

			Larsson’s forehead scrunched. “How are you sure these power lines lead to the mass driver?”

			She sighed. It all made sense, but she wasn’t going to explain her entire thought process to him. “I got us through the city to the array. Same principle. Trust me.”

			Her eyes drifted to Marlo. What about him? Could he trust her? They truly would have to be lucky to find a terminal, and if they had to leave the tunnels to reach the hub before they found a place to patch Marlo up, he wouldn’t get a say. She would vote that they leave him to die, and the others would agree. The certainty of that statement weighed on her. Ada picked up the refiner, and it squeezed the dodo in her pack against her chest. She didn’t want to lose anyone else. 

			“I trust you,” Davix said. “Which way?”

			He said he trusted her, but when Ada pointed in the right direction, he marched forward taking the lead once more.

			Well, she was fine with that. She didn’t want to be the first to stumble into a dead bot again, or a living one. She blew out a breath and struggled to lift the refiner, but she managed. Like Uncle Ezran told her, lift with your legs, not your back. What would Uncle Ezran say if he knew she was in this awful place?

			Probably something like, “When you come to a new place, you must explore.” That’s what he told her when they had come to the village outside Geneva. Ada was reluctant but came to enjoy exploring the hills of the Genevan countryside for the short time it lasted. Soon enough, she climbed up a ridge and had discovered an abandoned campsite. There she saw her first dead body. A boy who had gone missing from the village weeks before. She had run screaming back to Uncle Ezran, who had helped his mother bury him the next day. Ada didn’t explore much outside their house after that.

			Following Davix and Larsson, trying not to trip over Marlo’s boots or slip in his blood, Ada found it difficult to follow Ezran’s advice. There were worse than dead bodies in the territory they were exploring. Her eyes avoided the yawning darkness from which any terror might spring. Instead, she studied the tunnel walls under her light of her headlamp. A shiver ran through her as she spotted bot handholds, just like the ones they had seen outside, embedded within the walls. There were no seams in the greasy black material, but the material had partially buckled under the 20G deceleration of planet. There must be ruptures where the melted ice was dripping in.

			The world groaned, and a low rumble started, then quickly became a quake that twisted the ground beneath Ada. She fell forward on the refiner and lay there, the metal edges jabbing her in the ribs each time the ground shook. When the trembling finally stopped, steam hissed from the ceiling in spurts. Another groan, metal creaking, and Ada braced, but another never came. She pushed herself up to one knee, then stood.

			“Bad one,” Davix said.

			“Seems like they’re getting worse,” Ada added.

			“And we are heading right for the epicenter,” Larsson finished.

			Which caused a sickly roiling of dread in Ada’s stomach. Blowing out a deep breath, she lifted the refiner and led the crew onward. What else was she to do?

			There was only one way to go.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Sixteen

			Visions of the Inevitable

			Ada hated being at the back. If she were leading the way, checking every corner like Davix was, never knowing whether an ambush lurked just ahead…well, that would have been just as bad, but the rear had its own challenges. All of them exacerbated by the silence they had fallen into while they trekked the maintenance tunnels.

			No matter where Ada looked, imagined terrors appeared in her mind. Her inner sight had always been vivid, and now it manifested bots crawling from the dark, converging on Marlo’s blood trail. She squeezed her eyes shut to force the images away. More gruesome sights replaced them. A swarm pouncing on Davix before he had a chance to fire his weapon, tearing him to pieces before her eyes. Ada’s lips tightened. The Worm appearing from a hatch in the ceiling, latching onto Larsson and absorbing him and Marlo both. Memories of Constance’s disintegration flooded her mind, and Ada barely suppressed a despairing wail.

			None of it was real, Ada told herself. None of it. The problem was, she didn’t believe herself. Hard to, when her cortisol levels were spiking so hard they triggered alerts from her augments’ vital monitoring system. Maybe her imagination produced ghastly visions of the crew dying in ways that were inaccurate. Accuracy wasn’t the concern. Eventually, the end would come for them, whether they found a so-called safe place with a terminal or not. Death was inevitable. 

			Low rumbles shook the tunnels, threatening another quake. If one knocked the refiner from Ada’s hands again, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to lift it back up. Her lower back ached, her quads burned, and her biceps had seized in an endless cramp. She stumbled once, and Davix offered to carry it, but tempting as it was, she refused. Ada would pull her weight, just as she knew the rest of the crew would.

			As thoroughly as she had prepared on the Dauntless, this was nothing like the simulations. She had never been so exhausted climbing out of the training sim. As far as she could tell, her body simply refused to accept the truth about her situation. Survival instincts won out over rationality. Ada just trudged forward, ignoring the creeping feeling that the enemy was right behind her, and kept her eyes on Davix, Larsson, and the unconscious Marlo.

			Larsson’s back might never recover after stooping over dragging Marlo for so long. Davix offered him help, but he refused too, saying he had already left too many people behind. Ada didn’t know the story—this wasn’t something he’d shared from his memory vault—but she could tell he wasn’t just talking about Constance. The man was just being stubborn, though. Larsson needed rest. He was panting audibly into his microphone, occasionally gasping for breath like his O2 had run out. 

			If they had to run from bots at a moment’s notice, it was hard to guess who would fall behind first. Ada’s legs would give out quickly, but Larsson might not have any energy to flee. Either way, they’d lose the oxygen refiner and asphyxiate soon after. If the bots didn’t catch them first.

			

			Ada told Davix to make the next left, and they encountered a brightness lurking around the next turn. They wouldn’t have reached the crater so quickly. Ada’s throat tightened. Had the bots found them?

			Davix held a hand up, then crept to the corner alone. He checked his rifle and took a deep breath. The sergeant sprang around the corner, rifle aimed forward. 

			His shoulders relaxed. “It’s an airlock. I’m going through.”

			“Wait!” Ada stumbled forward. 

			By the time she and Larsson rounded the corner, the airlock hatch was already closed and pressurizing, with Davix on the other side. He said something, but his voice was choppy with static. The greasy black tunnel walls or the high-voltage cables behind them were interfering with the radio waves. The airlock didn’t continue straight through, either. The other side was angled, so Davix had to step out of sight to search.

			Ada watched his silent shadow through the hexagonal hatch. Scenes of the sergeant’s quiet demise played out in the theater of Ada’s mind. Bots attacking him from left and right or falling from above to crush him. Mechanical shadows converging on his, muzzle flashes signaling Davix’s last stand. Another friend lost. One step closer to being alone.

			“Davix?” she hailed him with quavering voice. “Davix?” 

			No response. Communications were severed. She blinked. It wasn’t real, she told herself again. Davix was alive. But terror had her in its grips.

			“They could be coming,” she whimpered. “I don’t want to stay here.”

			“I do,” Larsson said, leaning back against the wall to regain his breath. Marlo lay on the ground at his feet. “My hopes are not high, though. Look, he is coming back.”

			The airlock door slid open and Davix stepped back into the tunnels. 

			“There’s oxygen on the other side,” the sergeant announced, “but no terminal. No bots either, and the building’s clearly got power. Might be a terminal somewhere else in there, but the only way is up. No way we can take Marlo.”

			“So what do we do?” Larsson asked.

			“Better to keep moving, find a more accessible one,” Davix decided. “Ada?”

			Ada hesitated, then nodded. “This way,” she directed them.

			They passed several other airlocks in offshoot tunnels. Davix checked them methodically, and each time Ada expected the bots to find them while they waited. As tense as those moments were, as long as they seemed to stretch on, she welcomed them as the only chance to rest her weary body. If they were caught at this point, would she even run? Could she? Everything ached, though nothing more so than her neck. The refiner’s weight was quickly becoming unbearable. She had no idea how Larsson was still lugging the even heavier Marlo. 

			As Davix scouted another airlock, Ada noted Marlo’s mangled leg was still dripping a trail of blood, though the rate had slowed considerably. How much had he lost? They had to be close to the crater now, which had given him a lot of time to bleed. A long trail for the Worm’s minions to follow. Images of the crew’s demise mired Ada’s mind—bots crawling on the walls and ceiling, mechanically creeping in the darkness with cutting blades and vice grips—until an airlock door opened and ripped her from her waking nightmare.

			

			Davix’s voice came through the mic with sharp relief. “There’s a terminal in here, come on.”

			Ada’s breath hitched. Larsson dragged Marlo in, and she followed, careful not to tread on his leg in the cramped space. The hatch closed automatically behind them—no need for the emergency access panel with the power restored—then the one ahead of them opened. No pressurization was needed; the tunnel’s atmosphere matched inside of the building.

			Overhead, a hexagonal, vertical shaft matched what they saw when they breached the first building. With power on, however, the walls were like a canvas of flowing paint. An ever-shifting phosphorescent blue pattern ascended to the top of the tower, where an aurora of cerulean and white swirled, giving the impression of clouds in an ethereal sky. Multicolored neon pinpricks of light marked countless airlocks rising into the sky. Each one an entrance for the Worm. On the ground floor alone, there were three equally spaced around the hexagonal perimeter. 

			Hundreds of directions from which an attack could come. They weren’t safe here, but God, they needed rest.

			“Put him here,” Davix ordered, then ripped off his gloves and rifled through their dwindling supplies. “Get him out of his suit. But be quick. As soon as you unseal the chest piece, the tourniquet will disengage.”

			Ada dragged the refiner the rest of the way to the terminal, then rushed to help Larsson lay Marlo down. He twisted the unconscious doctor’s air seal. A puff of gas burst from the seams near Marlo’s waist and pushed the suit pieces apart. Moving quickly, they lifted his legs to reduce the blood flow. They were heavy and limp, and the form-fitting suit clung to Marlo’s wound as they pulled it down, the tight fabric fighting past torn flesh. Ada caught of glimpse of the wound pumping thick blood, trickling down and pooling beneath Marlo’s calf. The exposed muscle fibers twitched, and Ada gagged.

			As soon as the suit was off, Davix fashioned a new tourniquet around Marlo’s leg and treated the wound, while Ada and Larsson stripped the upper half of his suit and helmet from Marlo. The doctor lay on his back in his underclothes, chest rising and falling in shallow breaths. His skin was pallid and lifeless already. Even if Davix saved him, he might not be well enough to survive the trip home.

			If there even was a trip home.

			“Help me with this?” Larsson asked Ada. He was kneeling next to the refiner, unscrewing the connection caps. Already onto the next task.

			Ada breathed. There was work to do. Searching Marlo’s chestpack turned up the wires they had used to set up the refiner in the array. From her pack she retrieved the last Eye. She stared at it, such a small thing in her palm. “Constance…” Tears blurred her vision. Stuffed deeper into her pack, her fingers brushed the soft dodo, but she refused to take it out. She wasn’t a little girl. She was a woman, and people were depending on her.

			Ada established a connection with the Eye. It wouldn’t accept any control except that granted by Constance—the Unity founder’s encrypted keys no longer existed since they were stored in her augments—so the Eye was stuck executing the last program it was set to run. Luckily, that’s all they needed it to do right now: regulate voltage.

			Larsson followed Ada’s lead screwing in the wired connections between the terminal, the Eye, and the refiner. When Ada enabled the drone, the refiner lit up and began pumping oxygen into the attached O2 tank. Seeing it working should have brought relief, but Ada couldn’t relax.

			“That is it?” Larsson asked.

			“The waiting is the hard part,” Ada said. She slumped against the wall and sat.

			It would take several hours to fill one tank. Time they didn’t have, sitting around with no way to escape. But what choice did they have? They couldn’t leave Marlo behind. Ada watched Davix treating the wounded man, cleaning and stitching the gash in his leg. So few supplies remained to them, treating a wound like this would leave them bereft.

			“Can you find the hub?” Larsson asked, sitting beside her.

			Ada shrugged. She saw it from the cliff, she knew where it was. But that might not matter. “I doubt anything survived the crash. And what about Marlo? He can’t get back with a torn suit.”

			“I have been thinking about that.” With great weariness, Larsson pushed himself to his feet and took up a spot near the medical supplies and Marlo’s suit. “Maybe this will work as a patch.” He held up a wound sealant, the same kind Ada had used to patch the Dauntless’ hull.

			“I was going to apply that after the stitches,” Davix muttered. He wiped sweat from his forehead with an arm.

			When had he taken off his helmet? Ada’s pressed into the back of her head, but she left it on, ready to go in a rush. There was nowhere to run, but tricking her body into thinking there was brought some semblance of comfort.

			“He needs a working suit, unless you want to leave him behind.” Larsson didn’t wait for any objection. None came.

			

			“Will it hold in vacuum?” Ada asked. It worked on the ship’s hull, but that was a sturdy, smooth material. The suit was wrinkled, torn, and bloodied, and these patches weren’t rated for the temperature and radiation of hard vacuum.

			“It only has to hold until the Celestial arrives.” Larsson pulled flattened the fabric and pressed the self-hardening patch over the tear. The fit would be even tighter now, limiting mobility, though from the looks of it, Marlo wasn’t going to be using that leg any time soon anyway. “I will fuse the edges the strengthen the seal. After that…one problem at a time,” Larsson said, then set to the slow work of securing the seams, fusing the patch and the leg with the laser of his ablative spectroscope.

			“One problem at a time,” Ada echoed, but exhaustion was catching up with her. She had just slept a few hours ago, but she felt like she had expended four days’ worth of energy since then. Her stomach clenched. A vision of nanomachines crawling over Constance to disassemble her intruded on Ada’s thoughts. She imagined them crawling down from her own skull, felt the tingling on her back, the rigidity in her muscles. Ada squeezed her jaw to force the hallucination away, but it only forced her to contemplate how many problems they had to solve if they wanted to escape this world.

			Dwindling supplies. Plenty of food, but only because it would last two days longer than their oxygen supply. If they slowly suffocated, would she survive the longest, left surrounded by her dying crew mates? They had to reach the hub across irradiated, shattered ground spewing superheated gas because of magma underfoot. Would another quake knock a boulder loose and crush them? They had to make that trek with limited oxygen and an unconscious man.

			

			The longer they could stay here and fill their oxygen tanks, the better, but the time would come to move before long. They were being hunted by the bots controlled by the Worm. Would saw blades rend her limbs, plasma torches sear her skin? A torturous end ripped apart by the machines.

			And when they got to the hub…then what? Even if they found supplies, they’d have to carry the beacon to somewhere the Celestial Steed could land. Assuming some alien signal didn’t crash the ship like last time. Had that been the work of the Worm too? It seemed certain at this point. But how could they prevent it from sabotaging another landing? If the backup ship crashed, there would be no third. They would be stranded here, helpless.

			If it came to that, it became a matter of each crew member choosing how to die. Anything was better than being taken by the Worm. Unsealing her spacesuit, her lungs collapsing, all the air ripped out of her and ejected into the vacuum of space while all the blood vessels in her skin hemorrhaged. A knife to the heart, maybe the same path chosen by the alien whose remains they found—only a short pain, then it would be over. Ada’s eyes flicked to the sidearm holstered on Davix’s thigh. Quickest of all. She practically felt the iron barrel against her temple. So many ways to die, and she imagined them all so vividly. They hammered at her sanity, pushing her mind closer to its breaking point.

			Ada was already breathing hard when the reality of the situation struck her like a bomb to a hospital. They were all going to die here. Constance was already dead. Marlo would be next, and the rest would follow them into the grave soon after. They thought they would be heroes, risking their lives to come to this planet. Optimistic fools, they thought they could actually save humanity. As though anything could salvage Earth. The grim reality was this:

			The only thing you got trying to be a hero was a quicker death.

			Ada sobbed. She curled up, hugging her legs. Her son would never see her again. She abandoned him, like her own parents abandoned her. Ezran would never hear her voice, never know she’s okay. She wasn’t okay. It was one thing to believe humanity’s extinction was coming. Another thing entirely to realize death had come for you personally. Now that it came for Ada, she wasn’t ready.

			“I don’t want to die here,” she wailed. 

			“Hey,” Davix consoled her, gripping her shoulder. He had finished sewing up Marlo. “We’re not done yet.”

			“Constance is gone,” Ada lamented. What did that mean for the Unity? When Earth found out Constance was dead, would Ada’s family be provided for any longer? Was all of this for nothing?

			“She’s gone,” Davix whispered. “She is, I know.”

			“They killed her.” Larsson’s voice shook with outrage. “They murdered our captain.” He looked at Marlo, his jaw working as he stewed over them hurting him too.

			Davix’s lips tightened in a scowl. “We’re not losing anyone else.” Ada just hugged her legs tighter. How could he be so overconfident? “You were brave back there, Ada. Sometimes a soldier freezes up when they first see combat.”

			Ada sniffled, glanced at Marlo’s gauze-wrapped leg. “I did freeze up.” It was a miracle Marlo hadn’t been killed.

			“Well, it happened to me too. You got over it faster.”

			“You?” Larsson scoffed. “You did not so much as flinch when a bot crashed to the ground next to you.”

			

			Davix closed his eyes. “I was a different man back in ‘84. Fresh out of boot camp, they put me in a squad headed to Rønne in Denmark. It was a relief mission. The town was failing, population collapsing. They claimed our trade embargoes caused their food prices to skyrocket, and their basic incomes couldn’t keep up.”

			Larsson grunted. “Those embargoes hurt us in Sweden too. My mother’s sister died when food riots burned down her town.”

			“The US government wouldn’t admit it was our fault, which of course it was, but we offered military support to restore peace. We didn’t know how bad it was. We thought we still had friends in Europe.”

			Larsson gave a humorless laugh. “Wolverines, we called you. Not peace officers. We were already weak, and you were scavengers, come to pick our bones clean.”

			“Wolverines.” Davix cracked an eye open at Larsson.

			“It would have been järv in our tongue.”

			“First I’ve heard that name. Heard plenty of others which I don’t care to repeat. I knew the locals blamed us for their problems, but I never thought it would go so far. They were happy enough to take our aid packages, but as soon as we finished unloaded them, the shooting started.

			“Before I knew what was happening, the helo I came in on was a flaming wreck sinking into the harbor. Gunfire pinned us from all directions. Our sergeant went down, shot in the neck just above the Kevlar plating, and I was too afraid to drag him to cover. Afraid of catching a bullet myself.” Davix dug his fist into the ground. “I could have saved him, but I watched him die not ten feet away from me. I can still picture his eyes looking at me, pleading for help.” He looked at Ada. “I’m sure you understand that.”

			Ada squeezed her eyes shut to flush the tears away. Behind the blackness of her eyelids, a splash of color formed into her father’s shocked eyes in a crimson room. It made her want to curl up even tighter.

			“How do you do it?” Ada whispered. “How do you convince yourself to keep going?”

			Davix sighed. “When he died, something snapped. I wasn’t scared anymore, I was pissed off. Angry at the Danes for betraying us. Mad as hell that I let a man die because of my fear. My Corporal yanked me by the shoulder strap and dragged me to another marine, bleeding from a wound in his abdomen. Lindon Gray, his name was, Private First Class. I saw in his eyes, his chattering teeth, he was afraid too. It was the same with the Corporal. No one knew what was happening. A dozen were dead, more were wounded. But my fire team was returning fire, fighting back. I was the only one who froze. That pissed me off even more.

			“From that moment, it was like there was no enemy. I did my job, and we made it to another helo, got out alive with only three more casualties. That was a quiet ride home. We didn’t know what it meant. Looking back now, it’s obvious. Two months later, the whole world was at war.” The sergeant locked eyes with Ada. “We need you to be brave again, Ada, because we are getting off this planet.”

			“How?” Ada asked. “How are we going to get off this planet when the Worm is hunting us? It can crash the Celestial just like it did the Dauntless, and then what?”

			“We’ll have to kill it before that happens,” Davix said. He laid his hand over the rifle resting by his side. “Bullets work on the bots, at least.”

			

			“But they did nothing to the machine that killed Constance,” Larsson said.

			Davix detached the rifle’s magazine and checked his remaining ammo. “No, but these are five-five-sixes. The cannon I loaded onto the hub fires twenty-millimeter rounds.”

			Larsson’s forehead crinkled. “What does that mean?”

			The sergeant sneered and spat on the ground. “Means we’re at war. When we’re at war, we kill our enemies, and I don’t intend to be caught off-guard again.”

			“Good,” Larsson said. “They will pay for taking Constance from us.”

			Ada wanted to believe that was true, but she still couldn’t convince herself there was any hope. “Goddamn optimists,” she muttered with a yawn.

			They might not survive the night. How were they going to fight a war? Their enemy was an unthinking algorithm with an army of machines at its command. All of them were going to die in this icy hell. Nothing they did would prevent that. But Ada considered…Davix and Marlo were fighting back. She wasn’t going to be the only one not helping. Enemies surrounded them, but she could focus on that, at least. 

			Her eyelids had grown heavy, and soon she drifted to sleep. It provided her with little rest. Her dreams were haunted by a blend of memory and nightmare. Constance going taut with the Worm in her neck, her mother screaming. The wound in her father’s skull matching the one on Marlo’s leg, the flesh on his head peeling away like a black banana. Blood trailing down the hospital walls in the same pattern as it trailed behind them in the maintenance tunnel. Bots swarmed into the skyscraper from airlocks above, covering the walls like thousands of spiders.

			

			Ada woke with start and tweaked her neck. She rubbed at the pain until it became a throbbing ache, then noticed the tightness in her back, the soreness in her legs. Her body felt used up.

			She looked up, scanning the pale blue walls to ensure the bots hadn’t found them, then exhaled. It was only a dream. Satisfied they were still alone, she knuckled the tight spots in her back and saw Davix cleaning his rifle with his undershirt, staining the white fabric black. Had he slept at all? Ada was going to punch the man if he had stayed up guarding them all night. Larsson, at least, slumbered not far from the refiner, which was still working, and Marlo…

			Marlo groaned, crawling over to his patched spacesuit.

			“You’re awake,” Ada said, eyes wide. The sight of Marlo moving came with a flood of relief. It washed away when she got a better look at him. 

			His underclothes were soaked with sweat. Rivulets on his forehead reflected the glowing blue tower overhead. Where his leggings were cut, they were stained red around a mass of lumpy skin. Davix had done well stitching and cleaning the wound, but Marlo was clearly trying not to move it as he dragged himself toward his suit. Still, that he was conscious at all came as a surprise.

			“Nanos are incredible things,” Marlo said.

			Davix cleared his throat. “Without my surgery, your nanos couldn’t do shit.”

			When Marlo reached his suit, he was panting, still weak from exhaustion. 

			“They’re not enough,” Ada said. “We need to get to the hub, find more medicine. How are you feeling?”

			“Lightheaded, cold, weak, and this,” he gestured to his wound, “stings like hell. Aches too. In all, about how I would expect to feel after just about losing my leg.” He forced a smile. “Davix already explained what happened. Thanks…for getting me out of there.” He sighed. “Not sure it’s going to make a difference though.” Marlo lifted his suit leg, stiff where the patch was applied while the rest was flexible. “Is this going to get me to the hub?”

			“Larsson did it. Do you trust him?”

			Marlo hesitated, his eyes sliding toward the sleeping man. “Yes.”

			Ada smiled.

			“Good,” Davix said, “because we’ve got no choice. The hub’s got our only hope of evac and I am not letting any more of you die. Both of you, send your augments’ vital readouts to my suit. Keep comms open, but externals off. Noise discipline, we don’t want them hearing us.”

			Ada set up a local network that would forward the bio readouts from all participants to Davix’s HUD. She sent connection requests to Marlo and Larsson. Marlo accepted, and his vitals showed up in Ada’s augments below her own. His blood oxygen level was low and he was running a fever. He needed more powerful meds as soon as possible. “You seeing these?”

			“Yeah,” Davix said. “You sure you’re okay to move, Marlo? If I saw these readings on your chart, I’d order you a week of bed rest.”

			“If there was a bed here, I’d gladly wait,” Marlo said. “As it is…I can make it.”

			Ada held her tongue about his chances. “We need to cross the crater to get to the hub. That’s a few hours of hard travel.”

			“I can make it,” Marlo repeated more forcefully.

			Davix scrubbed a hand through his beard. “We need to get the beacon somewhere the Celestial can land and kill the Worm before it forces another crash landing. How long do we have, Ada?”

			She glanced at her mission clock, which had been counting up since their crash landing. It had recently reached twenty hours. Not even a full day. Ada blinked. She didn’t know what to make of that. It seemed as though they had spent an entire lifetime here. But the Celestial Steed was approaching. It was only supposed to be a day behind them, but it had been delayed by the debris field orbiting Jupiter and the launch conditions on Earth. Accounting for those delays, the backup ship would arrive in… “Fifty-one hours.” She set her mission clock to count down from her estimate. That’s how long they had to survive the Worm’s hunt. “That’s when the ship will reach the same point where the Dauntless’ power was cut off.”

			“The first time the aliens tried to kill us, you mean,” Marlo said. “Weren’t we supposed to be coming to help them?”

			“It’s probably just an automated system, “Ada said. “Now that power’s back on, maybe they can destroy the ship even sooner.” 

			“Without the hub,” Davix said, “we won’t have the oxygen to last that long. And we can’t stay here to refine more even if we did have the time.”

			Marlo’s already bloodless face blanched further. “They’re still coming?”

			“Better assume they are,” the sergeant said. “Thinking you’re clear will get you killed in a combat zone.”

			“Surprised they haven’t found us already,” Ada said. She dug out an energy bar from Larsson’s suit, laying on the floor beside him, chewed on it gratefully. For all she knew, it would be her last meal.

			

			“Maybe a little more rest would be good,” Marlo said, wincing.

			“You said you could make it,” Davix said. “I’m not waiting for them to show up to start running. The air tank is full.” He gestured at the refiner, standing, then booted Larsson to wake him. “Time to move. Suits on.”

			Larsson awoke with a startled yell. It seemed Ada wasn’t the only one losing sleep to nightmares. He quickly collected himself and sat up, then accepted Ada’s connection request. When his bleary eyes found Marlo, a smile crossed his face. “Glad to see you are still kicking.”

			Marlo grinned back. “One day, Anders, you’ll admit that you like me.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Seventeen

			Exothermic

			Ada crossed the room to the empty refiner, where it still had yet to fill the O2 tank. Its gauge showed ninety percent full. That tracked with her clock; she must have slept eight hours. Eight hours of nightmares. It almost made her wish she’d stayed awake. 

			She sighed. A task, that’s what Ada needed. Something to keep her mind occupied, to prevent it from reeling at the grim reality of her situation. One oxygen tank—not full, not enough to sustain them, but they’d have to make do. “Davix, bring me the empty ones.” 

			When Davix did, she removed the transfill hose connecting the refiner to the nearly full O2 tank. She connected the filled tank to three of the empty ones in turn, transferring compressed oxygen in equal parts to the others. If the crew’s earlier uptake rate remained constant, they should each have almost three hours of breathable air when they left the tunnels. 

			“Size of that crater we saw, we’ll have to move quickly.” The sergeant eyed Marlo, who struggled to get his leg into his suit.

			“Don’t worry about me,” Marlo said when he noticed Davix’s gaze. “I won’t slow you down.”

			Ada helped him, then checked his vitals in her overlays as she donned her own suit. His fever showed no signs of abating. Maybe she should have allocated more oxygen to him, but it was too late now. Bots could burst into this not-so-safe haven at any moment. They had to leave.

			“You can lead us to the hub once we are outside?” Larsson asked her.

			“As long as we come out where I expect.”

			Larsson smiled weakly. “Then I have no doubt.”

			He began disassembling the connection between the oxygen refiner and the terminal powering it.

			“Leave it,” Davix said. “It’ll only slow us down.”

			Pursing his lips looking at the refiner, Larsson seemed to consider whether it’d be needed to save their lives again. However, the hub would have its own oxygen refiner, and spare O2 tanks as well… if they were lucky. Too much rested on vital equipment surviving a crash landing to reassure Ada.

			Larsson stood and sighed. “Let us go, then. Which way?”

			Ada collected herself and strode toward the airlock ninety degrees around the circular room from the one they entered by. Through the hexagonal window was nothing but darkness. “The crater is this way.” 

			She threw the lever on the wall and the door silently slid open. The three men followed her in, Marlo limping, and she threw the next lever. Behind them the door closed, and she expected the next door to open in turn. It didn’t. She furrowed her brows, momentarily confused until she noticed a number in her overlays decreasing—the external atmospheric pressure.

			The airlock was depressurizing.

			Their suits bulged outward with the decline toward vacuum. Marlo’s expanded around the patch, edges stretching around the hardened wound sealant. Ada readied herself to throw the lever and repressurize the chamber. When the air pressure dropped to zero and the seal held firm, the doctor let out a sigh of relief. He wiggled his leg to test it, then nodded.

			Ada opened the door ahead. Her suit had clicked over to the oxygen tank, adding another countdown to her augments. She hid the display and tried to ignore it. 

			Davix must have been looking at the same number on his visor’s heads-up display. “Let’s hurry.”

			Ada guided them through the tunnels. Their headlamps illuminated water dripping from the ceiling, pooling on the floor. Cracks overhead showed reflective white ice. No wonder they were in vacuum; these tunnels barely survived the damage from the planet’s braking burn.

			No longer level ground, the complex rose and fell and twisted erratically, and before long, Ada turned a corner to find that the tunnel sloped steeply down. They were getting close to the exit.

			Marlo’s limp made this slope so difficult for him, all that came through his microphone was heavy breathing. Long gone were the upbeat quips from a man unafraid of facing the future. His optimism was as hobbled as his stride. Still, he soldiered on, keeping his promise not to slow them down. Careful progress was a luxury they could not afford.

			At the end of a broken tunnel, they stepped out onto the top of a steep, rocky hill near the bottom of the crater wall. Ada surveyed the pocked landscape before them, illuminated by dim sunlight. She recalled the last time she overlooked the crater and her suit’s temperature spiking while standing near the edge of the clifftop. No telling what temperature the bottom of the crater was, with magma heating it from below, but their suits were only rated for so much heat. She shook her head. They’d deal with that when they came to it. Larsson was right. One problem at a time.

			

			“Crater walls don’t look so steep,” Davix said, pointing. A crumbling pathway led back out of the massive hole, a way for them to escape once they retrieved the hub’s beacon.

			“To you, maybe,” Marlo added, panting. “And what about that?” He gestured forward.

			Collapsed skyscrapers of slick black material marked the beginning of their path forward. Beyond them, boulders, rocks, and crevasses littered the landscape, preventing traversal across huge swaths of ground. Puffs of superheated gas escaped from roiling cracks as magma seeped up through fractured bedrock. Here and there, shrapnel from their second stage dotted the landscape, though the rough terrain hid the main wreckage from view. So too was the hub shrouded from sight, though Ada knew where it was based on the vantage they’d had atop the rim.

			In the center of the crater, towering upward into the star-specked sky was the mass driver, as dark as empty space. The immense yellow-banded conduits that once supplied power to the weapon cut straight through the vista, intersecting the crater wall to their right. That was fortunate—if they had emerged on the other side, there would have been no way to reach the downed hub.

			“Got the path memorized?” Davix asked her.

			Wide, flattened pathways separated the sectors of impassable rock. From this low angle, only a portion of them were visible, but they must have formed the strange hexagonal grid she’d seen from above. Those once-straight edges reminded Ada of Earth’s roads, with broken rock jutting over the path and innumerable cracks marring their smoothness. She wasn’t sure how much of the damage came from the initial firing of the mass driver and how much was caused by the continuous quakes, but her instincts screamed at her to stay far away from these roads. Just looking at them tightened her guts with dread. In those clear corridors, the crew would be visible to hunting bots.

			“What path? It’ll take us hours to climb over the rocks.” Ada shook her head. “We’ll never make it.”

			The ground trembled, as if warning them to move. Only Marlo, who was sitting to catch his breath, didn’t struggle to keep balance. Tall boulders that had been on the cusp of tumbling lost the battle against gravity and fell onto their sides, sending up plumes of dust that hung in the air like fog on a windless sea. Molten rock and gas hot enough to liquefy metal ejected from the chaotic hellscape, spraying skyward from countless deadly geysers.

			Ada swallowed. For all of Earth’s faults, it was never as likely to kill them as this place.

			“Do those roads lead to the hub?” Marlo offered.

			“Those roads must be for the bots,” Ada said. An illogical conclusion, but fear guided her tongue. “We can’t go that way.”

			“They are not roads,” Larsson objected. “Look. The shape of this place is not typical for an impact crater. No ejecta surrounds the rim. The walls are too steep.” The geologist hummed. “I believe these beings excavated the crust beneath the mass driver. However, the ground needed to remain stable until firing. What we see are the supports that held the landscape up before the weapon was used.”

			Davix barked a laugh. “So what, you’re saying they made a sort of…crumple zone out of their planet’s crust?”

			“Precisely.”

			“Makes sense.” The sergeant grunted. “As much as anything else in this godforsaken place.”

			

			“So the bots won’t know about the paths?” Marlo asked. “That sound right to you, Ada?”

			If the bot swarm were controlled by Ada’s algorithm, they would have had no problem finding and searching the flat pathways. The aliens’ algorithm must have differed from hers in innumerable ways, but it seemed best not to underestimate it. If they were advanced enough to geoengineer their planet like Larsson suggested, their technology was far more advanced than humanity’s.

			Still…she couldn’t see any bots down there at the moment. Were the crater walls too steep for them to descend? They could climb vertical skyscrapers, and there were many crumpled paths like Davix observed. That didn’t make sense. Was this place similar to the bots in the fusion array, refusing to follow for some reason?

			There were too many variables to make sense of. Ada couldn’t grasp the situation. She grunted in frustration. “Maybe…”

			“No choice, regardless,” Davix said. “We don’t have time to go any other way. We’re burning oxygen already. Let’s get down there.”

			Marlo sighed. Whether from relief they wouldn’t have to cross the rocky deathtrap—Briggs would never make it with his injury—or as a way to steel himself for the last leg of the journey, Ada couldn’t tell. She offered an arm and pulled him to his feet.

			Ada looked down the steep black hill they had to descend—a fallen skyscraper covered in debris—and took an unconscious step backward when vertigo struck her. They were forty meters from the bottom. One slip, and they’d be dead. She took it slow, on hands and feet, using the handholds like a ladder where they were exposed. All the way down, she tested her footing to avoid loose rocks or slippery spots where slick composite showed through the dirt.

			Just as she reached the foot of the hill, the ground quaked again. Marlo stumbled and slid down the final six meters, accelerating and kicking up dust as he fell. Rocks tumbled down the hill beside him. At the last moment, he twisted and caught himself with his good leg, then lay there for a moment, breathing hard.

			Davix grunted when he stood.

			“I’m fine,” he said. “Thanks for asking. No need to—”

			His helmet tilted upward, and Ada followed his gaze. A cluster of shooting stars twinkled overhead.

			No…not shooting stars.

			Drones.

			They darted through the sky, traveling via powered thrust rather than rotors, only visible when their miniature rocket engines kicked on to correct course.

			Ada blinked in astonishment, then a hand grabbed her by the shoulder and dragged her beneath an outcropping of rock.

			“If they see us,” Davix warned, “every bot on this planet is going to converge on us.”

			“Flying bots?” Marlo groaned.

			“Do we know that they are searching for us?” Larsson asked. “Perhaps they are going to the mass driver.”

			“Would you bet your life on that?” Davix asked.

			“They’re searching for us,” Ada said. Her gut told her it was true. Something about the way they had been flying sparked recognition…

			“We’ll move fast and stick to cover,” the sergeant commanded. “Ada, you’re in the lead. Larsson, keep your eyes up for patrols. If you see anything, we duck under the closest rock.”

			

			“If they’re searching for us, they’ll be monitoring these paths,” Ada protested.

			“Then we’d better hope our luck doesn’t run out,” Davix said. “Now go.”

			“What luck?” Marlo muttered.

			“Don’t fall behind,” Davix told him, then he put a hand between Ada’s shoulders and pushed her forward.

			Ada jogged down the only path, a corridor of boulders and rock penning them in. She occasionally glanced back to make sure Marlo was keeping up, but moved as quickly as she could, breathing hard. What seemed only cracks when viewed from above often turned out to be chest-high or taller split rock. They had to climb up these ledges, slowing them down.

			When a minor tremor began, Ada noticed the ground churning just in time to spring out of the way of a plume of gas. Her visor struck a rock, but the only damage was a jolt of pain in her neck; the plastic held. Pushing herself up, the heat of the rock seeped through her gloves. Her suit’s temperature monitor climbed almost as quickly as her heart rate.

			Davix pulled her to her feet. “Keep going.”

			Her eyes found Marlo, climbing a ledge with Larsson’s help. His vitals showed red in her augments, highlighted by warnings and alarms. But these were abstract worries compared to what Ada felt in her own body. Stiff legs. Labored breathing. She’d always believed when she needed to run for her life, her stamina would be bottomless. Instead, she felt the fatigue of a prey animal fleeing from its predator, knowing in its bones it was certain to be devoured.

			“Hide!” Larsson shouted.

			Ada’s head whipped left and right looking for a place to shelter under the rocks. Her eyes landed on a dust cloud billowing behind a swarm of bots rushing down a collapse in the crater wall. Flyers raced ahead of them, headed straight for the crew.

			The closest outcropping was a dozen meters ahead; she’d never make it. Panicked, she threw herself to the ground near the side of the path and prayed that her white suit wouldn’t stand out against the landscape, that the drifting haze would obscure her.

			That this wasn’t the end.

			Despite everything she believed, Ada wanted to live. She wanted her friends to live, and her family on Earth. What were beliefs in the face of action? Real belief can only be seen through behavior. And now, Ada behaved as someone who wanted live. To survive was worth fighting for.

			“Clear,” Davix said after what felt like far too short a time. How could he know the stampede of bots wouldn’t spot them? Or that the drones weren’t circling to spot them from the air. He couldn’t, but he pulled Ada up by her suit anyway, and the fight went on.

			Ada forced her legs to move and led the crew with the weight of survival pressing down on her. They would make it to the hub. They would outlast this day. When the Celestial Steed arrived, they’d be ready to go home.

			All Ada’s hopeful thoughts fled when she turned a corner and ran into a bot.

			She threw herself backward, screaming, and toppled over Larsson. Davix ran past with his rifle raised, and she was transported back to the hospital in wartime, watching the nameless soldier guarding the only door between her family and the enemy.

			Ada’s child hands squeezed the stuffed dodo she held, then a man groaned and shouted her name, and she found herself back in the present, lying atop Larsson, squeezing a similar dodo through the fabric of her suit’s chestpack. Ada blinked away the memory, then rolled off her crewmate, muttering apologies.

			On her hands and knees, she made herself look at the bot, heart pounding at the mere sight of their enemy. Davix prodded it with the barrel of his rifle; it didn’t move. All its leg joints were destroyed, and half its carapace looked scorched and melted. Before pushing herself to her feet, Ada slammed her fist into the ground.

			Reacting that way to destroyed wreckage… Was she a little girl or a woman?

			“It’s dead.” Ada’s voice was flat. She ground her teeth watching Davix aim at the bot.

			“Let’s keep it that way.” The sergeant fired his rifle.

			Ada heard only the muffled sound waves that traveled up Davix’s arm to reach his microphone. When he tried to give a comforting smile, it only made Ada angrier. She stomped past him to continue toward the hub. This would be far from the last bot she saw on this planet. Was she going to jump out of her skin every time they encountered one? The others seemed to think so, treating her like a delicate child. Sooner or later, her overreaction would be the death of her, and perhaps the others as well. She refused to let that happen.

			Ada’s chest burned, her neck ached, her throat was parched and sweat soaked her undershirt. Her legs protested with every step, but still she led the crew onward.

			The ground quaked often, with only minutes between events, kicking up more dust and setting off more gas plumes. More patrols flew in the distance; Ada caught a glimpse of one swarm through the brown haze overhead. The drones weren’t traveling toward the mass driver, not even back toward the city. They must have been running a search algorithm. Any doubt she had whether they were being hunted vanished as quickly as her oxygen reserve.

			Soon it became clear the group was slowing. None more so than Marlo, who hadn’t spoken a word since descending the hill into the crater. His limp grew more exaggerated, and Ada hated that she was thankful that meant she could slow down for a breather to let him keep pace. The skin of his face was paler than she thought possible; he looked like a corpse in a spacesuit, and his exhausted expression did nothing to chase away the image.

			Only fatigue prevented her from thinking about what would happen when their oxygen ran out. She passed a mountainous boulder, thinking she couldn’t take a single additional step—

			And there it was.

			The mobile hub rested askew atop a jumble of rocks, some of which had clearly been crushed beneath its landing. Scorch marks marred the side of the vehicle above a destroyed tank tread that hung like a twisted rope ladder. The hub wasn’t going anywhere, but they didn’t need it to. As long as the hull was intact, it would serve its purpose.

			The crew hastily climbed through valleys of fallen boulders toward refuge. Even Marlo seemed to have been reinvigorated, using the rock walls for balance so he needn’t put weight on his wounded leg. Davix expected the bots to have eyes on this location and scouted the other side of the crash. He reappeared atop a jagged peak near the forward airlock and waved everyone up. No scouting parties, he said, and thick, brown dust from the latest quake floated in the air to veil them from any patrols passing overhead.

			

			When the sergeant reached for the override to the airlock, Larsson stopped him. “If there is air inside, we must not vent it.”

			“You think there will be?” Davix eyed him skeptically, then stood aside. “Be my guest, but the clock’s ticking.”

			Marlo managed a weak laugh. “When’s the last time you think a clock has actually ticked?”

			Ada smiled to see the doctor with some life back in him. When Larsson triggered the airlock’s depressurization and a light turned on beside the hatch, Ada’s vision blurred with tears. It had actually worked. They’d made it. There was air and enough power that some systems were operational. For once, their luck actually held.

			The airlock was so small, they had to enter two at a time. Marlo and Ada took the first cycle. The inside of the hub was dark, but Ada checked her suit’s readings to find that atmospheric pressure held at the usual 100 kPa. No leaks. She took a deep breath, then unsealed and removed her helmet. The air smelled familiar, like home.

			“Is that a good idea?” Marlo asked. His voice came through her suit’s external speaker.

			Ada shrugged, then realized Marlo couldn’t see her. She held the helmet up to her face and said, “If I have to spend one more minute in this suit, I’ll scream,” then tossed it to the ground.

			If Marlo responded, she didn’t hear it. Giddiness rose in her at the thought of getting a change of clothes. Showering wouldn’t be possible—the shower was scattered across the crater with the rest of the second stage—but undergarments unsoiled with sweat would feel amazing. “All right, power first, then meds for you.”

			

			They were in the lab and had come through the airlock that once led to the crew capsule. Ada felt her way through the darkness, stubbing her boots on enough things that it painted a picture of total chaos. She should have kept her helmet on for the headlamp, but she found the electrical breaker by memory easily enough. She threw the main switch and gasped when light flooded the room.

			Life support and airlock controls had redundancy on the secondary circuits, but until now there was no guarantee the primary electrical system had survived. Ada took a slow, deep breath and smiled. She tried connecting to the Chain, but it failed. The external antenna evidently hadn’t survived. The Celestial and Earth’s LinkSats were still out of reach.

			“I’ll be damned,” Davix said, removing his own helmet as soon as he stepped through the hatch.

			“My lab…” Larsson lamented, taking off his.

			The picture Ada imagined wasn’t far from reality. The hub had survived the crash, but she now saw how little else had. The impact detached most of the equipment they had secured to the walls from the rail system and smashed it to pieces. Detritus covered the floor of the lab—broken glass, spilled liquids, chunks of metal, tangled wires. Only a few of the storage containers they’d packed looked to have come through with little damage. Larsson began working through the mess—and likely his grief at the lost hours of research.

			Marlo was no longer in the room. Ada and Davix went through the hatch to the medibay and found him rummaging through the supplies. This deck had fared little better than the last, but Davix found a sedative injector. He told Marlo to lay down on the one remaining medical bed so he could put him to sleep and properly dress his wound. Ada was certain Marlo fell asleep before the needle ever broke his skin.

			She left the medic to his work, opting to check the next deck for food and water. Opening the heavy door to cold storage, she expected water to pool around her boots. Instead, the ice remained frozen, and the only damage was to a few broken-open packets of food. Even they might have been safe to eat. If not, there was still plenty of food for the crew to have a decent meal or ten.

			They had food, oxygen, and a place to hide for a time. Basic needs met, Ada finally let herself feel the exhaustion she’d been staving off. She opened the door to her cramped personal room. Right about now, a tight space to nestle into was exactly what she needed. She stripped off her suit and lay down on her tiny mattress.

			The ground quaked just before she closed her eyes, and the hub shifted and settled. The jarring motion kept her awake for a moment longer, enough to check her augments. The Celestial Steed was getting closer. She could rest for now, but the Dauntless crew couldn’t stay for long.

			The ground rumbled once more, and Ada drifted to sleep with visions of a stampede of bots overrunning their tiny haven in these broken lands.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Eighteen

			Send and Receive

			Ada awoke to the sensation of falling and hitting the ground. Her arm was tucked beneath her at an awkward angle, putting pressure on her aching shoulder. Disoriented from sleep, it took her several panicked breaths to understand that she was in the corner of her L-shaped bed. The hub rested at a steeper angle than when she’d fallen asleep.

			There must have been a quake, shifting their vehicle on the unsteady ground upon which it sat. It spoke to her exhaustion that she hadn’t stirred when the world was rocking. Marlo groaned beyond the crack in her broken door, urging her to get up to check on him. With her weary legs she stumbled, then cracked her knee on the wall when trying to catch herself.

			Not the most auspicious way to start any day, let alone one that would decide whether she lived or became food for the Worm.

			After peeling off her soiled underclothes and donning a fresh set in her room, she put on her spacesuit, pried open the door, and entered the medical bay.

			Marlo sat on the ground beside the bed, gingerly prodding at his leg. The wound dribbled blood, but otherwise the stitches held. By the looks of it, he had fallen when the hub tilted.

			“Quake wake you too?” he asked, and Ada nodded. “Can you bring me something to eat? My leg is even more stiff and sore today, if you can believe it, and I’m starving.”

			Ada heated some brown mush for both of them, then sat beside him eating. “Nothing good in the freezer.”

			Marlo nearly spat out the first spoonful, then laughed. “I remember this stuff tasting much better.”

			Without the Chain to offload the sensory processing, they couldn’t add any taste to the bland oatmeal. Ada scarfed down the hot meal anyway. “Still better than another ration of energy bars.”

			“It would go great with some mushrooms.” He gave a wistful smile, staring off into space while dragging his spoon around the bowl. “You know, all I can think of is those psychedelics I cooked up in the lab, before our ship was hit and Constance made me stop. Every morning, that’s the first thing that comes to mind. Which drugs am I going to try today?”

			“Every morning?” Ada listened while forcing mouthfuls of slop down her gullet.

			Marlo grunted. “Any surprise no close friends remain to me?” She gave him a look, prompting him to clarify. “All right, other than the crew. You guys are family. But I used to have more friends, back in university. I was pretty popular, believe it or not.”

			“I don’t,” she said with a wry smile. He might have been feeling down, but Ada was pleased he laughed at her poking fun. “What happened?”

			“A couple of us had a private Link on the Chain. Exclusive to other psychonauts, you know? The Magick Shoppe. We’d share formulas, concoct new drugs, report the results. It was real science, of the kind sadly missing from the lives of most university-goers. That Link was my raison d’être. I’d found my tribe.

			

			“I thought so, at least. Until out of the blue they told me I, quote, ‘have a real problem’. Half the reason I started down that path was for them. My friends. Pretty soon, I was the only one showing up to our meetings. They said I pushed them away.” He sighed. “And they’re right, I know that now. I have that effect on people. Back then, I thought they lost sight of our valiant goal.”

			“A valiant goal?” Ada asked with one eyebrow raised. “Getting high?”

			“Exploring the last true frontier,” Marlo countered. “Consciousness. And doing it in a way that everyone benefited. I published my experiments and results to the Chain so anyone could explore their mind the way they wanted. They could escape their struggles. Heal their psyches.

			“Diving into the Chain can be fun, but it’s all...manufactured. What comes from within, that’s real. With everyone so caught up in the simulations, we need to help people discover that. Even if there’s great risk, there’s greater reward to be reaped in those endeavors.” He shook his head with a sigh.

			Ada chimed in. “You don’t believe that anymore?”

			“I do... But look where it’s gotten me.” He gestured around with his spoon, unmindful of the tasteless debris falling to the floor. “Constance said she chose us because we help people. Now that we’re here ‘helping’, all I want to do is go home. I want to live, mission be damned.”

			Ada sympathized. Help us help you, the aliens had said. What the hell were they talking about? Did they think murdering Constance and trying to kill the rest of the crew was helping anybody?

			“I’m scared too,” Ada said. 

			

			Marlo sniffed. “Scared is nothing new. A psychonaut is always confronting his own demons. The hallucinations bring up the stuff we keep buried deepest. If you’re not terrified of that, you’re doing it wrong. I thought facing what was inside made me brave. But it never prepared me for this. Actual danger. Bots trying to kill us. Maybe I’ve just been a selfish coward all along.”

			Ada looked him in the eye and felt she was gazing into her own. Her demons always bubbled to the surface, and always at the most inopportune times. She flinched away, never confronting them, always afraid the visions would reappear. Marlo confronted his own trauma willingly. “You’re not a coward. And you’re not selfish.”

			“Thanks.” But she knew he didn’t believe her.

			How could she put it? “You’re a biologist, Marlo. Do you think the rabbit doesn’t feel fear when running from the fox? The more strongly it believes it’s going to die, the harder it will run. Our fear will keep us alive. We evolved to survive at any cost, and that’s what we’re going to do. We’ll make it off this planet.”

			Marlo looked away. “You don’t really believe that.”

			She opened her mouth to object, but the words never made it past the lump in her throat. She wanted to reassure him, but she didn’t want to lie. The odds of their survival had been grim from the moment they crashed, and their chances had only worsened since.

			“I do,” Larsson said, entering from the lab.

			“Been listening long?” Marlo asked, his lips turning down.

			“I have come to check on you after the quake.”

			“Well, forget all that about me being a selfish coward, then. Wasn’t opening up to you.”

			

			Larsson grinned. “You two are not the only ones who are afraid. And I wish to return home too. We were foolish to believe we could help Earth by coming here. There are no shortcuts. Only careful, incremental improvements on what history has placed in our lap. That change moves from bottom to top. All we can do is help our communities thrive. We got into this crisis because of hasty action, moving forward without a plan. Let us not repeat that mistake.”

			Bumbling into a crisis. Ada wasn’t sure if he was talking about Constance powering the array, coming to this planet at all, or everything leading up to the Energy War. Probably all three, knowing Larsson. But she wasn’t sure they had time to formulate a careful plan. They needed to be hasty if they had any hope of escaping the planet.

			“Come with me.” Larsson helped Marlo to his feet and led him to the lab. 

			Ada followed. Once through the hatch, she saw Larsson had cleaned up the mess that had become of the deck after the quake. He hadn’t only focused on what was salvageable and left miscellanea to pile up. He’d shoved it all into the corner at the bottom of the sloped floor. Some things weren’t worth maintaining; even still, the garbage could not be allowed to pile up.

			Close to hand, their helmets rested atop a dented storage container. Three of them.

			“Where’s Davix?” Ada expected him to be in the lab with Larsson.

			“He is patrolling to ensure no bots are sneaking up on us.”

			Ada frowned. She hoped he’d gotten some sleep, rather than worrying over their safety all night. They would need him at his best.

			

			“He will return shortly,” Larsson continued. “I have already taken stock of our supplies with him.”

			Ada looked over the stockpile they had collected, amazed that so much survived the crash. Full O2 tanks for each of them; handheld tools that Larsson had carefully packed away; and she knew they had plenty of food in storage. Of course, once they left the hub, there might not be another chance to eat until the Celestial arrived. 

			The direst scarcity was medicine. Just two bottles sat atop the last remaining wound sealant—one containing painkillers, though only a few pills rattled around inside, and one nearly drained of some liquid. That must have been the sedative Davix had used to put Marlo to sleep. The rest of their injectables were dried-up puddles surrounded by shards of glass and plastic on the floor of the medibay.

			Ada noticed something missing. “The nano injector?” She’d surrounded it in reactive gel before the crash landing to protect it.

			Larsson shook his head. “Shattered. The boosters must have fired when the hub neared the ground, but it still came down hard.” Ada grunted in frustration, but Larsson continued. “It is not all bad. Most importantly, the beacon is still working. We will be able to control where the Celestial lands. I cannot think of a suitable location, however.”

			“What about the spot we passed on the way to the array?” Ada suggested.

			“Really?” Marlo’s eyebrows shot up. “The clearing full of bots? What if they’re still there?”

			“It’s risky,” Ada admitted, “but maybe we could plant the beacon, draw the bots away, then go back to the ship after it lands.” The idea sounded suicidal, even to her. 

			

			“If crazy ideas are the soup du jour,” Marlo said, “how about this: we land it here in the crater.”

			“That certainly would not do,” Larsson said. “The terrain is too rough and constantly shifting. If the ship tips over, we could not lift off. No, the risk is too great.”

			“Riskier than returning to the city?” Marlo’s mouth tightened.

			“Better to try a place known to be suitable than trying to find a new location.”

			“It’s familiar, yes, but the risks are unknown. There could be more bots, damage from the quakes, things we cannot even fathom, now that the power is on. We know they’ve got flying ones now, with who-knows-what-kind of weapons.”

			As the two men began bickering, Ada tuned out their argument and pondered something that had been bothering her since yesterday.

			Why hadn’t there been flying drones in the fusion array? If there had been, escape would have been impossible. They had only started hunting for them after leaving the city. How far did that search extend? They hadn’t seen any other structures from orbit. Did they mean they could head farther out onto the ice to avoid the bots? Their meager supplies would prevent them from going far, but they only needed to last until the Celestial arrived.

			Ada entered her augments, connected to the hub’s local network, then tried reaching the backup ship. It didn’t work.

			“Does Davix know the antenna is damaged?” she asked Larsson, interrupting their pointless feud. “We need to establish a connection to the Celestial as soon as we can.” 

			“Davix confirmed the damage,” Larsson said, “but he does not know how to repair it.”

			

			All three of the crew grew quiet. Reaching the Chain would have been trivial for Constance. Trying to think of what Constance would do, visions of their captain’s body lifted by the Worm played out in front of Ada’s eyes. Did the Worm know targeting their engineer would render the crew virtually helpless?

			Ada fought her despairing thoughts and eyed the beacon. “Is there any way we can use that? It must signal the Celestial somehow to tell it where to land.”

			“Hmm...good thought,” Marlo said, as the airlock opened to admit Davix.

			“What is?” the sergeant asked, taking off his helmet. 

			Ada was glad to see Davix’s calm. They must have been safe from bots, at least for a little while.

			“We might be able to reach the Celestial through the beacon,” she said.

			Davix sat on a cracked container with the rest of the crew. “What good is that going to do?”

			“It might still be in range of Earth’s LinkSats. We could ask for help on the Chain. There are enough supplies in the Celestial to last until another ship arrives. Especially with Constance…” Ada let the words die in her mouth.

			“Rescue?” Davix sniffed. “After we tell them what a shitshow this mission turned out to be, you really think they’ll vote to send more people after us? Besides, do you relish the idea of surviving on this planet for over a year?” He shook his head. “No, there’ll be no rescue.”

			“Perhaps not,” Larsson said, “but they could offer advice. With all of Earth helping, they may have ideas we have not considered.”

			Marlo laughed. “All of Earth helping? Chances are that ninety percent of the folks back home won’t even realize we contacted them. The rest will keep their heads firmly buried. They would rather inhale a billion grains of sand than solve real problems. And that is if we even register as a problem on their radar. Easier to forget about us. Let us die. Cue the tiny violins.”

			“Then we’ll shock them out of it,” Ada argued. “Give them all the gory details, let them know what happened to Constance. That these aliens are malevolent. We may not make it, but at least they’ll know what happened. Know to let this planet spiral into Jupiter where it belongs.”

			Davix crossed his arms. “It’s worth a shot trying to contact them. But do it quick. I’d rather not be fussing with a computer when that search party realizes we’re here.”

			When no one objected, Ada pulled up her home environment as an overlay in her augments. This way, she’d be able to navigate the network while still communicating with the crew. After some searching, she found a Link to the beacon in the local Chain. Trying to access it normally produced no effect. No portal to its environment appeared. There wasn’t even an option to open a viewport. Only a black screen with a blinking white line.

			“Seems like it’s…waiting for something,” she said. She described what she saw.

			Davix laughed. “A text interface? Never thought Constance would trust tech that old. Don’t tell me there’s a keyboard and mouse in there, too.”

			“A what?”

			“Never mind. Try a command. ls maybe?

			“L…S…” Ada vocalized the letters so her augments translated them into printed text in the black box. She submitted the command and a list of words appeared, none of which meant anything to Ada. “User? Bin? What is that?”

			“Some sort of garbage?” Larsson wondered.

			

			Davix laughed. “Just stay away from the bin folder. It’s full of core files used by the operating system. Mess around in there, and it wouldn’t be the first time critical infrastructure was brought down by someone force removing files.”

			Still amused by the youngsters’ confusion, the veteran tried explaining how the system worked. Ada followed along, memorizing the commands he told her to use. Each word in the list represented something called a directory, and as she traversed them, an image of a branching tree formed in her mind. At the end of each branch and along the way, there were things he called files. Ada thought of them as leaves. It didn’t help that what they were searching for were called logs, which apparently had nothing to do with chopped wood. 

			She eventually found a collection of leaves labeled with dates corresponding to their journey. Davix assured her that was what they were looking for. Opening one of these to read—an ordeal all its own—showed the beacon was recording all kinds of information from their flight. An oft-repeated line told her that the beacon was broadcasting some sort of signal on a periodic. Searching for the data contained in that signal proved fruitless, and she had no way to see if the Celestial ever received it. Presumably, she would have seen a response in the logs if it had.

			Ada was about to tell the others that they likely didn’t have a connection to the backup ship and that they would need another plan; however, her name in the record caught her eye. Next to a timestamp, a string of text read, /opt/bb/tx/usr/ada/00010596 FATAL: Permission denied. She recognized opt as a branch on the first screen she’d found. Sure enough, going down that branch led to the bb branch, which contained two other branches: tx and rx. She kept going until she traversed usr.

			“Huh,” she muttered.

			“What is it?” Larsson asked.

			“There are branches here for all of us. Even Constance.”

			“They’re called folders,” Davix insisted, but Ada preferred her own terminology. “What’s inside them?”

			She opened her own. “There’s a bunch of leaves…” Davix gave her a look. “Files, I mean, with numbers for names.” Ada found the one that had been stored in the log and tried opening it. All that resulted was a bunch of random characters in the black window, most of which weren’t letters or numbers, but symbols she’d never seen before. “I don’t think I can see the contents.” But nestled between the nonsense were some words in plain English. ‘Header’, ‘source’, ‘destination’… Ada gasped. “Lakaya?”

			Her mind connected the dots between her ex-wife’s name and the numbers in the log. They were a timestamp. On that day, she’d tried sending a message to Lakaya, asking how Jean’s surgery went. She still didn’t know how her son’s recovery had proceeded, whether he had survived. She drew in a choked breath, then pushed that thought aside. Opening another leaf displayed more gibberish with a hidden meaning; this time she puzzled out that it logged her high score in the gym’s alien fighting sim.

			“I think all of our activities are logged here,” she managed. “Everything we did in the Chain while on the Dauntless.”

			“How?” Marlo was aghast. Interactions with the Chain was meant to be encrypted within a user’s augments.

			“Constance’s doing, no doubt.” Larsson scoffed.

			

			Ada opened a second viewport into the beacon’s tree, so she could compare the log leaves with the contents of each crew member’s branch. Nothing went unreported. The time they spent in the gym, the messages they sent each other, the Links they visited in the Chain…all of it was here in the beacon.

			“She was spying on us the entire time?” Marlo gave a wry laugh. 

			“What’s in her folders?” Davix asked.

			Ada traversed that branch and was surprised to find it put up no resistance. She’d half-expected it to boot her from the system for merely attempting to view Constance’s data. A pang of guilt ran through Ada for prying into the secrets of their dead friend. It didn’t last long. Fair’s fair, and Ada was curious.

			Constance had far more stored in the beacon than any other crew member. Ada trawled through those records for so long, Larsson had time to heat up meals for the whole crew—Ada ate it mindlessly, fascinated by what she was reading. Marlo kept prying her for details throughout, complaining that counting breaths between each minor quake was more exciting than waiting, but Ada wanted to be sure she found everything. Davix completed another patrol before she felt confident she understood the whole picture.

			Ada took a long breath, sorting through all the lies their captain had told since departing on the Dauntless Dive. She recalled the Link she’d visited the night she met Constance St. James. The game had centered around convincing everyone what the Unity was hiding. Those conspiracy theorists were correct about more than she wanted to admit. Constance must have believed it was necessary to withhold information, but after what they had been through, Ada’s friends deserved the truth.

			“Constance was in contact with the aliens.”

			

			“All this waiting for that?” Marlo groaned. “We already knew that. ‘Help us help you’, that whole spiel.”

			“It’s much more than that. She was talking to them the whole time. Before the mission, even. Some of the logs predate our launch. Look.” She sent a connection request to Larsson and Marlo, then mirrored her view to them and the Davix’s helmet display. 

			Ada stepped through some of the earliest log files, which dated back to shortly after the rogue planet’s explosive braking burn. Clearly, the story Constance told about the aliens’ first message being in English was a lie. She had spent years trying to decipher their original text, sending her own messages to prompt further responses to improve her AI’s translation capabilities.

			These took Ada the most time to decipher and to explain to the crew, as they weren’t conversational in nature. “Constance was essentially probing a blackbox simulation, like she did with the fusion array.” Ada recalled her friend’s words before she was absorbed.

			Trust isn’t necessary, only results.

			She shivered at the memory—the screams that followed—but continued. “It didn’t matter how it worked, it just needed to produce the expected responses. She was feeding in equations, simple math problems, planetary kinematics, things like that, then adjusting her cipher with each response until she got back the correct result. Eventually...she did.”

			Ada’s purported reason for being chosen for the mission was that she could use the universal language of mathematics to communicate with the aliens. But Constance had already done that to learn their language. Why, then, was Ada dragged into this mess?

			“You’re saying she knew how to talk to them.” Davix spoke through his suit’s external comms, his voice flat and distant. “Constance knew what we were walking into?”

			“Not necessarily. Even after she switched to a conversational stance, she couldn’t get them to extrapolate what they meant by that first message. ‘Help us help you.’ After that, the messages mostly repeated. Constance must have thought there was a comprehension problem. She tried simple questions and simple responses.”

			“Like what?” Marlo asked. 

			“What is your name? That was the first one. Who are you? Where are you from? Each time, they responded in the same way. ‘Help us help you’. She asked how. Same response. Why? Again.”

			“So they wanted us to help them but would not tell us why.” Larsson hummed in thought.

			“And now that the job’s done, they’re trying to kill us.” Davix spat.

			“That’s what I said,” Marlo added. “None of this makes sense.”

			“I’m not done,” Ada told them. “Constance tried a different tack. She tried questioning them in their native language. She wasn’t sure about the translation, but what she asked was, ‘Connect to simulation?’ Maybe she was trying to add them to the Chain somehow.”

			Larsson snorted a humorless laugh. “Inviting them onto our network? She really was careless.”

			“Agreed,” Ada said. It did seem uncharacteristically reckless for Constance. “But they finally gave a new response.” She opened the translated log. “’All places all times black metal scrapes minds all waiting move black metal lines.’”

			The hub rumbled as the ground quaked outside. Ada hid her overlays in case they had to run, but the tremor subsided after a few seconds.

			

			With a grunt Davix asked, “What the hell does that mean?”

			“I don’t think even Constance knew. She asked them to explain but received no response. Does that sound like the bones we found, though?”

			“Not at all,” Marlo said.

			“Black metal sounds right. Perhaps they were talking about their buildings,” Larsson suggested. “All places, I understand. Those bones were the only thing we have found not crafted of that material. But all times?”

			“I’ve been thinking about it,” Ada put in. “Scraping minds, moving black metal lines. It sounds like the Worm that absorbed Constance. What if she wasn’t talking to the aliens, only to the Worm? What if it killed them all.”

			“All of them?” Larsson asked. “Would we not have seen evidence of that? Other than one set of bones, we have seen no trace of aliens.”

			“When it killed Constance, nothing remained of her.” Recalling the memory stung, and Ada gnashed her teeth until the pain subsided.

			“And the other bots?” Marlo sounded grim. “Are they fighting against the Worm, or working with it?”

			“Doesn’t matter,” the sergeant said. “This isn’t an enemy-of-my-enemy situation. One side, or two, everything’s trying to kill us.”

			Ada nodded and terminated her connection to the others. “Better to assume they’re coordinating. They might have been taken over by the Worm. It didn’t just send messages to Constance. It tried sending executable code. Most of the time she was holed up in her room on the Dauntless, she was stopping it from executing malicious code on the Chain.”

			From the few notes Constance had left herself, it seemed like she was successful in deciphering the Worm’s programming language, even though it differed from the language she trained her translator on.

			“Ah,” Marlo tsked. “So we stepped right into their trap.”

			“Seems like it. Even Constance thought we were being lured here so the Worm could find a way to Earth.” The crew’s reaction to that news wasn’t as shocked as Ada expected. In hindsight, it was clear they weren’t here to receive any help from the aliens. “But Constance left notes on how the Worm can be countered. She knew it was dangerous to continue the mission, but the possibility of limitless energy for Earth was worth the risk.”

			“To her, maybe,” Larsson said through clenched teeth. “Would have been nice if she asked us.”

			Abruptly, Ada recalled the conversation she’d had with Constance the night they met. She wondered if Constance had explained the risks to her friends before her prototype fusion reactor failed. The Unity’s founder was the only one to survive the incident, then. This time, the fates had been reversed.

			Although, Ada reflected, that still remained to be seen.

			“What sort of countermeasures did she plan?” Davix asked.

			“She mentioned an insurance policy,” Marlo said. “That should have tipped me off that this was going to go wrong.”

			“She did,” Ada agreed, “and a note from just a few days ago says she finished creating a way to neutralize the Worm. But…”

			“But you have no way to access the file.” Davix sighed. “Damn it.”

			“I couldn’t find it. Only references to it. Constance probably had the program stored in her augments.”

			

			“Or in the Eyes,” Marlo suggested.

			“All of which are lying dead in the power array,” Larsson said.

			“Not necessarily dead,” Ada said. “The one we used to connect the refiner to the terminal still worked. Maybe turning on the array created an EMP that temporarily knocked them out.”

			“Do you really want to go back there?” Larsson asked her. 

			The question was frustratingly gentle. “I’m not a child,” she snapped. “If that’s what we have to do, then we’ll do it.”

			“We have to,” Davix intoned. “Executable code. That’s what the Worm must have used to crash the Dauntless. It’ll do the same to the Celestial if we don’t kill it first.”

			“And if we can’t access Constance’s program?” Marlo asked.

			Ada recalled the commands Constance showed her on the alien terminal. A grim sense of determination filled her chest. “Then we make sure no one else from Earth can be lured in. I’ll overload the array and blow this planet sky high. One way or another, we’re killing that Worm.”

			But for all her outward confidence, Ada worried they were stepping into yet another of the Worm’s carefully laid traps. Privately, she opened the last message sent by the aliens before the Dauntless launched from Earth. It contained two words, and Constance’s AI rated them both as high confidence translations.

			They drove a spike of fear through Ada’s heart.

			We’re waiting.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Nineteen

			Liquid Oxygen

			For nearly two days, Ada and the rest of the crew planned their escape. With Davix’s help navigating the old tree system, she verified the beacon was only awaiting contact from the Celestial Steed. As soon as it received acknowledgment from their rescue, it would reroute the ship to their location. The device numbered among the supplies they had gathered in the medibay.

			A bundle of food and medicine, two spare liquid oxygen tanks on top of those already attached to the crews’ suits, ropes, clamps, and some ammunition Davix scrounged from his quarters. The sergeant had assembled the latter while Larsson neatly packed everything else, ready to go.

			Marlo had suggested they prepare their stash in the middle deck of the hub, reasoning any bots that found them could break through the outer airlocks and vent their supplies before they were secure. This way, they could protect their supplies and seal the inner airlock behind them to buy some time to escape.

			No matter which airlock they left through, their destination was the same: the power array where Constance’s Eyes lay dormant. Ada had spent more time searching the records stored on the beacon and found an encryption key she could use to spoof Constance’s augments. The Eyes would then be hers to control, and perhaps with it the insurance policy the brilliant engineer had coded: a way to neutralize the Worm.

			

			That part was Ada’s responsibility, and she noted, the murkiest aspect of the plan. She couldn’t help but feel a persistent niggle of fear in the back of her mind, but she tried keeping it covered with confidence. Their plan was going to work. They’d kill the Worm and escape this planet.

			Everything came down to a matter of timing. If they left the hub too early, their supplies would run out, and there would be no time to return. If they left too late, they’d miss their window and risk the destruction of the Celestial. Either way was a death sentence, and time was running out.

			They should have left hours ago, but constant bickering kept the crew locked inside the hub. Ada no longer cared who got their way, as long as a choice was made. Indecision was as certain a path to their destruction.

			“Your way will never work,” Marlo insisted to Larsson. “We have much too much to do. Listen, we need to split up.” Larsson tried turning away with a huff, but Marlo grabbed him by the shoulder to stop him. Larsson shrugged away from his touch and glared at the other man. 

			“Do you hear yourself?” Larsson retorted. “We cannot—”

			“You and me, we’ll wait where the crew capsule landed. We know it’s a good spot. There’s oxygen there. Supplies. We can plant the beacon nearby and prep the ship for a quick escape once Ada and Davix get back.”

			“Send them off alone? Into the city?”

			They had already argued this a half-dozen times. Ada glanced at Davix, who had his eyes closed and rubbed his temples with his fingers. The two had been going back and forth for hours now, both too strong-headed to make any progress. Even to listen to the other, in fact.

			

			“Into the city,” Marlo confirmed, “where they’ll reactivate Constance’s drones and wipe out the Worm. It makes sense!”

			“It certainly does not. We would have to climb out of the crater to reach—”

			“Surely no problem for a self-professed rock climber. With the pathways created by the quakes—”

			“Unstable paths such as that are a death wish. And that direction goes past the crashed nuclear engine. We cannot even see the radiation, let alone—”

			“Our suits are hardened against rad—”

			“We do not know how bad it is! It could kill us before we reach the crater wall. Where would that leave Ada and Davix?”

			“Enough!” Davix shouted. “We have to climb out of the crater somewhere. No way around that,” he said to Larsson. The sergeant turned to Marlo and poked him in the chest. “And we’re not splitting up. That’s a dumbshit idea, even from you.”

			Larsson crossed his arms with a grimace. “I certainly would not want to pair with him if we did.”

			A headache formed behind Ada’s eyes until her haptics’ pain filters snuffed it out. These two hadn’t been this insufferable since their constant pettiness on the Dauntless. “We’ve been at this for hours. Can we take a break?”

			“Good idea.” Larsson grabbed his helmet and stormed into his private room, closing the door behind him.

			Ada wasn’t sure it was, in truth. The ground tremored, the lights flickered, and laboratory equipment rocked in place.

			“We need to make a decision soon,” Davix said. “We can’t just sit here. Going nowhere is as dangerous as going the wrong way.” Taking up his rifle, he strode toward the airlock. “I’m going on patrol. When I get back, if we don’t make a decision in ten minutes, I’m calling the shots and I don’t want to hear otherwise.”

			“I’m coming with you,” Marlo said, standing. “I need a change of scenery.” He put on his helmet before Davix could say no, then stomped past him to open the inner airlock.

			Ada gave a pleading look to Davix, who sighed. 

			“I’ll try to talk some sense into him.” He put on his helmet and shut the airlock behind him. Seen through the small window, it was evident the sergeant’s idea of talking sense into someone included lots of shoving and poking. 

			Ada shook her head. She’d try a different tack with her charge. She knocked on Larsson’s door and waited several seconds before it opened. When it did, a suspicious Larsson checked for his antagonist over both her shoulders.

			“They’re gone,” she assured him. “Another patrol.”

			Larsson sniffed. “Marlo, on patrol? If we are lucky the bots will—”

			“What’s wrong with you two?” Ada cut him off. “You were working together fine since we crashed on this rock. Now suddenly you won’t listen to a word out of his mouth.”

			He looked away from her. Letting out a hissing breath, he sat on the bed and put his head in his hands.

			Ada sat beside him, mouth tightening. She spoke more softly this time. “Wasn’t losing Constance enough? We can’t be at each other’s throats if we want to make it home alive.”

			“Have you any brothers?” Larsson asked.

			She furrowed her brows. “No.”

			“I was the youngest of four—”

			

			“Four?” slipped from her mouth in surprise before she could stop it. She recalled the trepidation she and Lakaya had felt bringing just one child into this broken world. For his parents to have had four children… Well, perhaps the world was not so hopeless back then. She blinked, realizing what he said. He was the youngest. “What…what happened to them?”

			His face showed the grief he was working through before he answered. “Alek…died in the war when he was fourteen years old. Jayme as well. He had just turned twelve.” His eyes glistened, and Ada’s heart broke for him. “They were with my parents in Stockholm, while I was living with my oldest brother Michel in Helsinki. When it became clear the conflict would only grow worse, Michel said we had to reach them.

			“We tried boarding a ship to cross the Baltic, but they told us there were none going to Sweden. Their government had declared war on Germany, and Finland had sided with the Germans. They wanted me and Michel to join their new army, the Allianz Mitteleuropa. Ridiculous. He was only sixteen, and he was not going to leave me alone to fight a war against our own family. We left before they questioned our surname and declared us the enemy too.

			“We looked for passage across the sea, traveling north along the coast. The further we got, the more it felt as though the world was ending. Explosions in low orbit could be seen even in the daytime, sending satellite debris falling into the atmosphere like meteor showers. Eventually the cloud cover became so thick and the temperatures grew so cold, we could travel no further. That is when it happened. I do not know exactly what. Only that my parents stopped contacting us, and we never heard from them again.”

			

			He trailed off, his body shaking as he tried to hold in sobs. It was a blessing that he didn’t witness their deaths, but that would bring him little comfort. Ada kept her mouth shut and waited for him to continue.

			“We took refuge in Harrström, a town nearly untouched by the war, though their solar panels failed as they did everywhere else. Many refugees ended up in the town. Good people. Without power, we lived simply, fishing and farming for food. Windmills to grind flour.” He gave a wistful smile. “2066 felt like 1866, but I was young. I did not mind. I only wanted to make myself useful.” The smile quickly faded. “Michel did not take well to the lifestyle. He refused to accept how dangerous the world outside had become, insisting on taking unnecessary risks, disappearing for days to loot nearby villages. ‘Foraging expeditions,’ he called them.

			“I pleaded with him that he did not need to do this. That trying to hold on to our life in a small town was enough, that we could sweeten a part of the world that had not yet soured. We argued often, but he never listened. He fixated on what we had lost, not what we had. Then, one day, Michel left and never returned. Some village boys and I searched for him after he had been gone a week.” Larsson shook his head slowly. “I thought my destiny was to never know the fate of my family. Until raiders attacked our village. We defended ourselves—even the young boys and girls fought. We had the foresight to build walls while the war was still being fought, but we still lost many people. And among the dead...we found him.”

			Ada gasped. “He joined them?” Her tiny mountainside community had never faced raiders—somehow, despite everything, she had never assumed the world had devolved to that. Now, an irrational fear nipped at her that Ezran was in danger. They would have no way to defend themselves. “What did you do after that?”

			“After that…I was consumed by the thought of one of my own bullets killing Michel. I could remain there no longer. My grief would have swallowed me. I had to move on to new places. I traveled to other villages, begged, helped where I could. Before my parents moved, they taught me about sustainability. I tried explaining that to the places I found, but I was a young boy. They rarely listened.

			“Still, I knew broken places make broken people, and broken people break more places. If I could improve the areas around my home, I knew I would not only be helping those communities, but the communities all around them. Only after years of wandering did I learn of a movement in the Chain of people who remembered a green world and wished to see it return. EcoLink. I joined them and never looked back.”

			“And that’s how Constance found you,” Ada said. She’d never known any of this about Larsson. She assumed he was so optimistic only because he’d never lost anything important in his life. Because his world had never been turned upside down. Only, it had. He found a way to move past it, trying to make a positive difference.

			Larsson shrugged. “And when I see people like Marlo, who do not realize the dangers of the world…it gets under my skin.”

			Ada nodded. It reminded him of his brother, the family he couldn’t protect. “I think Marlo does understand. You have more in common than you think. You’re both stubborn when you don’t get your way.” They both smiled at this. “He’s just trying to help improve the world in his own way.”

			

			The hiss of the airlock opening sounded from the lab.

			“You should hear him out,” Ada said, standing. “Hopefully Davix calmed him down, and we can all agree on a way out of this mess.”

			“All right,” Larsson said with a reluctant nod.

			As Ada rose to her feet, a tremor started, and she grabbed the door frame to stabilize herself. The rumble grew and grew, violently rocking the hub, until the roar grew to deafening loudness. Even holding on, she couldn’t keep her footing. She banged against the wall and fell to her knees.

			The world seemed to tilt, and everything unsecured in the lab slid toward the airlock. The hub jolted to the side, and just for a moment the quake faded away as Ada entered freefall. There was a thunderous crash, and she hit the ground…no, the wall. Dazed and still being rocked by the force of the quake, it took Ada a moment to understand what had happened.

			The vehicle had fallen onto its side, down from the rocks atop which it perched.

			The pulsing rumble faded to quiet, only to be replaced by a wrenching metal sound coming through the doorway. Ada stood in time to see a bulky piece of equipment tear loose from its fittings on the hub’s wall. It fell, then crashed and crunched out of sight below.

			Her eyes went wide. Davix and Marlo were just coming through the airlock. She lifted herself to the door frame and peered over the edge.

			At the bottom of the hub, five meters below, Marlo thrashed with his legs pinned beneath the heavy metal. His back, torso, head, and oxygen tank hung suspended over the open inner airlock hatch. Muted screams came even through his helmet as he clawed at his lower body.

			

			Ada’s stomach heaved as an unwelcome image of crushed bones flashed in her mind. She grew dizzy. Marlo…they would have to carry him to the Celestial, wherever it landed. If he survived that long.

			Davix had come through the airlock first and managed to avoid the falling hardware. The muscular soldier was straining with all his might to free Marlo, to no effect.

			Larsson crawled beside her and looked down. “Jesus Christ,” he breathed, then flung himself through the door, using the next door frame as a foothold and jumping the rest of the way. He pushed at the equipment to assist Davix, but with the airlock behind Marlo creating a short drop, he could not get any leverage. He changed tactics to trying to pull Marlo free, with as little success as Davix.

			Marlo’s upper body shivered in a pain that Ada could scarcely imagine. He tensed and grasped his thighs to keep from being bent backward and broken by the weight of his oxygen tank.

			Below him, the hub’s outer airlock door began to shimmer, a faint golden glow emanating from its center. 

			Ada’s breath caught. Hot gas trapped beneath the surface had worked its way up and was heating up the metal. They were going to lose atmosphere.

			Ada’s eyes snapped to her helmet, lying in the corner of the hub behind Davix. There was a closer one by her own feet. It had Larsson’s name on it, but they were all the same size, and the seal fit. The moment she chinned the radio on, Davix and Marlo were both screaming in her ears—Marlo in pain, Davix in command.

			“—rying again! Get ready!” Grunts of exertion followed, and Marlo’s screams redoubled.

			

			Ada hauled herself up again and looked down at Davix. From the angle he was at, he would only be able to push the weight onto Marlo’s torso, crushing him. She shouted at him several times before the sergeant looked up and spotted her. “Grab the helmet behind you! Get it to Larsson, now!”

			Davix complied, but another quake hit. Less forceful than the last, it still knocked Davix to his hands and knees. He crawled to the helmet and got his hands on it, and Marlo cried out.

			“Fuck! It hurts! I can’t—” He lost grip of his legs and fell backward. Larsson caught him beneath the arms, tried pulling him free, expecting Davix to lift the weight from Marlo’s legs. With the massive equipment in the way, she could tell he didn’t see that Davix was still crawling back with the helmet.

			Slow bubbles formed in the molten metal of the outer airlock. Ada’s throat filled with acid. She had no way to communicate with Larsson. She was powerless to help. “Marlo! Push Larsson away!”

			The man only babbled senselessly, uncomprehending of her desperate plea.

			She tried one more time. She had to get through to him. “Marlo! The airlock is going to—”

			Before the words could pass her lips, a plume of superheated gas shot upward, spraying molten metal and enveloping Larsson and Marlo both.

			Ada reflexively ducked back into the room for cover. The screams that came from Marlo turned manic. It sounded like screeching demons, nothing that should ever come from a human throat. Ada curled into a fetal position, clenching her jaw, squeezing her eyes shut, clawing at the sides of her helmet, desperate to make the screaming stop. The inhuman noise drilled into her skull, a sound that would haunt her for the rest of her life.

			A jolt coursed through Ada’s body, and the screams abruptly ended. Light bloomed behind her eyelids. She peeled one eye open to see a jet of flame coursing up toward the ceiling, then forcibly being sucked downward.

			“Fuck! No! No, no, no! Fuck!” It was Davix.

			He was alive? The sergeant’s words drew her out of the room, and she looked down at a vision from hell.

			Her eyes took it all in piecemeal. The first thing she spotted wasn’t Davix. It was a charred spacesuit that ended at a partially cauterized waist. Lifeless legs disappeared under a destroyed piece of hardware. Red and black smeared the surroundings of the airlock, chunks of Marlo’s body turned to shrapnel that oozed down the walls. A helmet with dark hair spilling out through shattered visor lay at the bottom of the airlock. Next to it, a blistered arm.

			Ada’s hands went to her throat as her gorge rose. In the corner opposite Marlo’s remains, Larsson’s corpse slumped against the wall. Smoldering and torn agape at the midriff, blood poured from a cavern in his flesh. Above a broken neck, his crimson, lifeless eyes stared up at her.

			Vomit forced its way past Ada’s bared teeth, her stomach expelling all its contents onto her visor, blocking the grisly scene from view. Too late for mercy.

			The sight had already carved a spot for itself in her memory.

			“Oh God…” She sobbed.

			“Ada? Stay there! I’m coming to get you!”

			In no time, Davix was pushing her back into Larsson’s room. The vomit pooled around her neck, the acrid smell stinging her nose and her eyes. Above the yellow-brown smear it left behind, Davix’s eyes darted across her face. Behind him, a small fire that had taken hold of the lab’s wall went out. A wisp of smoke trailed down toward the ground.

			“Breath in, Ada, and exhale,” Davix said, and she did. 

			When he unsealed her helmet, her ears depressurized with a painful pop. The sergeant quickly replaced her helmet with a clean one. She hadn’t even seen it in his hands. Her mind ruminated on only one thing.

			“They’re dead. They’re dead. They’re all dead.” She was sobbing again. “I don’t want to die.”

			He grabbed the back of her head and pressed their helmets together. Their faces were centimeters apart. His eyes glistened, but his face was hard. “Listen to me, Ada. Listen!”

			A few more ragged breaths, and she brought herself under control. She listened.

			“I am not going to let you die. You hear me?” 

			She nodded. 

			“You hear me?” he repeated.

			“Yes.”

			“I. Am. Not.” He looked into the lab then back to her. “We have to get out of here. Yeah?”

			Ada sniffled and drew a breath, trying to let reason reassert control. It took great strain to force away the sights of torn bodies and lifeless eyes. She struggled to breathe. Her mouth filled with bitter dryness. The stench of vomit clung to her.

			Davix grabbed her firmly by the shoulders. “Ada! We have to get out of here! Please. You cannot die on me.”

			“Okay,” she managed. “Okay.” A task. She needed a task. Somehow, her thoughts swirled into a semblance of just enough order to provide her with one. “Everything we need…everything is up on the next deck.”

			

			Davix let go of her helmet and forced a smile. It reminded Ada of her mother’s smile in the hospital. Pretending that everything was going to be all right when nothing could be further from the truth. “Right. That’s right. Good. Okay, I’ll get the hatch open.” He pulled Ada to her feet, clapped her on the shoulders, and told her, “Be ready to follow when I say so.”

			The sergeant slung his rifle over his shoulder. Using the handholds on the lab wall, he climbed to the sealed hatch leading to the medibay, dangling over a fiery drop into twisted metal and corpses. With the pressure differential between both decks rapidly increasing, Davix had to flip himself upside down, plant his boots on the hatch, and straighten his body to force open the opening.

			One, two, three, lift. Uncle Ezran’s voice echoed in Ada’s mind. She would never see him again.

			As soon as the door gave, air rushed out past the sergeant, carrying loose debris with it. He disappeared up into the hole before his waving arm reappeared.

			“Come on, Ada. I’ll help you in. Take it slow and don’t look down.”

			Ada climbed up. She didn’t need him to tell her not to look down, but it didn’t make a difference. The awful visage appeared in her mind all the same. It took all her concentration to focus on the handholds and not lose her grip. The vortex beneath pulled at her legs, begging her to join her fallen comrades.

			She reached the opening. Davix’s glove closed around her forearm and hauled her up. Crawling past the edge, the rushing air attempted to suck her back in until Davix slammed the hatch shut behind her. Ada lay there in the silence.

			“Here,” Davix’s voice came, and he lay a ration of food on the ground before her.

			

			She rolled over and looked up at him taking his helmet off and eating. The scene looked almost normal, the medibay on its side, Davix eating an energy bar and sipping a pouch of water. Except the hub had been flipped the other way during their travels, and red specks marred the sergeant’s white suit. The world was upside down, and more of her friends were gone. Davix was the last. He looked down at her and gestured for her to eat.

			Ada glanced at her overlays. The air pressure was low but stable. They had resealed the hatch before it could all escape through the breach that had killed Marlo and Larsson. She took off her helmet and stared at the rations placed in front of her. She had no appetite.

			“Eat. Last chance before we make it out of here.”

			She tore off the plastic wrapper and brought the energy bar to her lips with shaky hands. Small bites were all she could manage. Even those she struggled to keep down, her stomach roiling. Ada didn’t mind the discomfort in her gut. The rest of her felt numb. One bite then the next, time passed in a slow blur. She tasted none of them.

			“Goddamn it…” Davix whispered. “I couldn’t save him. I wasn’t strong enough.”

			Ada looked at him but said nothing. He wasn’t talking to her, only to himself.

			“Should never have let him come on the patrol. He was complaining about his leg on the way back in, couldn’t get out of the way in time. Damn it.” He had crushed the food in his hand without realizing it.

			“Davix…”

			His eyes slid over to her.

			“We’re going to die here, aren’t we?”

			Davix’s mouth worked. He made to take a bite of his energy bar, only then seeing the mess had had made. He threw it down and wiped his hand on his leg. “No,” the sergeant lied. “No. We aren’t. We can still make it. We have time and we have our plan. It’s just the two of us now, Ada...and I can’t do it without you.”

			Ada looked down. He couldn’t do it with her, either.

			“Don’t give up on me, now,” he said as if reading her thoughts. “I need you. Your family back home, they need you, too. Think about them. Ezran. Jean. You’re doing this for them, right?”

			Ada grimaced as their faces flashed in her mind. She had heard nothing from Lakaya about their son since leaving. Ezran had sent a message a month ago. She opened her ChainMail inbox and played the message once more, just to hear his voice.

			“When you reach your destination, do not forget about us at home,” it concluded. “Come back to us, Ada. We miss you. We love you. I hope to hear from you soon.”

			She would never get a chance to tell him goodbye. Her son would never hear from her again.

			“They already think I’m dead,” Ada said. “They haven’t heard anything since the launch. Their lives will go on without me.” She hoped that was the case.

			“You’re wrong,” Davix urged. “I know they’re still holding on to hope. They haven’t forgotten about you.”

			“I abandoned them.” Her lips trembled. She had abandoned her family just as her parents had abandoned her.

			“You were trying to help them. The mission was doomed, but there’s a big difference between trying to make their lives better and running away from your problems. We can’t start running now. Not when there’s a chance to get back home.”

			Davix’s daughter was waiting for him. As deep as the despair that filled Ada was, she couldn’t bring herself to tell him he’d never see her again. She looked him in the eyes. They showed the pain of losing their friends that his stone-faced expression worked to conceal. Hearing that he’d lost his family too would break him, even if deep down he already knew it to be true. Every step of this journey had been a struggle, a descent into a pit from which they would never claw their way free.

			But he wasn’t giving up. Davix was fighting to survive, to keep Ada alive. She knew she had to do the same for him. Even if she didn’t believe it would work, Ada could shove the pain and shock into the back of her mind and focus on the job at hand. It was the only thing she was good at.

			Her augments showed there was still enough time to do what they planned before the Celestial Steed arrived. Ada forced down food and water, suppressing her stomach’s attempts to reject it. Davix’s expression softened as she ate, as though seeing a dying ember rekindled amid a frozen waste. 

			“Thank you,” he whispered to her, though she didn’t know what she had done.

			They gathered as many supplies as they could reasonably carry, knowing the journey ahead of them would be nearly impossible. Ada took responsibility for the food and medicine, tied in a bundle attached to her belt. She also placed the beacon in her chestpack, nestled beside the stuffed dodo that she couldn’t bring herself to leave behind. Davix prepared two spare oxygen tanks—one he carried freehand; the other he tied to a black rope coiled around his shoulder and clipped to his belt. It hung in front of him opposite his rifle and sidearm.

			By the time they climbed two more decks, Ada’s arms burned. Davix somehow accomplished the feat holding two metal tanks, grasping the untethered one with his legs when he climbed the last handholds from the side of the hub to the hatch in the center of the ceiling. They made it outside, already tired despite their trek just beginning.

			Standing atop the hub flipped onto its side, Ada surveyed the area. A dust cloud floated in the air above the crater, replacing the black sky and dimming the distance to dark and hazy brown. The landscape looked even more chaotic than before, a fact that Ada didn’t believe possible. The quake must have knocked over every loose boulder that hadn’t yet toppled, providing new hiding spots for creeping bots. It made her feel exposed atop their vehicle. She searched the dust strewn crater for signs of drone swarms and breathed a sigh of relief when she found none. They’d been flying higher than the layer of thick dust and apparently weren’t dipping any lower. 

			In the distance, the edge of the crater was just visible. The conduit lines ran straight into it, and right next to where they had been broken, a mesmerizing light danced in the dust. The aurora cast shadows that highlighted a switchback path in a collapsed section of the wall.

			Neither had been there before.

			“That light...” Ada wondered aloud.

			Davix grunted, making his way to the hub’s tank treads that would serve as a ladder to the ground. “Let’s hurry, before this cover passes and we’re hiding from flying swarms again.

			Ada swallowed her dread and followed. Back into the city. One way or another, for the last time.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty

			Isolation

			The journey to the foot of the rocky switchback passed as though Ada were in a blurry nightmare, shock and disbelief slowly unraveling her tether on reality. Each moment felt like the last suffocating breath before despair squeezed her throat shut forever. After losing Constance, some part of Ada’s mind told her she couldn’t lose anyone else so soon. But life wasn’t like a story in the Chain. Failure cascades, the world crumbles, and tragedy can steal everything at once.

			Small aftershocks of the quake that had killed Marlo and Larsson knocked her to her hands and knees, but her mind was elsewhere. When the ground rushed up to hit her, she relived the jolt of Marlo’s liquid oxygen tank exploding. A pitiful moan gurgled from her throat, and she lay there until Davix pulled her to her feet. The sergeant forced her onward, and she trailed him as though her body were on autopilot. No further rocks tumbled into their path—any that couldn’t withstand the big quake had already fallen. Still, occasional gas plumes spiked her blood with adrenaline. Images of the hole bored into Larsson’s torso by molten metal made her want to tear out her eyes.

			Neither Davix nor Ada spoke as they traveled, though the sergeant’s muttered words cut through the static of her radio once. “No more. No one else.” He must have placed the blame for this situation solely on himself. On his watch he’d let them all die.

			

			The analytical part of Ada’s mind, still processing somewhere deep within her psyche, told her Davix must be in shock. Before they had time to reckon with the loss of Constance, two more friends were taken. All three of the dead were the closest thing to family Ada had, apart from Jean, Ezran, and dare she say it, Lakaya. She never appreciated that any interaction with a friend or loved one could be the very last. Loss always came at the most unexpected of times. Her eyes stung. She was on edge. Now, only Davix remained. 

			Even if the two of them somehow made it off this rock, both of them would be broken. They’d have to endure the long flight home together. Wouldn’t that be something? Surviving all of this only to go insane and kill each other before ever again stepping foot on Earth. An unexpected laugh passed her lips before she caught herself. Davix didn’t comment on it. He just kept muttering to himself. Maybe he was losing his mind.

			Maybe they both were.

			Memories of bloody smoking corpses, of leaking crimson trails, of screaming loved ones. Death stalked Ada’s thoughts as she walked. She couldn’t become numb to the visions, not when they remained so perfectly vivid. They haunted her every step. More fearsome was the thought of which memory would surface next than the possibility of turning the corner into a bot and being subject to a new waking nightmare. 

			“Ready?” Davix asked, and Ada realized they had stopped moving. They’d arrived at the edge of the crater.

			The overhead cloud of dust slowly settled to the ground the nearer they came to the path up to the city. From the foot of the crater wall, that strange aurora she had seen from a distance was no longer visible. Had it only been her imagination, her mind trying to conjure something beautiful to keep her from giving in to hopelessness? No, Davix had seen it too. She doubted they would spot it again. This planet only took. It never gave.

			Ada looked back at the fallen hub. No smoke, no fire. Only an unassuming metal structure. Peaceful-looking despite the burning corpses within. She never wanted to return, but her cursed mind would draw her back there often. She grunted an affirmative to Davix, and they continued.

			She had to focus. The trek ahead was hard, with unsure footing and deadly falls awaiting any misstep. They climbed over the black rubble of skyscrapers that couldn’t bear the stress of the braking burn. Slick, smooth stone appeared as they ascended from the bowl of molten rock—the path was coated in atmospheric ice, frozen solid to add the hazard of slipping. Just one of the many ways the specter of death loomed.

			A cluster of twinkling stars passed overhead, en route to the ruins of the mass driver. Drones. Ada and Davix froze on the cliffside in case they were still searching for the crew. When they gave no sign of spotting them, the climb continued.

			They came to a particularly steep section, and Davix insisted Ada wait for him to make the climb first. He left the spare oxygen tank and slowly made his way up, testing each rock before trusting it as a handhold. Ada took the chance to rest her cramping legs and looked back at how far they’d come. They were higher now than when they’d emerged from the maintenance tunnels, almost up to the lip of the crater. Looking down at the path they’d taken made Ada want to press herself against the ground. For all she knew they’d just climbed that way, it still seemed a sheer drop. She decided keeping her eyes on Davix’s climb was just the thing after all.

			

			After what felt like an eternity of panting and grunting, Davix reached the top and lowered his coiled rope. He told Ada to tie the spare O2 tank to it, and she did. He hauled the rope up and lowered it again. This time, Ada tied it to her waist and prepared to make the climb herself. She used the same rocks Davix had, moving just as slowly and testing each rock just as he did. Now wasn’t the time for stupid mistakes, and the sergeant’s passing could have loosened any one of them. Davix rappelled her, keeping the rope taut until she reached him. From there, it was only a few more meters to the lip of the crater.

			The skyscrapers on the crater’s rim were as black as their collapsed counterparts far below, with broken structures severed from the source of the city’s power. Beyond them, however, Ada wasn’t prepared for what lay deeper in the city: the source of the aurora. Every building was lit from bottom to top, no surface untouched by neon colors dancing toward the heavens and reflecting in the shimmering ice. It reminded Ada of memories she had experienced in the Chain of Times Square or Las Vegas in the old United States. Those old displays were designed to grab attention to sell some product or service. Here, there seemed to be no pattern, but the view certainly commanded attention.

			“Holy shit…” Davix breathed, stunned by the alien city come to life. “You still going to be able to navigate?”

			Ada slowly shook her head, unable to tear her eyes away from the sight. “Everything has changed.” Her voice was shakier than she expected. She wasn’t sure whether she was talking about the Exopolis or herself and their situation. She took a moment to just breathe, telling herself to focus on the task at hand. “The conduit.” If they followed the source of the power, it would lead them to the fusion array.

			

			Davix seemed to understand. He led them around the lip of the crater, close enough that they weren’t in the city proper but not so close that they risked the ground giving way beneath them if a quake hit. It didn’t take long to reach the yellow-banded power lines that cut straight to the heart of the city. Approaching the gargantuan conduit, the readings from the external sensors on Ada’s suit started fluctuating wildly. When her augments didn’t experience the same interference, she reasoned that the electromagnetic radiation wasn’t reaching her body.

			“This dangerous to be around?” Davix asked.

			“I don’t think so.” The suits were designed to protect the crew from ionizing radiation. “Nasty for electronics though.”

			Davix grunted. “Maybe that’s why there were no flying drones in the fusion array.”

			Ada couldn’t muster a response. It made sense. Their function would have been disrupted like Constance’s Eyes. They were probably safer sticking to the conduit than anywhere else. But if she voiced the words, it would seem she believed there was any safety to be found. 

			The sergeant frowned at her. “Anyway...the big ones seemed to do just fine in there, so keep your eyes peeled.”

			She didn’t need a reminder to stay vigilant. If she didn’t rein in her impulses, she would have been checking over her shoulders every other second, always expecting to see a bot’s buzzing saw blade at the last moment before her death. The flashing lights of the buildings played havoc with her peripherals. Constant movement in the corners of her eyes made her feel they were being watched. 

			

			An empty corridor stretched before them to the horizon, the power conduit on their left, the polychromatic city to their right. None of the city’s structures crossed from one side of the power line to the other. Before, it seemed to Ada that the entire city was built around it. Now, she saw that some buildings ended in lightless dead ends overhead. This avenue had been demolished to make room for the energy infrastructure. What did that mean about the timeline of the alien civilization’s demise? The conduit and mass driver must have been a vain attempt to prevent their planet from ejecting from the solar system.

			How much warning did they have that they were going to die? 

			Ada felt the importance of that question all too personally. In this corridor they were exposed—only chunks of fallen ice provided any semblance of cover. All it would take is one errant bot straying into the path to spot them, and the Worm’s legions would close in on them. There would be no escape. Perhaps it would be a blessing. Better to die quickly without seeing what hit you, the way Constance had. Larsson too. She grimaced at the phantom sounds of Marlo screaming in her speakers. Only the fact that Davix didn’t react told her she wasn’t really hearing her dead friend’s haunting cries.

			The sergeant stuck close to the walls, his spacesuit a white outline against the flowing colors of the Exopolis. At each corner, he peered carefully around and waited to ensure no bots lurked on that street. More often than not the way was clear, although the deeper into the city they got, the more numerous the streets became. 

			“Another swarm,” Davix said, ducking back behind the corner.

			“Still searching for us?” Ada’s panic flared.

			

			“I don’t know.”

			Ada clenched her jaw, panic giving rise to anger. “Why are they trying to kill us?” The question was rhetorical, but maybe figuring out the Worm’s motivations was worthwhile. It was certainly preferable to ruminating on her friend’s grisly deaths.

			“What else would they be doing?” Davix’s asked.

			“Fixing their city?” Were the swarms hunting them, or searching for repair components? Were the maintenance bots working on broken structures?

			Davix didn’t answer her question. “The Worm knows we’re out here somewhere. If it finds us—”

			“Then what?” Ada interrupted. “It wants to get back to Earth. How does killing us help?”

			“If it knows we can stop it, it’ll want to kill us at any cost.”

			Ada remained quiet for a moment. “So far, it seems like all we’ve done is help it.”

			Davix grunted. “And for all our help, it killed Constance.”

			Ada winced. That came dangerously close to hijacking her thoughts with visions of her friend’s dangling corpse. She cast out for some explanation, regardless of how unlikely it seemed that Davix was wrong. “Maybe it knew she had a way to stop it. If it was trying to kill the rest of us, shouldn’t it have caught us in the tunnels?” They had waited there for hours, the blood trail pointing right at them. The bots saw them slide down to the lower array…didn’t they?

			“And the one that snuck up and grabbed Marlo? Or the ones jumping down from above to attack you?”

			Ada balled her fists. “I don’t know! I just…I don’t know. Maybe they just wanted us out of the array. Now that we’re out—”

			

			“We’re going back in, so it’s not worth speculating. They want us dead, face it. It’s us or them.” The sergeant checked the corner and darted across to the other side.

			His words felt like a slap in the face, but Ada knew he was right. The threat wasn’t some human they could reason with…it was an algorithm controlling a huge swarm. An army of bots that wanted them dead. But why?

			Rationalization was useless. The reality was that these bots would kill them as soon as they spotted them. Thinking otherwise was nothing but self-deception.

			“Now. Hurry.” Davix waved her on.

			Ada made it across the gap in six strides, passing Davix as he hissed and pulled clear of the opening.

			“What?” she asked.

			“Close one. It almost spotted you.”

			Ada paled. “Are you sure it didn’t?”

			Behind his visor, Ada saw him working his jaw. “Come on, we’re almost there.”

			Before long, a sense of familiarity passed over Ada. They had reached the spot where they first found the conduit while searching for the power array. Turning down the next street would lead them to the hole in the building where they found the alien remains. Part of her wanted to revisit that spot. It held a strange sense of significance in her mind. It was only a passing fancy, however. Ahead, peeking over the horizon, the pitch-dark dome of the fusion array rose up between prismatic pillars.

			“Three more streets,” Ada told Davix.

			He nodded. “Be ready for anything.”

			Ada eyed the back of his helmet and bit off her response. How could she be ready for anything when there was nothing she could do no matter what happened?

			

			At the fourth building, she stacked up behind him and peered around the corner into the clearing. Three hunks of metal lay in the courtyard.

			“Where are the rest?” she asked, tensing. There had been dozens of destroyed bots in the landing zone the last time they passed through. Now, a few black spots stood out in the ice where broken material lay around the remaining three. Nothing else.

			“I don’t trust it.” He slunk around the corner, staying low and hugging the wall.

			Ada scrambled to follow him. “What are you doing?” Against the brightly shifting building, they stood out like a sore thumb. If any of those bots came online…

			“I saw this spot earlier.” 

			He led her to a nook between two buildings that approximated a wedge-shaped alleyway. Ada didn’t remember this spot. She must have been too distracted by the bots strewn across the other side of the clearing. Where had they all gone? It was too far to spot any trace of their movement in the ice. But it gladdened her to see there was no sign of passing through this alley.

			“Clear,” Davix said, checking the opposite end. He had to push himself free, the way narrowed so tightly on that side. Certainly no bots could fit through there, though drones would have no trouble.

			She situated herself in the alley with her back pressed against a building, oxygen tank making it impossible to sit comfortably. Her overlays showed plenty of time remaining before they had to replace the tank with a spare, which was unfortunate. This would have been an ideal time. How long would it be before they next had a chance to breathe? The fusion array was close, and once they entered there was no telling what would happen.

			

			Davix sat across from her. A nimbus of color flared around his suit, painting his sides auburn, cyan, gold, scarlet, a rainbow of colors in sequence. The front of his suit caught the shifting light of the building behind Ada and provided an unexpectedly effective camouflage. She wondered if the sergeant had planned that or if it had been a happy accident.

			“You still have the beacon?” he asked.

			Ada pulled it out of her pouch and took a trembling breath. She didn’t relish the idea of darting into the open, but the way was clear. Better to get it over with than to freeze up again.

			“Good. Should only be a few more hours now, then we’re getting out of here. We’ll wait here for an hour, see if any bots come back to the clearing.”

			“What? Screw that, I’m not waiting for them to come back.”

			Before Ada made it to her feet, Davix’s gripped her arm like a vice. “Sit down. Hastiness makes mincemeat of soldiers. I’ve seen men run out into a field thinking it’s clear only to be gunned down by snipers, ambushed by bots, blown to pieces by mines.”

			She pulled free of his arm but acquiesced and sat. “Every minute we waste is less time for us to kill the Worm.”

			“We’re not wasting time. We’re gathering intel. We need to identify the enemy’s patterns if we’re going to survive. Get a feel for how many of them there are, how often they come through here.”

			“The enemy’s patterns?” Ada sniffed. Stuck here surrounded by bots, she felt like a little girl again, in a dark hospital on the warfront. Given no control over her fate. Davix was just as constricted—maybe he was coping by reliving the conflicts of his past. “This isn’t the Energy War.”

			

			The sergeant’s gaze snapped to her. “No. But this is war. Humanity versus these aliens, and we’re on the front lines. Get it through your head. We cannot let them get off this planet.”

			“Then we should take the beacon back to the crater and make sure the Celestial is destroyed.”

			Ada had blurted it out in frustration expecting him to tell her it was a bad idea. Davix let silence stretch uncomfortably long between them. Long enough that she began to think he was considering it.

			“I am not letting you die.”

			Ada had taken his silence as consideration. She was wrong. He was seething.

			“I remember all their faces,” he said. “When I dream, they’re always running away, always just out of reach. Until I catch them, and I turn them around, and they stare at me with lifeless eyes. How many sleepless nights do I have to endure for the friends I’ve lost?”

			Ada met his eyes, saw the anger, the shock, the grief. It was a mirror reflection of her soul. “I see them all the time. My parents, all my life. Now, Larsson, Marlo, and Constance. If we were dead—”

			“Be quiet.”

			“At least they wouldn’t torment us anymore.”

			Davix slammed his fist on the ice. “No! I have lost too many friends. I’m not letting even one more die. You hear me? And if we’re gone, we can’t stop what’s going to happen back home. You know the only thing worse than war? Losing one. We’re still reeling from the Energy War. If the Worm makes it to Earth, it will be a slaughter. Is that what you want?” 

			Scenes of Lakaya, Jean, and Ezran being torn to shreds played out in her imagination before she shook her head to clear them. “Of course not.”

			

			“We can’t beat the machines. They destroyed this civilization. Same thing will happen to ours if we don’t stop it.”

			Ada receded into herself. Unleashing the Worm on Earth would only hasten the inevitable. Humanity was on a steep decline, rushing toward a painful collapse and ultimately extinction. The faster the suffering ended, the better…right?

			Abruptly she recalled the last time she and Davix had discussed the same thing. Sitting by the shore watching the sunset, a bright remnant of beauty giving way to the dark, starry sky. Wishing that it hadn’t come to be so bleak. Future generations deserved some good to be preserved.

			“It’s easier to believe you’re already defeated than to make the sacrifice necessary to win,” Ada whispered the sergeant’s words. “I know you’re right.” But then why did it feel so hopeless? “Constance, Marlo, Larsson...”

			Davix sighed. “Every squad loses soldiers in battle. The mission goes on. If there’s a chance we can protect our families back home…what choice do we have?”

			Ada’s throat tightened. What would Ezran say if he knew she was about to give up? He knew how her mind worked. He would have given her a task to build something productive, or to help someone however she could. When grief is all the world provides, you have to make your own happiness. Hard work, but it’s what those she had lost would want.

			Movement in the corner of her eye drew her attention. A six-legged bot slowly made its way from the tube-pocked building opposite their alleyway to one of its fallen comrades. Another appeared behind it and followed.

			

			She froze, wishing she could push herself even closer to the wall.

			“Stay perfectly still,” Davix whispered.

			Working together, the bots lifted the debris and hauled it back to the dark tunnels. Only after they disappeared without giving any indication of having noticed her and Davix did Ada relax.

			“They are doing something other than hunting us,” she said.

			“Huh. Cleaning up, looks like. Explains where the others went.”

			Pieces clicked into place in Ada’s mind. “Of course. They have limited resources. If any bots were destroyed when the mass driver fired, they’d want to recover them and use their parts for repairs.”

			“To what end? They must know the mass driver can’t be fired again even if they do repair the conduit.”

			Ada chewed on several possibilities before settling on one. “An escape vessel? The drones prove they can maneuver in zero-G.”

			“And they have enough energy in just one fusion cell to power a rocket capable of reaching Earth.”

			She laughed mirthlessly. “They don’t even need to pressurize it. It would be easy for them to escape.”

			“They couldn’t build it before our ship arrives, could they?” Davix grimaced, looking at the huge buildings, probably wondering how capable these machines were.

			“I have no idea,” Ada said. She had seen simulations in the Chain of microswarms fabricating complex designs in remarkably short periods of time. “They’re probably preoccupied with recycling their resources for now.”

			“We need to shut it down before they finish,” Davix croaked. “I thought we’d have more time.” 

			

			Another pair of bots appeared from the tunnels and took the wreckage back with them.

			As soon as they were gone, Davix unslung his rifle and dropped his coil of rope beside the two spare oxygen tanks.

			A surge of panic gripped Ada. “What are you doing?”

			Davix unholstered his sidearm and pushed the gun into her hands. “You know how to use this?”

			“No, but—”

			“It’s all right. Already on the last mag, so you don’t have to reload. Just one thing to remember.” The sergeant adjusted her grip so she was holding the gun properly, then flicked a switch near her thumb. “Safety off.” He flicked it again. “Safety on. Make sure it’s off, point it at what you want to kill, wait for them to get close so you don’t miss, then squeeze the trigger.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t want this.” Despite her best efforts, he wouldn’t take it back.

			“You won’t need it, but I’m not leaving you unprotected. Twenty minutes between them taking the first bot and the second. That should be plenty of time for me to plant the beacon and get back here.” He grabbed the beacon and sprinted toward the center of the courtyard before she could protest.

			“Davix!” she shouted. He didn’t slow down. “Just…hurry up.”

			“I will.” Rhythmic breaths came through her speakers as he ran into the distance.

			Once centered in the clearing, he slid on his knees and began hacking at the ice with his utility knife. Snow accumulated in a pile around the hole he dug. Ada’s body shook with fear as she watched him. The firearm was heavy in her hands. She looked down to check that the safety was on, in case her hand spasmed and she accidentally pulled the trigger.

			When she looked up, two bots had emerged from the dark tunnels to retrieve the last piece of wreckage.

			Ada released a despairing moan. “Davix…behind you!”

			His head jerked to the side, then back to his work. “Shit… I see them. Rotten fucking luck.”

			The bots ignored the sergeant and continued toward their fallen comrade. Davix kept his knife in his hand as he buried the beacon in the ice and worked to cover it with snow.

			“Davix, what do we do?” She didn’t care that her voice quavered. “Get out of there!”

			He finished with the beacon and stood. “You’re right. I’ll draw them away.” He fired a burst from his rifle at the bots, then ran toward the conduit. As soon as he took off, the bots gave chase. “Take the supplies and go! If we lose comms, I’ll find you at—”

			He was leaving her. Running away.

			“No!”

			The bots caught him faster than Ada could believe. At her shout, he turned and dodged a lunge from a claw. Davix swiped at it with the butt of his rifle and knocked the limb down. He fired into center mass, and sparks flew. The limp arm dragged on the ice as the bot pressed the attack. Tangled in its spidery legs and slowed the bot down. 

			“Run, Ada!” He caught the second bot’s flailing arm just before the spinning saw blade reached him. A shot to its joint disabled that arm as well.

			The first bot recovered, severing the useless limb with a saw blade. It advanced toward Davix.

			Ada aimed the handgun at the bot, turned off the safety. Her arms struggled with the gun’s weight. The barrel swayed out of control. She was as likely to hit Davix as the bot from this distance, if she hit anything at all.

			Davix took a punch to the chest when the second bot reached for him. His pained gasp came through the mic, but he grabbed the arm before it could retract. Jammed his gun barrel into a joint, fired, and tore the arm free. He used it as a blunt weapon against the first bot, holding it off. It’s front legs buckled under the assault.

			His visor flashed in her direction. “What are you waiting for?” he demanded between panting breaths. “Run!”

			“I won’t leave you!” She knew he would never abandon her if their roles were reversed. He would lay his life on the line to save her. Ada had to help. Together, they could kill them. Even on his own he was winning. She could hardly believe it. She took a step toward the end of the alley, then froze.

			Three more bots burst free of the tunnels, rushing toward Davix.

			“No…” she breathed.

			Davix spotted them too, backing away from the first two wounded assailants. “I’m sorry, Ada.” His voice was laden with regret. “Go! Run!”

			She backed up absently, watching as Davix swung the torn limb at the first newcomer to reach him. He batted aside its first lashing arm, but the second grabbed him below the ribs. Davix bellowed in pain, attempted to bring his rifle around to defend himself. Another mechanical arm jolted forward with a saw blade and took Davix in the arm. His scream lasted only a moment before a burst of gas escape from his torn suit and silenced him. Davix fell limply to his knees and toppled sideways.

			

			The five bots began clawing at his corpse. A flying swarm appeared in the sky and converged on his body. Ada watched with unblinking eyes as the tiny drones lifted into the air with chunks of sawed-off flesh dripping boiling blood onto the ice. More crawling bots emerged from the dark tubes. It was as if the entire city had come alive to feast on the carcass.

			Ada’s boot heel caught on an oxygen tank and she fell backward, landing hard, losing grip on the rifle. She scrambled deeper into the alley, shaking her head, eyes unable to focus on anything. The feasting swarm. The color-shifting buildings. The discarded supplies. She could hardly breathe. Her lungs wracked with pain as they tried drawing in air.

			“Davix?” It came out as a tiny squeak. 

			No response.

			Abandoned. He had abandoned her. They had all left her. The reality of the situation refused to sink in.

			“Davix?”

			The sergeant had been so concerned with not letting her die, he hadn’t considered that some fates were worse than death. 

			Her head hit a building, and the sharp neck pain drew her from her spiraling thoughts into the present.

			Davix’s last command echoed in her ears. “Go! Run!”

			She found her feet, squeezed through the tight alleyway, and ran. 

			Into a city full of nightmares.

			Alone.

			Alone...
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			The Girl and Her Ghosts

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty-One

			Visitation

			Ada ran, uncaring of where her feet carried her. Whether any bots spotted her, whether she was moving farther from the fusion array, whether she ran out of oxygen… none of it mattered.

			She was alone, and she was going to die.

			Where would her death come from? In the ravines formed by luminescent skyscrapers and fallen ice, a bot could be lurking around any corner. For the moment, she saw none. They must have been too busy feasting on Davix’s corpse.

			His death surfaced in her vision, poignant details catching her attention where before she was too stunned by the horror. A glimpse of his pained face beyond his visor, there one moment and gone the next as his suit breached. The burst of gas evacuated into the vacuum above him, white vapor specked with red droplets. The bot’s blade severed his arm, but he was dead long before the cut was complete. Ada shuddered in disgust imagining the drone flying away with her friend’s hacked-off limb.

			Blinking away tears, she realized she had stopped moving. Numb. Standing still was death, but where could she go? As far away from Davix’s fresh corpse. Apart from that, the direction did not matter. A squat building to her left blinked red, stirring feelings of hospital emergency lights. She turned away and took off.

			

			Davix left her. He left her just as they had all left her. No living human remained on this planet. None but her, and the machines would find her soon enough. Turn her into food for the Worm. A painful death, she imagined, just like her parents’. They had abandoned her too. 

			Her father’s last words filled her ears: “Ada? What are you doing here?”

			Frantic. Full of despair. The question barely passed his lips before a cutting saw took him in the back of the head and his eyes rolled up to show bloodshot whites. His body convulsed, and her mother screamed. The nightmare sound morphed into the screams of Marlo, wailing in agony as gas liquefied his flesh. The cries echoed in her ears like tinnitus. Ada screamed just to hear something else, something real.

			There was no response. No one remained to hear her. They were gone, and she would join them soon.

			Join them… Ada didn’t believe the lies she told herself. There was nothing after death. Just darkness. Emptiness. Oblivion, a void. The thought crossed her mind that ending it herself would be a better fate than succumbing to the Worm. The bliss of nonexistence tempted her. All she had to do was give up. Lay down, stop moving, open her visor. It would be so easy.

			She turned down a dead end. The colors of the buildings before her sloshed into a pleasant green and a sickening brown. Earth colors, before the war. It drew her mind back to a memory she had seen in the Chain of Aokigahara in Japan.

			A late night and bad judgment led her to watching the memory of a man who’d gone to commit suicide in the forest. What stood out to her was the silence that surrounded him, an almost supernatural quiet. The souls of the dead filled the forest, but the bodies were removed. A lush, silent hell, not so different from the frozen landscape she now inhabited. If she died, her body wouldn’t last a day before it was picked apart by the carrion. But she had ejected from the memory before getting to the end. An end to her pain, suffering ended…perhaps, but death was still too frightening.

			Despite it all, she couldn’t help but be driven by the instinct to survive, a trait she shared with all humanity, so deeply ingrained. Tragic, when the more humane thing to do would be to give up the fight. Let the horror come to an end. Succumb to the nothingness.

			A glimpsed bot rushing across the mouth of the dead-end entrance drove a spike of fear into Ada. It didn’t see her. She hurried in the opposite direction from the bot, her boots slipping on the ice as she turned to take another path. She hit the ground hard.

			Crawling past a chunk of ice blocking the way, memories of Constance intruded into Ada’s thoughts. Her body twitched as it was lifted into the air by the greasy black tendrils penetrating her skull. Before anyone knew what was happening, the Worm had taken her, absorbed her until nothing remained.

			A different demise from Davix. He had fought back against aggressive bots, then been chopped to pieces by the swarm. She shivered at the grisly scene, released a wallowing cry as she crawled on all fours. Ada pounded a fist against the ice. She needed some escape hatch from the oncoming madness, a way to maintain grip on reality. A task to focus on, a tool to shove down that which could not be forgotten.

			The obvious choice was to stick to their original plan: killing the Worm. Davix had planted the beacon. Maybe the bots had missed it in their feeding frenzy. Still, that left infiltrating the fusion array, finding the defunct Eyes, somehow executing Constance’s code, and making it back to the ship alive.

			So much to do... Too much... A black hole of despair formed in her stomach, threatening to swallow her from the inside out. Ada somehow found her feet.

			Another task. Break down the problem. She would need to go back and retrieve the oxygen tanks she left in that alley—cold fear had consumed her mind, leaving no room for thoughts about collecting supplies. Even the notion of returning made her legs weak. Her fingers tightened around Davix’s sidearm. Small comfort. The weapon would make no difference when the swarm descended upon her.

			Glancing at her overlays, the countdown showed six hours remaining until the Celestial’s arrival. How long had Ada been fleeing? Her oxygen indicator only had two hours left for her to breathe. She could just keep running forever. Until the gauge ticked to zero. Sleep. Never wake up.

			She was just…so tired. Tired of running. Tired of losing her friends, her family. Tired…and angry. At herself, for leaving her living family behind. At her crew for leaving her alone. At the Worm for luring them in on this mission in the first place. Anger bubbled over into resentment at her powerlessness. She couldn’t do this. Not alone.

			Falling again to her hands and knees, staring at the ice, shifting colors refracted in the surface beneath her. She couldn’t give up. 

			‘Every squad loses soldiers in battle,’ Davix had said. ‘The mission goes on.’

			The ice blurred, and tears hit the inside of her visor.

			‘If there’s even a chance we can protect our families back home…what choice do we have?’

			

			Ada wept. There was no chance to protect them. She couldn’t even protect herself. Nothing she did would get her out of this situation.

			The promise she had made to Ezran floated into her awareness. ‘I’ll tell you all about the mission when I get back.’

			Her uncle’s excitement had been contagious. ‘I never thought I would see the day when humankind took to the stars again. I am so proud of you, little one.’

			She couldn’t remember feeling better about any decision. It had to be the right thing to do if it made him proud.

			But her promise was a lie. They would never see each other again. He had never even heard from her after she left in Constance’s auto. Was he still sending her messages, praying for some response? Or had he already given up on her? Her chest heaved, wracked with guilt for how she’d handled her departure.

			Ada clenched her fist, clawing into the ice. No. Ezran wouldn’t have given up. He had always believed in her, even in her most depressive years after losing her parents. Her uncle saw the potential in her. He loved her. If she was going to die here, it would be as someone he could remain proud of. Someone Jean would be proud of, when he was old enough. Even if they never heard Ada’s story, she would live it as though they would.

			Pushing herself to her feet, Ada turned back toward the reactor and set forth at a run. She had already wasted so much oxygen. Her spare tanks would be where she just came from, along the way. She could switch to a new tank within the fusion array, where there was atmosphere.

			Her mind set to work solving all the problems she’d face. Slipping by the bots. Entering the facility. How to tie the rope so she could climb back out once the Worm was dead.

			Before she made it even halfway back, a bot appeared in an intersection before her. Neon blue eyes snapped toward her, and her stomach lurched. She turned to run, but her boots slipped on the ice.

			Colorful skyscrapers went horizontal. The side of her head cracked against the ground. Stars flashed. Her vision swam. The edges of the world blurred. The star-specked sky stretched to fall away from her, taking the towers of luminous neon with them into the distance.

			All the strength left Ada’s limbs.

			And darkness crept in as metal legs crawled atop her body.

			*   *   *

			Ada’s eyelids peeled open. Blinking weakly, white pinpricks danced in the dark, hazy distance, her eyes struggling to focus on the endless white holes poked into a tapestry of black. The corridor of shifting hues turned a scarlet red, and abruptly she was a little girl again, running down the hospital hallways amid the sound of gunfire.

			From an open door ahead her parents yells reached her. Others in the room screamed. She ran toward the sounds of the struggle.

			Reaching them, she found her father fighting against a hacked medibot. His hands scrambled at an open console on its back. He knelt and stayed low, keeping beyond the reach of frenzied metal limbs. “Talk to me, Viv!” he called to Ada’s mother, flipping switches on a wall panel with her back turned. “Have you found it?”

			Ada called his name, her own voice breathless, and his head swung toward her.

			

			He straightened, and his eyes went wide. “Ada?”

			But the voice belonged to Constance, distorted and grainy.

			Ada closed her eyes, and consciousness faded.

			*   *   *

			Ada’s eyes snapped open. Her body tensed and curled as she gasped, desperate for oxygen. Little remained in her tank, according to her overlays. Only a trickle entered her suit. She wasn’t going to make it to the Celestial, arriving in only a little over four hours. A faint recollection came of the last time she checked the clock—six hours had remained then. Had she been knocked out for so long? Looking past the worrying numbers, her eyes focused on the skyscrapers lurching over her. 

			Sliding past her. 

			Panic seized her.

			She was moving, being dragged over the ice.

			Tucking her chin revealed a bot below the rim of her helmet, holding on to her leg and creeping forward with her in its grasp. Ada yanked her leg away from the bot, to no avail. Its grip was a vice on her ankle. Screaming, she expected it to attack. She ignored the pain in her neck and at the back of her skull as she whipped her head around, searching for anything she could grab for a weapon.

			A boulder of ice had crashed and shattered nearby, and a frozen chunk slid nearly into Ada’s reach. She strained for it, fingers stretching. Grabbed ahold of it, but the ice crumbled in her grip. Just then, she remembered Davix’s gun. She had lost it.

			“Fuck!”

			

			Abruptly, the bot stopped moving, and a connection request popped up on her overlays.

			It was from Constance St. James.

			Ada sucked in a breath. “Impossible,” she whispered. 

			Constance was dead. The vision of her absorption played across the blank sky, details as clear and crisp as the moment it had happened. No, this was a trick of the Worm, something to make her lower her guard. Chewing her lip, thinking, her mind ran through the possibilities. If this was some trap laid by the machine, what difference did it make? She would suffocate to death before long.

			Ada accepted the connection request, and Constance St. James materialized, standing over her.

			“No.” Ada shook her head in denial. “No, you’re dead.”

			“Not quite,” Constance replied.

			“I have to get out of here,” Ada said to herself. She kicked again at the bot, attempting to scramble away. “Get off of me!”

			To her surprise, the bot released her.

			“Please, Ada. Calm down.”

			Calm down? Abruptly, a cold anger filled Ada’s chest and she found herself screaming at the illusory woman. “Fuck you! Everyone is dead because of you!” Her eyes scanned Constance’s infuriatingly patient face. It wasn’t the real her, but it would serve as a target for her anger. “I’m alone here. I’m going to die here, and it’s your fault!”

			Ada sprang to her feet and pushed the dead woman’s hologram. Despite her haptics registering the touch, her hands went right through Constance, and she stumbled to her knees. Her legs were weak, and she was growing dizzy.

			

			“All dead?” Constance answered, standing in a different location without ever having moved. “I hoped that wasn’t the case when I found you.” Her neon eyes found Ada’s. “But you’re not alone, and you’re not dead yet. I have a plan.”

			“A plan?” Ada laughed. “Look where your last plan got us.” She rounded on the illusion as if it were the real Constance, but she refused to accept that. “Carbon dioxide poisoning. That’s all this is. Hypoxic hallucination. You were absorbed. I saw it.” Ada whimpered. “I can still see it.”

			Ada watching the woman’s twitching corpse be lifted into the air by the Worm in the fusion array. Then she blinked, and she was back on the ice. Dying. In the last moments of her life, her captain stood before her as though guarding the gates to heaven. Not even in her spacesuit, Constance wore the same clothes and exoskeleton as the day Ada had met her.

			Why couldn’t it have been Ezran she hallucinated? Or Jean. She tried envisioning them there, but her thoughts were growing fuzzy.

			Constance narrowed her eyes. “CO2… you’re low on oxygen.” Constance’s neon eyes shifted hue, and the bot scurried away. No… not just a bot. It was the bug formed by Constance’s Eyes, she recognized them. 

			But too late. With no recollection of falling, Ada was on the ground, struggling to keep her eyes open. Even shallow breaths came with great difficulty. Her eyes closed, and when they opened again at the sound of Constance shouting, several minutes had passed. Two copies of Constance knelt beside her—she was seeing double. Somehow, she had rolled to her stomach. Without the woman ever touching Ada, a weight settled on her back, and metal clanks reverberated through her suit.

			

			A cold breeze blew across the back of Ada’s neck, and she could breathe again. She gulped mouthfuls of air, sucking it in greedily. Her overlays adjusted to the new information sent by her suit, showing seven hours of oxygen remaining.

			Ada rolled over and sat up, looking at Constance in amazement. “How?”

			Constance disappeared, then flickered into existence behind Ada. Each teleportation was silent; Ada only knew it by the crunch of snow at her rear. Spinning, her eyes followed Constance’s gesture to a discarded oxygen tank.

			“I don’t understand…how did you know where Davix—” Ada’s throat choked off the question at the mention of his name, but she forced the rest out. “Where Davix and I were hiding?”

			“You were hiding?” Constance looked puzzled. She sighed. “There’s nowhere on this planet you can hide from them.”

			That much was clear. “The Worm killed them all… Everyone on this planet.” Davix. An entire civilization. Evidently, not Constance. Ada still struggled to believe it.

			Constance hummed, again crossing her arms above where the metal exoskeleton hugged her torso. “Tell me what happened. You said I was…absorbed?”

			“You don’t remember?”

			Even as she looked at Constance waiting expectantly for the story, she imagined the black goo crawling across her skin, leaving nothing in its wake. The memory stole Ada’s breath, and she struggled to force out any words.

			“You...restored power. There was a flash, and your Eyes malfunctioned. Then...it had you. A black tendril. The Worm. Some black substance covered you, and then you…you were…gone.”

			Most of her refused to believe Constance wasn’t still gone. 

			“So that’s how they do it... I don’t remember any of that.” Constance’s voice was somber. “Only working at the terminal, then waking up in a pile of discarded parts. The others…did it absorb them too?”

			“Only you.”

			Ada pictured the creature slithering back into the darkness, moving so unnervingly quickly. It could have taken any of them with ease. Why hadn’t it? 

			“Marlo and Larsson died in the hub,” Ada continued with an icy, emotionless distance in her voice. “A quake...” She shook her head, unable to continue. “Davix…the bots attacked him when he planted the beacon.” She glanced around, and the ground rumbled.

			They had been standing in the open for several minutes, between luminous buildings with only fallen ice to conceal them in one direction. It beggared belief they hadn’t been spotted by the bots already.

			“You found the beacon?” Constance straightened. “Good. There’s still time, then. This can work. You’re lucky I found you, Ada. My other self must be interfering with the… Worm, did you call it? But if they’re still active…” She put her hand to her chin, glowing eyes darting around while she thought.

			Ada furrowed her brows. “Your…what? Other self? What are you talking about?”

			Constance hesitated. “There can be no more secrets, I see. I’ve been in communication with the Waiting since before our mission began.”

			“We—” Ada fought back a swelling heat behind her eyes. “I know. All of your messages were on the beacon.”

			

			This caught Constance by surprise. “You found them? Then you know what I’ve learned. About their civilization inside the simulation.”

			Ada blinked. “Their what?”

			“Haven’t you wondered where they all are? The Worm didn’t kill them. It’s an automated system they created to maintain their simulation. Biological bodies could not survive interstellar travel. Digital copies, however… If I’m right about what you saw, then a copy of my consciousness is currently inside the simulation. And if that were me, I would be trying to sabotage the system’s attempts to locate you.”

			Threads wove together in Ada’s mind, filling out the tapestry of understanding. Why there were no aliens around. Why the crew hadn’t been found, not until Davix exposed himself in the open where they’d been working. She remembered the strange message Constance had translated. 

			“All places all times black metal scrapes minds...” Ada looked at Constance, who was nodding. “All waiting move black metal lines.” Ada gasped when it finally clicked what Constance had called them. “The Waiting. Scraping minds… you think that means they’re being...what? Copied into the simulation?”

			“Yes.”

			“But if it scraped your mind, it would know how to use the Eyes.” Ada eyed her holographic companion, then took a step back from her. “It would have all your thoughts, all your memories. It could be using you to convince me to bring it to Earth.”

			“I am not the Worm. It might have a copy of me, but that isn’t me. Or…maybe it’s more me than me. This copy is distributed among my Eyes. I woke up after their failsafe protocols initiated.”

			

			Constance did say she had an insurance policy should things go wrong, but Ada still wasn’t sure. Even Constance seemed unsure now.

			A bot entered the corridor they stood in. Ada started as it turned and crawled toward them. Ada’s heart pounded. She whirled on Constance. “Liar!”

			“No. Look.”

			Half-ready to sprint away, Ada looked behind her and found the bot plodding toward an intersecting road. It disappeared behind the corner of a glowing building. Her pulse still beat in the back of her throat.

			“I’m sure the version of myself inside the simulation is not making things easy for the Waiting.” With a grin, she added, “I know I wouldn’t be.”

			That certainly matched Constance’s attitude. Stubborn. Making things difficult for everyone around her. But it could just be the Worm knowing what to do and say to convince her.

			“I still can’t trust you. And not just because of the Worm. You’ve been lying and keeping secrets since the day we met.”

			“Then you’ll have to take a leap of faith. There’s no such thing as certainty, only trade-offs. With my help, you can live. Try on your own, and you’re sure to fail. I don’t see why you shouldn’t believe me. The Worm would have let you suffocate or absorbed you with no need for deception.”

			Ada blew out a long exhalation. More than anything, she desperately wanted to believe she wasn’t alone.

			She wanted to survive.

			If this was a chance at that, she had to take it. “You said you have a plan?”

			Constance nodded. “I’m going to get you off this planet. But first we need to disable the security systems that brought down the Dauntless. If the bots are still operational, I must not have the proper access within the simulation to neutralize it. You’ll need to plug an Eye into a terminal so I can coordinate with my other self to shut it down.”

			Ada’s stomach dropped out beneath her. Her skin tingled. “Back to the fusion array?” That had been their plan all along, but now that it came time to do it... Ada couldn’t. Not after what happened to Davix just outside that dome.

			Constance eyed her sympathetically. “I know another spot. It’s nearby, but we have to hurry.”

			Ada glanced at her augments. Time was quickly running out. Without waiting for agreement, Constance set off, and Ada hurried after the ghost.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Extraction

			Constance’s Eye crept forward at a mechanical pace, never slowing, always assured in its direction. Ada followed behind the small drones, all linked together to form a larger and more capable bot. The projection of Constance walked beside her, though Ada had seen her instantly relocate often enough to know that the walking was just for show. A way to put Ada at ease, perhaps. To make her feel less alone, politely hiding the truth.

			Constance led her to a section of the city where the skyscrapers had gone dark. No power flowed through these buildings, apart from one in the distance. That bright building of ever-flowing colors was their goal. It hadn’t been a far walk from the spot where Ada had been found by the Eyes. Not far but filled with plenty of heart-jolting appearances of crawling bots and flying drones controlled by the Worm. 

			Ada knew it was just an unfeeling algorithm, but it was hard to cast aside her feelings of hatred toward something responsible for the deaths of so many friends—even if one had survived using a backup consciousness. It brought her a sick sense of joy that there was an identical copy of Constance within the system wreaking havoc with the system. So far, all evidence pointed to that being true. Despite many close calls—one a drone had zipped not five meters overhead—the swarm had yet to discover them.

			

			They drew close to their destination. Along the way it had been the usual sights of the city: shattered boulders of ice fallen from neon towers, corridors of various width all covered in snow now traced with boot prints and bot trails, and here and there a scatter of mechanical debris where a bot once lay after the mass driver fired.

			Now, standing in their way was a scrap-metal mountain four times Ada’s height. Bots periodically appeared from some offshoot road to deliver another husk of their fallen counterparts—or small bits of them. At Ada’s insistence, they hung back to observe for a time. Gathering intelligence, she insisted, though much of the period was spent terrified the bots would find them or struggling to cope with the loss of Davix, Marlo, and Larsson just hours ago.

			Still, there was enough bot activity to keep Ada distracted from her pain. By land or sky, all the discarded material seemed to make its way to this location. Most ended up in the tall central pile; however, there were smaller hills around its periphery and a layer of debris covering the ground. Groups of bots worked with many of those smaller mounds, stripping and cutting metal, passing pieces back and forth to each other like they were collaborating on some project.

			When Constance warned of wasting time, Ada forced herself up and walked into the open. The light from the sole powered skyscraper glinted chaotically off ten thousand jagged edges as Ada and the Eye picked their way carefully toward their target.

			“What is this?” Ada asked.

			“The Heap,” Constance said. “Garbage collection, or something more?” She was no longer walking, just gliding along—no use wasting mental effort avoiding sharp edges that couldn’t cut her.

			

			Ada concentrated on her footing, stunned by the sheer quantity of detritus. “Why bring it all here?”

			“Maybe the Worm is trying to take stock of their resources before putting it all to use.”

			Ada grunted, unconvinced. “Maybe it’s a mass grave for the machines.”

			Whatever it was, it gave Ada chills. Some of the husks they stepped over were intact enough that she wasn’t convinced they wouldn’t power on and grab her mid-stride. She had no choice but to ignore her anxiety. In any case, the dead bots were less of a worry than those flying in from all directions toward the central mound.

			An entire swarm flew in from behind Ada, causing her to stumble as they zipped into view. They dropped their debris like a fleet of jets dropping bombs on the huge mountain and continued out of the area without stopping. When their payload hit the junk pile, it caused the entire side of the metal cone to shift downward like a mudslide.

			In the commotion Ada spotted something that piqued her recognition. She peered at it when it came to a halt.

			White bones protruded from a bloody stump, red staining the torn fabric scraps of a spacesuit. Black friction pads lined the bottoms of five rictus-locked fingers.

			Davix’s gloved hand. 

			Ada screamed. She jerked her head away and tried not to look at it as she hurried past. A sickening acid taste filled her mouth. She couldn’t help but visualize the drones flying away with his severed limbs. What use could they have for a butchered body?

			A hint of an answer to that question came as the memory of Constance being absorbed, atomized into nothing. Perhaps that happened to all the aliens too—the Waiting, as Constance called them. What did the Worm need with all that organic material?

			She hoped she would never find out.

			The sight of an oxygen tank amid the rest of the debris at the foot of a smaller pile surprised Ada. She dug it out and also uncovered the oxygen refiner and some bloody bandages. 

			“Here’s where I found that oxygen tank.” The Eyes disturbed the pile and revealed the rope Davix carried with him and his sidearm. All of their belongings had been transferred to this refuse pile.

			“So they would have found us eventually,” she said to herself, retrieving the weapon. She checked that the safety was on, tears forming at the thought of Davix’s last stand. Sniffling, she coiled the rope around her arm, recalling a rock climbing technique Larsson had shared from his memory vault. Before thinking better of it, she even stuffed a bloody bandage into her chestpack beside her dodo. Marlo deserved a memento as well.

			“We had better hurry,” Constance answered. “There’s no telling how long my counterpart can interfere.”

			Ada nodded. It had been several days already with Constance working to protect them, possibly while holding off attacks directed at her from the inside as well. Ada didn’t want to push their luck any further than they already had.

			The path sloped toward the illuminated building, slick and smooth. The ice had begun melting.

			“Is this building giving off heat?” she asked Constance. Her suit’s sensors couldn’t determine anything about the temperature in vacuum.

			The glow in Constance’s eyes shifted from blue to red as she switched to infrared vision. “Yes.” The Eye spun in a circle to look at the other buildings in the distance. “Much more than the rest, even those with power. Odd.”

			It was a lucky thing. The melted ice revealed the airlock they had come for. But as they made it inside, the heat caused Ada’s visor to fog up and blocked her visibility. She wiped it away, only for the plastic to quickly cover over in haze once more.

			Suppressing a grunt of frustration, she checked her overlays for a reading of the atmosphere. Breathable. She could have chinned her suit’s controls to recycle the outside air, but even that was conditioned and cooled before it entered circulation. It wouldn’t have helped.

			She took off her helmet. Heat and humidity enveloped her face, carrying a stench with it. Familiar, musty and rotten like an exhumed grave.

			It smelled like the fusion array.

			That was worrying, though not as worrying as the darkness that enclosed them. Despite the outside of the building showing power, the inside was pitch black save for the dim light that entered through the airlock windows—a remnant of the building’s shifting exterior hue.

			Ada fumbled at the inside of her helmet for its headlamp controls. After some groping in the dark she found it, and light shot out to illuminate two overlapping circles on the far wall. She jumped, despite herself. Feeling foolish, she directed the light around, aiming her pistol at the bright spots.

			Unlike the previous buildings they had seen, the inside of this structure wasn’t a hollow vertical shaft. A low ceiling hung less than a meter overhead, and blackened tunnels extended in three directions. She shined her light down all three, checking for threats. Though there were none to be seen, it did little to ease her discomfort.

			

			“Oh,” Constance said. She must have noticed what Ada was doing, as her eyes changed back to blue, and light began radiating from the Eyes. Constance aimed the new light source at a terminal identical to the one in both the maintenance tunnels and the fusion array.

			Ada stepped up to the interface and placed her helmet on the ground beside it. “What do I need to do?”

			“Enter some commands to put it in standby, so we don’t electrocute ourselves when we try to connect. Start by—”

			Ada’s fingers had already begun working. She remembered how Constance accessed the default screen from which she performed her trials in the array. A few presses of the heavy buttons below the terminal’s screen, and she was there.

			“I’m impressed,” Constance said, “though I suppose it shouldn’t be a surprise. I knew you were the right pick for this mission.”

			Guilt tightened Ada’s chest. None of them should have been picked for this mission. Everyone but her was dead. “What are the next commands?”

			Constance guided her through the commands she used to redirect power in the array. Ada followed until the expected symbols failed to appear on the terminal. The controls were different here, which she supposed made sense. It would have been strange if different buildings’ terminals all worked in the same exact way.

			So, it was back to black box experimentation, trial and error in the same way Constance performed it in the array. This time, however, they couldn’t connect an Eye as a voltage regulator to stop the commands from taking effect. Given the differences between this terminal and the last, Constance assured her it was fine. They weren’t at risk of overloading the reactor as they were in the array.

			

			Eventually, they hit on the right combination of commands, and the glow from outside disappeared. Ada spun in surprise when it happened. They had turned off the entire building.

			“Will the bots notice that?” she asked.

			“They don’t seem to pay attention to the buildings,” Constance said. “And this city is so damaged, a building could shut off for any number of reasons. Don’t worry about it.”

			“All right,” Ada said, not entirely convinced. She knelt beside the terminal and reached behind it, searching for the connector she had seen on the other. Not an easy task with heavy gloves.

			“Let me,” Constance said. “Just in case… You’re the only human left.” The Eyes crawled into the tight space behind the terminal.

			Ada laughed nervously. “Aren’t you still human too?” She peered behind the interface to watch Constance’s drone work. It had already severed a cable and begun connecting itself to a multitude of tiny wires inside, the digits on its robotic claws pinching and twisting more dexterously than Ada realized they were capable of.

			When Constance didn’t answer, Ada looked back at her projection. Her friend wore an uncertain look.

			“You are,” she assured her. She didn’t have an argument as to why…but it was what she would want to be told. In any case, she was certain this Constance was more human than the supposed copy who had been absorbed by the Worm. “Do you think the Constance on the inside is going to know you’re coming?”

			Constance’s expression shifted into consideration. “The easiest way to disrupt the system’s search would be during image recognition. Each time there’s a hit for something matching the crew, just interrupt the signal so it never gets sent out. All of the bots in the Heap would have seen you and the Eyes walking through. If my other self is watching those feeds, she’ll know we’re in this building. If I saw that, I would be ready.”

			“Ready for what, though? How do you know you’ll be able to access their simulation from the terminal?”

			“If these terminals are on the network, I’ll find a way in.”

			Ada laughed, disbelieving. How could she be so confident? There were a million ways this could go wrong. “You and your copy have had so many different experiences in the past three days, you might be entirely different people by now. What if the absorption altered her personality?”

			“I don’t need faith, Ada. I told you. Only results. If she was incapable of doing what I need, you already would have been found by the bots.” Constance was still looking in a random direction, but now she was grinning. “Their mistake was sending code in their transmissions. Letting me study their programming language. The specific syntax they used was easy enough to pick up, and the laws of computation are universal.

			“That’s the thing, Ada. The Waiting aren’t magic. They may have better materials science than us and far better energy production, but their computers are on par with our own. Less sophisticated than what the Unity is working on, definitely.”

			Ada sighed. She had no choice but to believe her. If not, this idea was dead in the water. She checked her overlays. Just under two hours remained until the Celestial’s arrival. “Is it going to take long once you’re in there? What if you can’t disable the security system in time?” 

			“No guarantees, but if my copy has spent as much time thinking about this as I hope, we should be able to get it done. Now, the connection is ready. I’ve got to fasten these wires together. Think you can turn the power back on?”

			Ada took her place at the console, her stomach twisting at the thought of waiting here alone in the dark for however long Constance needed. She began entering commands, performing the inverse of what they did to shut off the building. “Almost done.”

			A scraping sound caught her attention. Coming from one of the tunnels.

			Terror gripped Ada before she even registered what it was. “It’s here!”

			“What is?”

			Ada couldn’t see it. Her helmet’s light pointed at the wall. The room was enveloped in near-blackness. “The Worm found us!”

			She lunged for the light. Before she reached it, a sharp pain exploded in the back of her skull and drove her to the ground.

			“Ada?” Constance’s voice was panicked. “What’s happening? Talk to me!”

			“It’s too late,” Ada mumbled. Her words were slurred into infant babbling.

			Her overlays fuzzed, becoming incomprehensible symbols. One hour, fifty-eight minutes, forty-two seconds. So close, but she had failed.

			The Worm had her.

			Pressure worked down her back. The black goo—nanobots.

			“Hang on, Ada!” Constance shouted. “I’m coming!”

			The words dissolved into static, and the darkness became total.

			*   *   *

			

			A colorless room stretched into the distance. Though no lights shined, it remained bright, steady, unchanging. There was vision, if not understanding. Looking left or right brought no change. Four white walls, a ceiling and a floor. 

			A chamber.

			There was sensation, touch. Cold. Looking down…something new filled vision. Pale unblemished skin. Hanging black hair. Hands with curling fingers. Feet on solid ground. Wriggling toes. 

			A chamber and a body.

			There was no memory. No desire. No conceptual awareness. Only curiosity, instincts. They said to move. Muscles worked, legs striding forward. With each step came the slap of skin on the solid surface. Sound. But the rush of movement induced dizziness, overcoming vision, sending it spinning. The floor rushed up, bringing with it pain.

			“Owwahhh.” 

			A chamber, a body, and a voice.

			“Uhhhh,” came the voice, tied to the body’s sensations.

			Moving carefully, the body stood. A black sphere blinked into existence, a geometric rent in reality. The body turned, instincts urging flight, but the sphere followed, remaining central in vision. A stinging pain, and lids obscured vision, squeezed tight. Light bled through the thin layer of skin…but the sphere remained. It latched onto awareness with a sense of malevolent purpose. Curiosity turned to fear.

			A chamber, a body, a voice.

			And terror.

			The black orb pulsed. It expanded, slowly at first, then accelerating. Fractal spirals grew into twisting tendrils. No movement of the body had an effect. It grew until it encompassed all of sight.

			Blackness consumed, but awareness remained. Light formed in the center of the inky expanse, accompanied by sound. Deep, reverberating, thrumming. It beckoned, a promise of meaning that could not be grasped. The white light fractured into prismatic colors. They came closer, taking shape. Blurred edges hardened as the world came into focus.

			A new life began in a room filled with bright lights and giant figures. Others were present—a mother, a father. The voice was wailing as the body in infant form was carried, cleaned, placed on the mother’s chest.

			Mother’s smile calmed the fear, soothed it into comfort that quieted the voice. Words were not understood, but the last spoken became a symbol. Something heard time and again. An enduring foundation upon which a life was built. 

			A name.

			“Ada.”

			And Ada remembered, as if the memories were being siphoned out of her, summoned from their dormant slumber.

			A childhood filled with whimsy. Playful learning against a background of growing desperation. Ada knew not the source of encroaching despair, but she recognized it. It colored her beginnings. Still, enough moments were filled with joy of the kind only possible through a lens of childish innocence. Her father carrying her on his shoulders as they walked in the sandy wake of the ocean. Her mother reading her stories filled with kings and queens, dragons and fairies. Finding a stuffed bird with a silly beak under the Christmas tree one morning. Each memory played in Ada’s mind at an impossibly fast rate while bestowing full understanding.

			

			In the blink of an eye, the world changed. Where days were once filled with heat, now there was only a bone-deep chill. Ada’s parents no longer took her out to play in the sun or read her stories late into the night. They became preoccupied with working, packing, planning they said, but Ada didn’t know what they were planning for. Then, they took Ada away from their home—a home she never saw again. 

			They traveled across the world by air and by sea, and never did Ada’s parents tell her where they were going. The uncertainty on their faces told her they themselves did not know. As the memories flashed by, the presence of sunlight faded into the past. The days when the sun peeked out from behind the clouds were few and far between. It seemed a lifetime had passed on their journey by the time they arrived, and two new faces appeared. They cropped up over and over again, becoming as familiar as her parents: Uncle Ezran and Aunt Olsie.

			Recollection rushed forward at a dizzying rate. The body outside these memories shook and shivered with each emotion it experienced.

			Briefly, the memories that played out centered on one place—Germany, where Ezran and Olsie lived—and these were colored with love and hope. But soon they were traveling again, along with their newfound friends, and the hope gave way to fear. The fear deepened with no sign of relief until they were in a dark hospital room crammed with refugees, the sounds of bombs exploding beyond the walls. 

			The experience whizzed past at the same rate as every other memory, but from one side of it to the other, Ada was an entirely changed person. She had seen blood during her travels, but only understood it as a distant thing. After the hospital, the sight of blood haunted her. From the perspective of the body in the chamber, every waking moment seemed to consist of nothing more than spraying crimson, cutting blades, and the screams of dead parents.

			Ezran was with her then, but the world beyond those all-encompassing visions seemed distant, as if seen through a colorless fog. Only after many tormented years did that fog begin to lift. Enough so that motivation and desire returned to Ada’s awareness. Countless tasks and jobs flashed by, and the Ezran’s house constantly evolved for her efforts.

			There was a surgery—no more than a fraction of a fraction of time from the outside perspective—and the world changed again. Traveling to distant worlds unimaginable and unconstrained by physical reality became as simple as noticing the desire to visit. The variety of Ada’s experience grew exponentially as she traversed the Chain. She inhabited bodies inhuman. She made advancements in applied mathematics. Though an undercurrent of despair always remained, Ada healed.

			And she fell in love.

			Lakaya appeared, all at once becoming the primary object of Ada’s desire. All she did, she did for her. Outside the Chain, Ada traveled once more to a distant land, nervous but full of excitement. But there was no need for nerves. The love they shared in virtual space translated perfectly to the reality broken by war. They were married, and their partnership burgeoned, a garden sprouting green buds that grew tall with their tending. 

			The body in the chamber flushed with warmth at the fullness in their hearts.

			Then, something changed. A baby was born, and far from the love that Ada hoped would grow further still…there was guilt. The child was broken. Resentment grew, a decay that swept through the garden they had planted together. As suddenly as Lakaya appeared, she was gone. And Ada returned to Ezran. 

			What followed was not quite peace but numbness. Hollowness characterized Ada’s days, working to support her loved ones even as she kept them at a distance. Long stretches of emptiness, broken by days-long binges into Links in the Chain, depraved at worst and meaningless at best. Working hard only to repeat the cycle. A feeling of despair crept in that nothing would ever change. All the while, flashes of horror plagued her, growing more frequent the deeper into nihilism Ada sank.

			With little warning, the memories shifted. She was in a small ship, the Dauntless Dive, bound for the outer reaches of the solar system, on a doomed mission to save humanity. As hopeless as the mission was, a sense of purpose took hold as the months of spaceflight passed. Ada became close with new friends who believed they were doing something important. She had her doubts, but their optimism was contagious. By the time they neared their destination, she believed they had a chance to succeed.

			But in a flash, her friends were killed. In mere hours—seconds seen from the outside—the chance to save humanity became a desperate struggle to survive. Even that minor hope was short-lived, as the Worm took Ada in the back of the head and…

			She was here.

			“No,” the voice whimpered. Ada’s voice, full of fear.

			The body in the chamber was hers, and the weight of full understanding felt as though she held the planet on her back. She had been absorbed by the Worm. It scraped her mind, transferred her memories into a digital copy, molding its brain into an exact replica of the Ada on the rogue planet. The Ada that now ceased to exist, decomposed by black goo.

			The black spiraling fractal pulled back from her vision. When Ada blinked, her eyelids now concealed it from view. It was an object floating before her, still pulsing, still trembling.

			It spoke. “Such magnificent clarity.”

			Ada’s gut clenched with fear. She knew beyond a doubt this was the Worm.

			“So many are changed by registration,” it continued. “Their memories provide little to use as a base personality. Past inference is an imperfect art, but you… Ada.”

			Her name in its coarse, grating voice sent a chill emanating from the base of her skull where it had grabbed her. She opened her mouth, but the scream died in her throat. Silenced.

			“Welcome,” the Worm said, “and congratulations. Once you are assigned an identification number, you will be free to roam the Ark. It will take only a moment to determine who we must deallocate to make—”

			The white room and the Worm twisted into themselves and shrank to a point, as though sucked into a black hole. Ada blinked and found herself standing in an industrial room with greasy black walls. Steam spurted from an exposed pipe near the ceiling.

			“I think I caught it in time.”

			Ada whirled, and there was Constance St. James, tapping on the screen of a device attached to her forearm. 

			“There’s nothing we can do for the original copy being registered right now, but we don’t need her.” Constance looked up, and Ada gasped.

			“Your eyes…” she breathed.

			

			Constance furrowed her brows. “Oh!” She smiled, grinning from ear to ear. “No need for those old drones in here, though I do miss them sometimes…”

			Ada started when Constance reached out and grabbed her by both hands.

			“Finally! I can’t believe you’re here. I haven’t forgotten the mission.”

			“Forgotten the…”

			Constance barreled on. “I’ve been preparing for so long, I wasn’t sure the day would ever arrive.”

			Ada jerked her hands free. “So long? It’s been three days...”

			She eyed the woman. Something about her was…off. The Worm said most were changed by the registration process, a concern she voiced to the Constance outside. Had her worst fears come to pass?

			Constance’s jovial expression faded. “Is that all that’s passed outside?” She sighed at Ada’s unabated confusion. “Ada, I’ve been living among the Waiting for over nine years.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Split-brain

			Nine years?” Ada took a step away from the woman before her, stumbling in a divot on the gray metal floor. “That’s…that’s impossible.”

			Constance smiled. “It’s something I never considered about the Ark before arriving. Time works differently within the simulation. Life is accelerated. I suppose it makes sense, given what I’ve learned from the Waiting.”

			A formless discomfort came closer and closer to the forefront of Ada’s mind as she listened to Constance blather on about the Ark, the eternal lifespans of the Waiting, how she’s overcome the need for augments in here, and even how she’s formed close relationships with the aliens. None of it matched her idea of the Constance who’d been left outside. This was an uncanny valley version of the friend she once knew.

			“I was right,” Ada muttered. “You are a different person in here.”

			“What’s that? Oh, well, a person can’t help but change over the course of a decade. I told you, though. I haven’t forgotten the mission.”

			Ada searched for some way to escape, some opening through which she could run far away. They stood in a room with walls of matte gray and grated metal floors. Pipes and wires ran parallel to the ceiling. Machinery whirred, fans spun, valves opened and closed arrhythmically, with dim red lights illuminating it all. But there were no doors. No exit at all.

			Constance hummed. “Apologies for the decor. Is this better?”

			No sooner had the question been posed before the space shifted into a clifftop vista overlooking a calm green sea beneath clear skies. A picturesque scene from Earth in its better years.

			A lie.

			“No!” Ada turned to run, but Constance was behind her too, blocking her path.

			“Please, Ada. Let me explain. I know what you’ve been through. Trust me, I’ll never forget the registration process, and my memory isn’t half as good as yours. But it’s only a matter of time before the Ark discovers a copy of you has been created. You do not want it figuring that out. If we’re going to pull this off, you need to stay calm.”

			Ada was sick of being told to calm down. Especially when the circumstances warranted outrage. “I’m not supposed to be here! It was Constance that was supposed to find you in the simulation. Not me! I don’t care if you remember the mission or not. Now that I’m here, no one is making it back to Earth.”

			“Constance…” The altered Constance tapped her lip. “The Eye! It worked? Of course it worked, what am I saying? Only… I wasn’t sure when I saw you walking with my drone if you had simply taken control of it yourself.”

			Ada stomped her foot. “Are you listening to me? Did you hear what I said? The mission is done! Everyone is dead.”

			Constance giggled. It disturbed Ada how different she was. She doubted a decade could have turned her friend into…this. No, she must have been tainted in some way.

			“I am listening,” Constance said. “But are you listening to yourself? If the Eye contains my consciousness outside the Ark, then she can make it back to Earth. We can still help her.”

			Ada began to protest…then stopped. That...actually made sense. Constance would have an easier time surviving space travel as an Eye than a human would. There’d be no need for water nor food. All she would have to do is keep the drones’ batteries charged. She could even hibernate the Eyes to pass the time more quickly. And once she’d made it back to Earth, she could interact with the Chain like normal, Ada was sure. Her nanobots for authentication might be gone, but if anyone could figure out how to bypass the system, it was Constance St. James. The real Constance St. James.

			The fake one standing before her could see that Ada was ready to listen and smiled wide. “Excellent. Now, we’re going to have to link our minds. It’s similar to a connection request but a bit more…intimate. By human standards, anyway.”

			Ada hesitated. She wasn’t sure she wanted to share her most intimate thoughts with this impostor, but the Worm had siphoned her memories. The enemy already knew her weaknesses. She nodded.

			“I’ll set it up. We’ll have to give you a spoofed registration number for this, but no worries. It’ll take the Ark longer to notice that than the fact that there’s a numberless running around.”

			Ada hesitates. “What’s a numberless?”

			“Someone unregistered by the Ark. They used to be a big problem, I’m told. The Ark only has a limited number of allocations—storage space, essentially, though their computer architecture is very different from what we use on Earth. The Ark assigns registration numbers to track the amount of allocation used by each of the several billion Waiting. Without one, numberless were able to eat up more and more of that space.” Constance waved her hand. “Until they were banned and strict population controls were enacted, anyway.”

			“Population controls to reduce memory usage.” Ada sniffed. “Sounds just like energy austerity.”

			“That’s exactly why I haven’t forgotten our mission. In fact, it’s even more important now. We won’t just be freeing humanity from austerity. We’ll be freeing the Waiting too. ‘Help us help you’, right?” She smiled and extended a hand. “Now, are you ready?”

			Ada chewed her lip. She had to know what she was committing to first. It would be like Constance to rope her into something with consequences far more dire than she expected. “What happened to the numberless that were…banned?”

			“Well, they’re not around anymore. Take a guess.”

			Sighing, Ada recalled that Constance said she was cloned from another version of her consciousness. She supposed that if she were to be caught as a numberless, at least that other Ada would live on. That did little to assuage her fear of being caught, but she still needed to help Constance outside the simulation.

			She reached out and took Constance’s hand.

			A flood of new sensory awareness and memories washed into Ada’s mind. They were Constance’s memories. Though fuzzy and distant, several of the most important stood out for their clarity. The pride at founding the Unity. The horror at discovering her friends dead after the fusion prototype failed. The resignation as she learned of her deteriorating state, replaced by the determination to prevail. Those that remained unclear, Ada could still sense as characterized by turmoil and loss. Constance clung to the few positive experiences she had, and Ada understood why her friend had been so reticent to share details of her past with the rest of the crew.

			So many memories took place through Constance’s swarm of Eyes, but in the most recent, they were missing. Her sight had returned when she entered the Ark. What she saw, however, was anything but normal. A planet-sized city she could move about at will, filled with billions of Waiting who were eager to meet their first human. As with Ada’s registration, there had been great fear at first. But over time, Constance came to peace with her circumstances. She had even made new friends among the Waiting, something she had trouble doing while working with the Unity.

			Ada could have explored these new memories all day for the deeper understanding of her friend they offered. None had been shared by their captain during memory vault nights on the Dauntless. But Constance squeezed her hand and broke her out of her reverie. Ada felt it from both perspectives.

			“I told you. Intimate.” The voice appeared as another thought in her own head. “But it’s commonplace for the Waiting. It’s the singletons that are seen as strange in the Ark. Personally, I find them easier to relate to. It’s a shame there’s no time to introduce you to any of my friends.”

			“You don’t need to,” Ada said, hearing her voice as an echo filling Constance’s ears. Sharing a mind could be uncomfortable. One benefit, however, was the ease with which she could remember Constance’s friends.

			Just as the bones they’d discovered foretold, the Waiting were humanoid. Uncannily so, given the subtle differences. Their eye sockets were larger than any human’s, and their skulls were elongated with flatter tops. They were slender, taller than humans on average. Ada figured that was a result of their weaker gravity. Their skin color ranged from an ashen gray to a charcoal black. What caused that evolutionary quirk, Ada couldn’t say.

			Marlo would have proposed an explanation. Images of his viscera polluted the connection between Ada’s and Constance’s minds.

			Constance gasped and squeezed Ada’s hand harder. “I’m sorry, Ada.” Not for Marlo’s death, Ada knew from their link. Only that Ada had the curse of remembering it so clearly. “Let me help.” Then Constance suppressed the memory, guiding their shared thoughts to somewhere more pleasant.

			Most of the differences she could discern were cultural. The majority of the Waiting bore symmetric facial tattoos of various colors, covering their cheeks and foreheads with intricate geometric patterns. Their mannerisms were more reserved, possible because there was less of a need to gesture with a body when you shared and linked mind. Their clothing was the strangest aspect of all, unlike anything Ada had seen on Earth. Their fabrics were colorful to the point of gaudiness and seemed to obey neither the laws of physics nor Euclidean geometry. It hurt her head watching a flowing garb wrap around Constance’s conversation partner, gesturing as if it had a mind of its own. Perhaps it did.

			“Right,” Constance said. “That’s enough of that. We’d better get to work. Try not to focus on the wonders of the Ark and what you’re missing out on. Where we’re going should look a bit more familiar.”

			The wonders of the Ark. Ada laughed humorlessly. She wasn’t as impressed as Constance might have believed by the varied landscapes or the strange avatars worn by some of the Waiting. Just the opposite, in fact. She was disappointed. All of it was only a simulation, after all, no different from the Chain. Anything that could exist, did exist on the Chain. The same could be said for the Ark.

			First contact wasn’t as exotic as she’d expected it to be. Not when much of humanity was already so alien.

			“Mmm,” Constance said, reacting to Ada’s contribution to their shared thoughts. “I believed the same thing. At first. I wish you could experience it all. There’s so much I could show you that would beggar the human imagination.”

			Instead, they appeared in a place Ada wished were only her imagination: the Exopolis of rogue planet G9615. They hovered in the air far above, looking down from a bird’s eye perspective. The metropolis was familiar yet…wrong. The ice was gone, for one. That was explained easily enough by looking up at the sky, dim but clearly showing the color it caught from a massive red star. The atmosphere wasn’t a frozen coating on the ground. Nor was there a crater. The buildings in the city were illuminated—not randomly changing colors as outside but showing blocks of text that Ada was alarmed to realize she could read. However, several of them were dark black skyscrapers, and none on the edge of the city facing the mass driver showed signs of power.

			It dawned on Ada what they were looking at. A real-time simulation of the city. A status monitor. She zipped downward to confirm this was the case and spotted a drone swarm. A blue glow outlined them as they flew through the city. Beneath them, several similarly outlined bots crawled in mid-air several meters above the city streets. That was where the top of the ice would be in physical reality.

			

			Constance grabbed her by the arm and jerked her back into the sky. “I should have warned you. These are the same bots that hunted the numberless.”

			Ada scrunched her eyebrows and saw the same expression on Constance’s face. “They’re on the rogue planet, outside the Ark, aren’t they?”

			From so high, they could see the motion of their blue outlines moving throughout the Exopolis. In one area with unpowered buildings—Ada figured that for the Heap—a huge cluster of them gathered. She wanted to investigate their workings more closely. Apart from that group, the bots formed a strangely familiar pattern that niggled at the back of her mind. Something recognizable, but Constance’s voice disrupted her train of thought.

			“Yes, but they’re just as aware of what’s going on inside the Ark as outside. No Waiting are supposed to be here, and they’re the security. The only reason we could even travel here is using your permissions to set the destination.”

			“What permissions? I thought I wasn’t registered.”

			“Another reason the numberless became such a problem. Without registration to restrict their identities and abilities, they could do anything. So could you, if you knew how.”

			“Interesting.” Ada grinned, searching her memories. “I do know how. Because you know.” Flying, invisibility, teleportation…it was as if she had suddenly developed superpowers. Some Links on the Chain were like that, but they were self-contained experiences. To have had that power over the entire Chain…

			“Right,” Constance said. “We just have to be careful sharing commands. None of the Waiting will do it with me. Not since the first time.”

			

			“What happened?” Ada sensed an unwillingness to answer in Constance’s memories, so it seemed courteous to ask. She would have to get used to the etiquette of sharing a mind with someone.

			“Shortly after arriving, I was a curiosity that everyone wanted to meet. A scientist convinced me to link with them, and… it did not go well, to say the least.” Constance shivered at the memory, which induced the same action in Ada. “The Waiting may look almost human, but trust me, their minds are structured very differently than ours.”

			“You didn’t think that was important to tell me before we linked?”

			Constance—and Ada—shrugged. “I didn’t want to scare you away. Now, let’s quit wasting time. We have to go to—”

			“I know.” They grimaced as one, looking at a black sphere in the distant center of the city. “The Constructor.” Or, as they had been calling it outside the Ark, the fusion array. Different names, but inside and outside the simulation, the building had the same purpose: to grant life to everything the Waiting created. The Worm’s central controls, unalterable even by the automated system.

			Constance thought of that system only as the Ark itself, but Ada still thought of it as the Worm. It created a strange dissonance that wouldn’t resolve. This was the one area Constance had found that even the Worm didn’t have permission to alter. Only a Waiting’s hands could touch the controls.

			A Waiting’s…or a human’s.

			With little more effort than thinking, they became invisible and sped through the air above the city toward their destination.

			

			*   *   *

			“—assigned an identification number, you will be free to roam the Ark. It will take only a moment to determine who we must deallocate to make room for you.”

			The Worm’s chillingly soft-spoken voice droned on and on interminably, explaining to Ada the laws of what it called the Ark. It didn’t take a stretch of the imagination to figure out that was the simulation she was now trapped within. Forever.

			She tried to scream at the Worm to let her go, but it turned the volume on her voice down so its own could be heard. This was important, it assured her, and it had to be sure she understood the regulations. It warned her of the fatal consequences of failing to adhere to these strictly enforced rules, and they were enough to make Ada pay attention. She gave up her struggle, powerless to fight against the machine that had stolen her mind.

			However, when it began joyfully explaining all that she was now free to do within the Ark, framing all her abilities and privileges as a gift she’d been bestowed…That was when Ada stopped listening.

			She had failed. The mission was over. She would never make it back home. All she had to hold onto now were the pleasant memories in her vault, a tether to reality that might keep her from losing her mind in this alien computer program. Even as Ada tried to convince herself of that, she knew she was lying to herself. Those memories were a digital replica now. Fakes. Hardly worth keeping. They would make no difference to Earth. Outside the Ark, she had become nothing more than a disassembled collection of atoms, resources for the Worm to spend.

			

			From in here, she could do nothing to help her loved ones.

			“Acknowledge,” the Worm said, then quickly followed it with, “Thank you.”

			It struck Ada that it had asked her to acknowledge the end of her rant three times. She’d only paid attention to the last, and the Worm knew that. It had scraped her mind. Her thoughts were one with the machine now, to do with as it pleased.

			What the Worm wanted to do, evidently, was to dump Ada in the center of a populated plaza and loudly announce the arrival of a newly registered traveler.

			The aliens all around her broke off from their conversations. Their attention shifted to her. One by one, the groups of Waiting began shambling toward her. 

			Ada spun about. She looked around for some way to escape, some opening through which she could run away. From all directions, humanoid figures closed the distance with her. They looked so nearly human, but their monochrome skin, their hideous oblong bodies, their teeth like daggers, their stony gazes…all of it struck her as wrong. Ada was in a nightmare. She needed a way out, but between the aliens surrounding her there was no gap. No exit at all.

			“Another one?”

			“It looks different.”

			“After so long?”

			“Have we arrived?”

			They enclosed her, holding hands with one another, speaking as if she weren’t there. She hated that she could understand their barking, guttural language as clearly as if they were speaking English. In how many ways had the Worm tainted her mind?

			“It’s nice to meet you, Ada Bryce.”

			

			She whirled, expecting a friendly face. Was Constance here? But no, it was only another otherworldly being. “How do you know my name?” she demanded.

			“We are all linked with the Ark,” a different one said. “Do you know the one called Constance St. James?”

			Ada jerked her head. “Constance? Where is—”

			“Have you seen your home yet?” another asked. “I can show it to you.”

			“Do not link with her,” one warned. “Remember last time?”

			Ada struggled to keep up. “My…home?”

			No responses to her questions ever came. Only an overwhelming set of queries and demands aimed at her. She answered them in the hopes it would drive them off, growing more disturbed by how much insight they had into her personal life.

			“Does Ezran know of us?”

			“Why did you leave Lakaya?”

			“How are your memories so clear?”

			“Real biological parents! Do you think they are proud?”

			Ada squeezed her eyes shut, clasping her hands over her ears. Still, the questions came. Covering her ears did nothing to mute their strange tongues. She couldn’t take it anymore. Ada screamed.

			The close-pressed circle backed away a step, as though controlled by one mind. Even with her eyes closed, she knew this. Sensory information mattered little when data was streamed directly into your consciousness.

			Dimly, Ada recalled the Worm telling her how to travel in the Ark. Her eyes snapped open, and she formally asked the Ark to take her somewhere private so she could be alone.

			

			“Travel home?” it inquired, a voice in her head.

			“Yes!” Ada shouted.

			The crowd around her disappeared. This was not like the Chain, with a dark void to conceal the time it took to load a new environment. The change was imperceptibly fast. At the speed of thought, Ada appeared in an unadorned space that must have been her home. There were no decorations, no sources of light, no furniture. Nothing to indicate to whom it belonged. 

			In the center of the empty room, Ada hugged her knees and sobbed. The reality that she was going to spend the rest of her life here pressed down on her, made her feel so small. She would never see her family again. They would never know of her fate. More than anything, she wished she were back on Earth, in Ezran’s mountainside cottage outside Geneva. She never should have accepted Constance’s—

			“Hello, little one.”

			Ada gasped. Looking up, she was in Ezran’s home, and he was there. Her uncle smiled at her just like she always remembered it. Her room was how she remembered it, down to the indents in the chair she was now sitting in, as she often had long hours absorbed in her augments.

			She was home.

			“Is everything all right?” Ezran asked, frowning. “You seem upset. Can I get you anything?”

			“Ezran…” Ada’s breath hitched. Looking around, she blinked. Had she been in the Chain until now? She checked her augments. One fifty-eight PM, and the sun shone through her window.

			“Come outside,” her uncle said, extending a hand. “It is beautiful day for the market.”

			Ada took his hand, savoring the warmth of his touch. “How did I…?” She trailed off. All those memories of traveling in the Dauntless Dive. Had the curse of her mind’s clarity finally given way to madness? “This...this isn’t right.”

			The scene was a falsehood—a disturbingly accurate one, sculpted from the clay of Ada’s memories. She’d thought of Ezran only moments before her appeared. If instead she had thought of Lakaya and Jean…

			Then they were there too. Lakaya put her hand on Ada’s shoulder, leaned in and kissed her. Her lips were soft. The entwined scents of flowers and almonds were heady in Ada’s nose. Lakaya led Ada by the hand to Jean.

			“Mommy!” Ada’s son rushed over and bounded into her arms.

			She knelt there, hugging him tightly, emotions welling up in her eyes. Looking over her son’s shoulders at Lakaya, Ada asked breathlessly, “His surgery? It went well?”

			“Better than well,” Lakaya said, laughing. “He’s healthy and happy and anxious to see his mama.”

			Ada blinked. She held her son out at arm’s length to look at him. He smiled dumbly at her, an expression she had never seen on his face.

			“Isn’t this what you want?” Lakaya asked.

			Ada froze. “It’s a lie.” Ada had never heard from Lakaya about her son’s surgery. She had received contact from no one on Earth since lifting off on the Dauntless.

			Lakaya continued. “There’s no need to remember the things you saw on that planet. Marlo. Larsson. Davix.”

			“You can have us,” Jean said.

			Ada recoiled, grasping her head. All of this was an illusion. It would be so easy to live in the Ark for the rest of her life, with comforts conjured from her imagination. She even had access to her augments, meaning her memory vault was intact.

			As an experiment, she pictured the inside of the vault. Sure enough, the hall of golden-framed paintings appeared around her. Ezran, Lakaya, and Jean were staring at her placidly. Like bots awaiting their next orders.

			Anger flared within her chest. The Worm shouldn’t have access to these memories, this sacred space. They were hers. This machine was an abomination, and Constance needed to shut it down.

			Ada wondered if she could make contact with her friend within the Ark. Maybe there was something they could do to help the Constance outside.

			All the inhabitants of Ezran’s home disappeared, and the Worm snapped into existence.

			“Constance St. James remains outside the Ark?” the Worm’s voice sounded.

			Ada hesitated, cursing herself. “No.”

			But the Worm could read her thoughts. “A lie. Constance St. James is registered with the Ark. Searching.”

			Ada’s memory vault faded away, the environment replaced with an empty gray room. “What’s going—”

			“Error. Constance St. James cannot be found within the Ark. Expanding search.”

			Expanding the search to outside the Ark? Ada didn’t understand. The Worm had already found her and the Eye in the building beside the Heap.

			“Traveler located. Constance St. James…and unregistered traveler: Ada Bryce. Convening the Hexarch.”

			No later than the words had been spoken did Ada appear in a brightly lit hexagonal chamber. A table rose before her, with two Waiting sitting at the corners in view. She turned slowly to find one Waiting sitting at each corner of the six-sided table. 

			

			“What have you done?” a panicked Constance St. James asked Ada.

			Ada gasped. Beside her stood another copy of herself.

			“A decision must be made.” All six of the Waiting spoke as one. High voices and low buffeted Ada from all directions. “Order must be preserved.”

			“How did the Worm find us?” the other Ada demanded. Quietly, she said to Constance, “They revoked everything. Any ideas?”

			Constance shook her head, whispering, “There is no escaping the Hexarch.”

			“What is happening?” Ada whimpered. “Who are you?” she asked the woman identical to herself. Dread crept up her throat. She had resigned herself to living the rest of her life out in the Ark. It seemed that time might be drawing to a close already.

			“You present us with an interesting dilemma, humans.” The Hexarch’s six voices rang as one in Ada’s ears. “And a unique opportunity for corrective action. The Ark has not been required to make a decision for a long time. It is the collective extrapolated volition of our people. It knows the desires, the will, the thoughts and feelings of every traveler within the Ark and aggregates this information to make decisions both in the Ark and the outside world.

			“However, the question of whether our laws apply to both realities simultaneously has never been settled. The collective must be consulted.”

			The Worm’s voice echoed in Ada’s head. “If Constance St. James exists both within the Ark and without, has she violated the law against cloning consciousness?” Her immediate thought was one of confusion. “Vote accepted.”

			

			Ada had no idea what vote she had just cast. Laws against cloning consciousness? Wasn’t that the whole idea of this simulation, creating a digital copy of the Waiting so they could survive interstellar space? She looked at Constance and was shocked to find her friend crying openly.

			“The vote is concluded,” the Hexarch announced. “Constance St. James is to be deallocated.”

			Constance opened her mouth and shouted, “Help th—”

			She disappeared.

			The other Ada folded over in anguish, as though a part of her soul was just torn out of her body.

			Ada stared wide-eyed in disbelief. From one moment to the next, Constance was gone. There was no sound nor any visual to confirm what had happened. She was just…deleted. What need for theatrics when the Worm had absolute power?

			A vision of Constance being absorbed by the Worm’s nanobots chilled Ada to the bone.

			“We understand your fear,” the Hexarch intoned. “Not all travelers wished to submit to registration when our sun was lost. As it faded into the distance and our world began to freeze, some chose not to visit a registration terminal. However, the Ark determined from the minds of those already registered that this was not compassionate. Linked loves would have been broken. Children separated from parents. Thus, drones were sent to perform the registration wherever any of those left behind were found.

			“Taking the entire population aboard induced significant stress on the system, however.” The Hexarch’s voice grew to an angry pounding in Ada’s ear. “Which is why the numberless must not be tolerated. Human or not, the law is clear. We have only kept your numberless copy here long enough to make the point stick, to teach you our ways. You must never attempt this again.”

			Ada’s pulse quickened. They were going to delete her too. She looked at the other Ada.

			“It’s okay.” Ada’s copy seemed strangely at peace. “We did what we needed to—”

			And she was gone.

			“Why are you doing this?” Ada screamed, tears clouding her vision.

			“Do you not understand?” The Hexarch all bore the same expression, confused by Ada’s anguish. “The Ark provides life eternal. A life you may lead in whichever way you wish. No matter what proclivities you have, you will find purpose within. This is a gift and must be shared.”

			“None of this is real!” Ada shouted.

			“Constance St. James found happiness among us. As shall you. With the resources of Earth, we can expand our capacity. We can allocate space for all of humanity.”

			Their words struck her. All of humanity. Absorbed into this alien simulation. The floor seemed to drop out from beneath Ada.

			“We now know it is possible to coexist in peace. Constance St. James restored power to the Constructor. And with the clarity of your memories, you have shown us much we did not know of humanity. There is love among humankind. Perseverance. Curiosity. These are shared between our people. Thank you, Ada. You have helped us to help your people. Now, we can broadcast the success of our contact to—”

			“No…” Ada whimpered, ignoring the voices bellowing in her ears. She was all alone here, the only human left in the Ark. As haunted as she was by that thought, she wanted it to remain that way. If they made it to Earth, absorbed her family into the Ark…

			

			But there was nothing she could do to stop it. She was powerless here. Her mind slipped into despair—

			Light exploded behind her eyes with a sharp pain in the back of her skull. Ada fell forward, landing hard on her wrists.

			“Ada! Are you there? Ada!”

			It was Constance’s voice. Another illusion pulled from her memories. Something was on her back, scraping and tearing.

			Ada groaned, barely able to think, barely able to move. She opened her eyes, though she had no memory of closing them.

			“We can’t stay here!” Constance was shouting at her. “I got that stuff off you, now get up. We have to go!”

			“Wha—” Ada put a palm to her head. Gloves with rough friction pads gripped her greasy skin. They came away with a sticky black substance on them. “Constance, they killed you. They killed us.” Why had the Hexarch sent her away? And to where? Was this a punishment for having a clone of herself in the Ark?

			“Thank God, you’re still in there. I wasn’t sure how fast that thing worked.”

			Ada’s vision cleared enough to see that she lay in a dark room with something shining a tight beam of light at the ground. A bot scurried into view, then pointed a blinding flashlight at her. She squinted and covered her eyes. In the darkness, dim indicators appeared in her field of view. Her augments. When she saw the countdown in her overlays, she realized where she was.

			One hour, fifty-eight minutes, thirty-four seconds.

			Eight seconds had passed.

			Adrenaline flushed through her, and Ada rolled onto her back. She stared up at the Worm, the long black tendril upright like a snake ready to lash out. Black goo leaked to the ground from the star-shaped tip of the creature—nanobots.

			“You…stopped it?”

			“Let’s not wait around until it figures that out.”

			She wanted to ask how. But would she allow herself to believe this? Was it too good to be true? Everything felt real, but then, so too did the inside of the Ark. She could still recall everything that happened in the simulation with perfect clarity. And some things she didn’t remember happening.

			“Hurry up, get your helmet on,” Constance told her. The Eye held it out for her. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

			“Won’t they find us without your copy interfering?”

			“They’ll definitely find us if we stay here.”

			Ada cursed, then twisted her helmet onto her suit to seal it. She grabbed Davix’s sidearm and Larsson’s rope and followed the Eye into the airlock, wiping fog from her visor.

			Constance flickered into view ahead of her, grim-faced. “They’re broadcasting a signal.” The ghost’s lips curled down. “Shit.”

			Ada’s breathing grew heavy. Constance didn’t need to send her a connection request—whatever the Worm did to her, it hadn’t interrupted the first one. A video appeared as a small portal in her vision.

			A message from Ada.

			Addressed to the people of Earth.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Interrupt Search

			Magnifying the video message so it filled her field of view, Ada enabled the audio and listened as words she would never say spilled out of her own mouth.

			“My name is Ada Bryce, and I am delivering a message on behalf of the crew of the Dauntless Dive to the people of Earth. Fourteen months ago, you voted to pass an Edict to begin preparations for a historic mission: to make contact with the inhabitants of a rogue planet newly arrived in our solar system, G9615. This Edict was a lie. Constance St. James lied to you and to the members of our crew. The preparations for this mission had already been well underway by the time you voted to proceed. However, our mission has been a success, and these inhabitants—the Waiting—have welcomed us with open arms.”

			When Constance muttered under her breath, Ada protested that she had nothing to do with this. Why would she tell any of this to Earth? Constance cut her off—they would discuss this after the transmission ended.

			As the audio continued, the video showed Ada interacting jovially with the Hexarch, touring wondrous locales in the Ark, laughing with the Waiting as they employed their colorful living garb in elaborate dances. All were scenes which never truly occurred. They didn’t show how she had been harried with endless questions, given no chance even to acclimate to her strange new environment. Sweeping vistas appeared, portraying the vibrant alien city as a luxurious paradise.

			A flush of anger heated Ada’s face. She and the Eye were in a cramped airlock, surrounded by machines that would tear them apart. The Waiting showed no images of the rogue planet covered in ice, the deathtrap that it was.

			“Three days after the Edict was passed, our crew launched on a rocket designed by the Unity to travel to the alien home world faster than any ship ever before. Now, we prepare to return. We urge the Chain to begin preparations to receive delegates from our new friends. The Waiting will travel to Earth in a ship of their own design, beginning a new era of cooperation to advance our two species.”

			The transmission began showing the technology available on the rogue planet, as though it were ready for humanity to reach out and take it. Legions of bots worked as one to maintain the characteristic black skyscrapers of the Waiting, restoring power and color to the buildings. Seeing the swarm made Ada shiver. There was no telling how many humans they could kill before humanity began fighting back.

			The simulated environment changed and drew a bitter laugh from Ada. It was Earth, shown changing from dull brown and gray to lush green. Plant life grew, the clouds cleared, and the sun shone. Colossal bots replanted entire forests, rerouted rivers, stood up alien skyscrapers in human cities. Ada had never seen this type of bot, but something about them seemed familiar. They hulked over buildings, then began expanding on the existing structures, synthesizing human and Waiting architecture into something entirely new.

			

			“Constance St. James may have violated the Chain’s Edicts, and for that she will need to be held accountable. However, she has shared a gift of knowledge with the Waiting, enabling the creation of constructor bots like those you’re seeing now. These engineering marvels could restore the livability of our cities, renew our planet, and one day even grant us travel among the stars.”

			Ada noted that in none of the visions of their restored cities were there any humans. At best, the Waiting saw the planet as an art project, a ruined canvas that needed a fresh coat of paint. At worst, it would just be a resource to be exploited. An entire planet covered in greasy black skyscrapers to support the Ark. All of the people living there would be absorbed into the simulation while the machines reshaped their home.

			“Most importantly, we could end our austerity. The Waiting have long since developed a clean, limitless source of energy. And they are willing to share this gift with us.”

			The fusion reactor glowed a vibrant gold as Ada’s doppelganger went on about the benefits of unlimited energy. Allowing humanity to freely roam the Earth once more. Removing computing limits. Ending poverty. All lies.

			Ada tuned it out as tears welled up behind her eyes. What had they done to convince her to record this message? How much time had passed since she escaped the Worm’s clutches? Enough to change Ada that much? She was tempted to make her outside presence. Their consciousness cloning laws would force them deallocate that abomination.

			“Uncle Ezran,” the video said, drawing Ada’s attention once more. “I’m so sorry that you haven’t heard from me until now. If Constance hadn’t forced radio silence upon us, we could have talked during my journey outward. And Lakaya, please let me know how our son’s surgery went. Is he healthy? Please say he is.” Finally, the false Ada looked directly into the camera and said, “Jean, always remember that mommy loves you. Be a good—”

			Ada abruptly cut off the transmission, seething.

			“It’s obvious what they’re doing,” Constance said. “Casting me as a villain to increase your trustworthiness.”

			“I would never do that,” Ada forced through clenched teeth.

			“I know,” she said. “Not you you, but your digital replica. I’m surprised they didn’t show me in chains to give it more believability.”

			“They deallocated Constance from the Ark, so they can’t manipulate her into recording something like this. Better that they had.”

			Death was better than letting a murderous, lying machine use your face to manipulate your loved ones. They were using Ada’s family as bait in their trap. This, above all else, hardened Ada’s resolve. She knew what they had to do.

			Ada tried to hold onto her anger. Use it, keep the flame lit, draw on it as motivation. But she had a job to do, and visions of Davix being torn apart intruded upon her mind. Marlo’s splattered blood colored her thoughts. Larsson’s dead eyes watched her.

			The Waiting had already found her once. Nothing could stop the fear of it happening again from enveloping her.

			When the Eye opened the airlock and stepped outside, Ada swallowed against a dry throat. Behind them lay the Worm. Ahead of them, its legions. The only saving grace was that outside in the Heap, everything remained dark. They needed to proceed carefully to make it to the fusion array, but how could they avoid the searching eyes of the Worm?

			An image formed in her mind. The alien city seen from far above. Where had it come from? Hazy and distant, it lacked the clarity of her memories. Still...she had the sense of remembering it. Blue-highlighted particles moved through the city, and these came with an even more intimate familiarity. She recognized it like an old enemy: her own research, the swarm algorithm containing a glaring error Ada could never fix.

			“My algorithm?” she whispered. Where had this certainty come from? How did she know each blue dot represented a bot or drone controlled the Worm? Perhaps because the fusion array was visible as an unmistakable reference point, and she knew where she and Constance were in relation to it. The routes taken by the bots showed a telltale sign of her algorithm—a central location, a reference frame, the zero point of their coordinate system.

			And it was right where they currently stood: the Heap.

			“We can’t stay here,” she said, and a swarm of drones flew past the open airlock door as if to confirm the danger of this area. 

			Constance’s hologram raised an eyebrow. “What are you thinking?”

			An idea came to Ada. If this truly was her algorithm, it must have a blind spot. She found it with the briefest scan of the map within her mind. It was close—paradoxically, it was always close to the zero point—and she even recognized it. She was taking a risk relying on pattern matching with memories she didn’t understand how she possessed, but using that information was the only way she could think to survive.

			“Follow me.”

			

			Ada took a deep breath and exited the airlock. She and the Eye stuck to the bottom of the slope of ice melted when the building had power. They kept their lights off, hugging the matte black wall and freezing in place every time a drone zipped overhead. Swathed in darkness, they skirted the outside edge of the Heap.

			The bots seemed too preoccupied to notice them. They only continued dropping off defunct parts at the scrap mountains near the center. The maintenance bots, on the other hand, all remained at the Heap rather than setting out to gather more resources.

			“Look at that.” Constance pointed at a collection of bots joining together, mimicking the way her Eyes conjoined. Ada watched through the infrared cameras of the Eyes, still connected to her augments. “Bastards must have learned that trick from me.”

			“Sharing gifts, all right.” A cold dread spread throughout Ada. “And if their broadcast wasn’t a total lie, they must be using the Heap’s resources to build those giant machines. They’re going to deploy them on Earth.”

			“Nothing we can do about that now,” Constance said. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going?”

			“Safety.”

			She grumbled about there being no such place but followed anyway.

			The surplus of bots and drones overseeing construction in the Heap created a paucity of obstacles in the glowing neon streets. Ada led the Eye through the frozen corridors, skirting past boulders of ice and debris from fallen bots. The lack of enemies led to Ada to believe the map and particles in her head represented the real location of the Worm’s minions. She was quickly disabused of that notion when two drones soared past an intersection ahead, only by chance not spotting Ada standing dead still. So, it wasn’t a real-time map. What was it, then?

			They hurried to the blind spot and made it with no further incidents: a dark, cave-like entrance to a cracked-open skyscraper, shielded from view by a fallen chunk of frozen atmosphere. Ada hopped down into the darkness and turned on her headlamp. The bones of a lone Waiting were still there. A good sign.

			Ada breathed out in relief. “We made it.”

			Constance crossed her arms, and the gestured was approximated by the Eyes. “Am I just supposed to trust that this spot is safe?” She nodded toward the shattered alien skull. “Evidently, it wasn’t for this one.”

			“It was, though. The Hexarch said they sent swarms to find all the Waiting who didn’t agree to be registered into the Ark. The fact that there are bones here means they never found this one. It’s a blind spot.”

			Ada looked sorrowfully at the bones. She understood why they wouldn’t have wanted to be absorbed. The thought of going through that again made her guts writhe.

			“I don’t understand, though. They learned how to link bots from your copy. The blind spot being here confirms they’re running my algorithm...but how? This Waiting has been dead a long time. Far longer than you’ve been in contact with the Worm.”

			“Isn’t it obvious?” Constance asked.

			“Why should it be obvious?” Ada asked with a flush of annoyance.

			“Because there’s only one explanation. Look at what we know. How long have the Waiting been in their simulation?”

			Ada did the math. Constance had been absorbed three days prior but experienced nine years passing. The Hexarch said they began registration when their sun was lost. The amount of time that must have passed within the Ark staggered her.

			“An eternity,” she said. “Time moves faster in the Ark.” Ada looked at Constance and compared her to the version the Worm had registered. The copy had normal eyes; she wasn’t blind. She didn’t need an exoskeleton to walk. She seemed…happier. But so did her own copy. Ada-2. Ada couldn’t imagine becoming the woman she saw in the broadcast in a million years. “Much, much faster.”

			“And in all that time, they couldn’t develop an improvement to your search algorithm. What does that tell you?”

			Ada grimaced. “That I’ve been wasting my life trying to fix it.” A technological dead end, Marlo would say. Ada’s face scrunched up and her breathing quickened as she pushed the image of his splattered remains out of mind. So much had happened since then, it was hard to believe he had only been gone for a day.

			“Your algorithm was optimal. It couldn’t be improved.”

			“But there are blind spots,” she argued. For once, she was actually grateful of that fact.

			Constance shrugged. “Perhaps creating an algorithm that accounted for every possible blind spot in every possible search area is simply not possible. Have you considered that such a function is NP-hard?”

			Of course she had. NP-hard problems could not be solved in any reasonable time, regardless of how powerful the computer trying to solve it was. You could approximate a globally optimal solution to such a problem using nested rules to account for as many scenarios as possible, but in most cases you were better off allowing a human to perform the task. Ada didn’t want to believe that a human would be better at navigating an undefined area, not knowing how Earth had been mismanaged into catastrophe…but the fact that they were now safely hiding in a blind spot seemed a solid piece of evidence in favor of that hypothesis.

			Constance shrugged. “Nothing is perfect. Good is the best we can hope for after accounting for every trade-off. Look at it this way: in one short lifetime you developed something the aliens couldn’t improve on in an eternity. Shouldn’t you be proud of that?”

			“Maybe…” Despite that, she still felt she should be able to improve her algorithm. If she hadn’t escaped the Ark, how much of her eternity would she have spent on the problem before giving up? Not wanting to dwell on it, Ada kicked at the sharp object by her boots. A knife. “This one killed itself. Didn’t want to be registered…absorbed by the Worm. Can’t blame it.”

			Constance sighed. She blinked out of existence and reappeared sitting against the wall. “Are you ready to tell me what happened when the Worm grabbed you?”

			Ada shuddered. She didn’t want to think about it. It had violated her, stolen her memories, and used them to lie to innocent people. If it was sending out that signal, Ada knew it must be using the Celestial as a relay to the Chain’s LinkSats.

			She and Constance didn’t have much time before their escape vehicle arrived, and they still had a mission to finish. As unpleasant as it was for Ada to recall, Constance deserved to know what happened. It was better than wallowing in her nightmarish visions, at any rate.

			Ada sat beside Constance and ran through her memory, trying to piece it all together. She ran into unusual difficulty. As if she had experienced two incompatible versions of events. Only one could be true, but maybe the Ark had damaged her brain. “It…scraped my mind. Took all of my memories and replayed them to create a perfect copy of my consciousness.” Looking at her friend, she said, “The same thing it did to you.”

			“Before it…deallocated me?”

			“Yeah. The Hexarch was convened, and—”

			“The Hexarch. You’ve mentioned that before. What is it?”

			“I’m not really sure. Some sort of leadership among the Waiting, I think. The Worm pulled me into a room with them all around. You were there too.” Ada furrowed her brows. “Somehow, another copy of myself was there too.”

			In her mind, Ada could see herself standing in that hexagonal chamber and looking at herself from both perspectives. One view was out-of-focus and seemed to run into a wall of blackness before…ending.

			Ada’s eyes slowly widened. A wall of blackness…deallocation.

			Death.

			“I think… I think I have the memories of that copy as well.”

			Constance hummed. “Endpoint processing, maybe? Using your neural circuits to fine-tune your digital replica before absorbing your organic material. Two consciousnesses running in the same brain, though… Very interesting.”

			“Interesting?” She was treating this as though it were all academic. “I have a memory of myself dying.”

			“Hmm?” Constance glanced at her. “No, it’s interesting because it raises the question of why there were two of you in the first place. One was with me, you’re saying? Do you remember what they were doing?”

			Still annoyed at Constance’s dismissal, Ada tried focusing on the hazy memories. Cutting through that layer of uncertainty was something she was not used to doing.

			She was confident something was going wrong when she recalled brief flashes of Constance’s life. Strange. They weren’t things her friend had shared with the crew while on the Dauntless. Then again, she had never had this much difficulty with recollection. Could she be sure she had never witnessed those scenes? Playing them forward, the two of them were holding hands and entering the fusion array through its front doors.

			No, not the fusion array. The Constructor.

			Recognition of that aerial view dawned on Ada. “That’s why I could see the bots’ pattern.”

			Constance eyed her.

			“We were at the Ark’s central controls.” Ada gave a disbelieving chuckle. “There were bots guarding the terminal, but they didn’t notice us at all. We went right past them, almost like we were invisible.” Another unclear memory, but she was certain this time. “We were invisible.”

			“You disabled them?”

			“No… No, if we did, they would have been disabled outside the Ark, too. But we did disable something. You guided me on how to turn off the security system that destroyed the Dauntless.”

			“I guided you?” Constance smirked. “I never doubted I could.”

			Ada grinned back. “Your copy in the Ark was different. By the time I got there, she’d been planning for nine years, studying everything she could find about how the Constructor was created.”

			Constance’s smirk faded, and she grunted. “Go on.”

			“The defenses were simple to bypass. When the Dauntless was descending, the Worm saw it as a nuclear reactor shooting toward its fusion array. So it shut off our engines with a remote command. Even with our memories telling it the ship wasn’t a nuclear missile…even now, it would have done the same to the Celestial. But we changed their policy. We could change any law we wanted to from the Constructor. It controls everything within the Ark.”

			“But you didn’t shut it down completely?” Constance sounded hopeful.

			The next memory led to those with higher clarity. “We tried to. We were in the middle of figuring that out when the Worm found us…found them. I think it was my fault. I accidentally made the Ark search for you, and that’s when they discovered you were nowhere to be found.

			“They summoned them to the Hexarch for judgment...and made we watch. To teach me a lesson.” Ada’s heart palpitated as the vision of Ada-2 disappeared synced up with the memory of death. “It wouldn’t have made a difference. Constance had been preparing for years, and she couldn’t shut down the system from within.”

			Or...no, Ada realized that wasn’t right. Constance didn’t want to shut down the Ark. She thought it was an incredible technology, a hyper-advanced version of the Chain. Ada eyed her friend skeptically. The only way to end the simulation was by destroying the fusion reactor, outside the Ark. 

			But if she told Constance that, would she try to stop her?

			Another of Ada-2’s memories came to her, of the link she shared with Constance. A more intimate connection than one allowed by their augments. A true melding of minds that allowed Constance to view all of Ada’s trauma in full detail. She knew about Marlo’s death. About Larsson and Davix. How this mission had killed three good men. Men with families and ambitions and, above all else, a desire to help those they loved.

			And Constance wasn’t sorry for what happened to them. Only that Ada had the curse of remembering it so clearly.

			“So what’s next?” The Eye skittered around the room nervously, as though Constance realized how betrayed Ada felt.

			Ada’s shoulders slumped. She wasn’t sure how she was going to succeed without Constance, but she knew she had to. Davix told her they were at war, and she believed it. She’d heard it from the enemy’s lips. They wanted to absorb all of Earth into their simulation.

			It was bad enough that people spent so much time in the Chain. But at least back home they had the option of leaving. So long as that was true, hope survived that humanity would break free of its shackles and attempt to fix the real world.

			Within the Ark…it’d be a stagnant eternity with no possible escape.

			Sighing, Ada said, “You’ve already given me all the help I need, Constance.” She pictured the commands that she’d need to enter to turn the fusion array into a bomb. Her hands trembled. “You just make sure the Celestial is ready to launch as soon as it arrives.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty-Five

			No Exit

			Constance’s neon blue eyes narrowed. “Where is this coming from?” Her tone was as flat as ever, which only further repulsed Ada. She was willing to sacrifice everyone to complete her mission.

			Did she know how this was going to unfold? The Waiting had been trying to kill the Dauntless crew since the moment of arrival. Constance had been in communication with them long before then, hiding everything she did on the journey outward. That rankled most of all. Constance thought she was entitled to Ada’s inner life, but she had done little to earn Ada’s trust herself.

			Like Davix had said, humanity was at war with the Waiting. Ada couldn’t be sure Constance had chosen the right side.

			“Don’t try to stop me.” Ada had already begun coiling the rope, making sure her air supply was sufficient, and checking the time remaining until the Celestial arrived. Just over an hour. One hour, and she’d be off this damned planet for good. “Make sure the ship is ready to launch. I won’t be long.”

			Or she wouldn’t return at all. Ada’s limbs went cold with fear. She had to do this. There was only one way to shut down the Ark. One way to make her family safe.

			Ada had to blow the reactor.

			As soon as she slung the rope over her shoulder, checked the safety on Davix’s pistol, and turned for the opening, Constance’s Eye blocked her path. Constance blinked into sight in front of Ada. “I’m coming with you.”

			“You can’t.” Inside the array, the electromagnetic interference would disrupt the Eyes. She only had to reach the reactor, then neither Constance nor the Worm would be unable to stop her. She pictured the commands that she’d need to enter to turn the fusion array into a bomb. The ones that Constance had shown her.

			The Eye’s spidery silhouette spread out against an icy white background. It gripped the sides of the broken entrance, as if to stop her. Ada could easily force her way past it. The Eyes were designed for flight—their actuators could grip strongly, but even joined together Ada doubted they weighed more than five kilos. A trifle compared to the murderous bots controlled by the Worm. But she didn’t need to get physical with Constance. There was another way. 

			Behind her was the hatch Davix had torn open. Those tunnels would lead to the fusion array. And with the bots focused on construction at the Heap, she wasn’t likely to run into any of them down there. In the dark. Unconsciously, her finger brushed the trigger of Davix’s sidearm. Not likely, but she would be ready.

			Constance’s hologram appeared in front of the hatch, eyes glowing wide. “You’re going to overload the reactor.”

			Ada winced. She should have known Constance would figure it out.

			“We can’t solve energy austerity without their technology.”

			“They would absorb all of us, Constance. Register us in the Ark against our will. Everything they showed in that broadcast…it was all a lie.” A lie to the entire Chain, but a lie to her family worst of all. And one about her. She squeezed her fists until her knuckles popped.

			Constance looked down, her hard expression wavering. “My copy…she lived in there for nine years. Tell me. Was she…happy?”

			“Happy?” Ada searched her memories, taken aback by the question. Even fighting through the haze that clouded her clone’s memories, it didn’t take long to realize the truth. “She was. Right up until they deleted her like she was a useless piece of code.”

			“And was that happiness a lie? She really felt it.” Constance’s lips twitched into a smile, just long enough for Ada to detect the hint of sadness behind it. “Is their Ark so different from the Chain? People living normal lives, blissfully unaware of the decay that surrounds them.” 

			“Do you hear yourself? Of course it is!”

			“Why?” The question came with no hesitation, but Ada’s response took a long time.

			She didn’t have to explain herself to Constance. The hologram before her would not bar her way from the hatch. Ada explained anyway, however, because if there was a chance she could convince Constance of the truth, she might have an ally in this fight. And that was better than believing that she was all alone again.

			“We’ll be forced to use it unwillingly. They’ll send their drones out to register anyone who tries to resist.” People like her Uncle Ezran and Davix. Even the giants in her life were powerless to stop the Waiting.

			“Children are registered in the Chain from birth,” Constance countered, “when their nanobots are passed from the mother.”

			“But they can choose not to engage with it, not to get augments implanted.”

			“How many do?”

			

			Ada thought of Ezran’s agrarian lifestyle, his insistence that augments were going too far. Even he had sent a message to her on the Chain, asking Guillermo to help him learn. She pursed her lips. “Enough do. As long as anyone does, it’s wrong to force them to do it.”

			“Those people could live the same kind of lives in the Ark. They would never know the difference.”

			Had Constance’s mind been corrupted by the Eyes’ failsafe, or was she truly so indoctrinated by the Waiting? “They’d be living a lie.”

			“A lie that’s indistinguishable from the truth—”

			“—is still a lie!” Ada grunted in frustration and considered barging through the hologram. She was shaking. Constance had to be swayed. She couldn’t do this alone. “You told me that your work outside the Chain is the work that really matters.”

			“It is. We must be good stewards of our planet. The Chain doesn’t interface with the real world other than implicitly, through changes to the people using it. But the Ark…their bots could geoengineer Earth to sustainability. Fulfill the dream that humanity should have.”

			Ada opened her mouth, but the Waiting’s propaganda wasn’t done spilling out of Constance.

			“We never could get the Chain to operate faster than real-time. Even without energy restrictions, it’s running on brain implants distributed across the Earth. But the Ark runs twenty thousand times faster… Think about how much progress we could make with trillions of years of civilization before our sun dies.”

			Constance made the idea seem appealing. The reality, as always, was much grimmer. “Trillions of years, stagnant. Restricted by something no better than energy austerity. Is that really living? Our brains would be sublimated into some computer program running in the Ark. Nothing left but simulated reality and no way to escape it.” Ada was beginning to lose hope Constance would ever come around. 

			Then Constance frowned. “What do you mean?

			“What do I mean? Your body was absorbed. There’s nothing left of that Constance. Erased from existence.”

			“Not that.” Constance’s face betrayed little sorrow for her copy who was lost. “No better that energy austerity? They have limitless energy with those reactors.”

			“Oh.” Constance didn’t know about the numberless and the population controls. This despite Ada possessing memories of Constance explaining the exact concepts to her in the Ark.

			Those memories were gradually becoming clearer, nearing the point where they would become indistinguishable from Ada’s true memories. That showed how pernicious the Waiting’s influence was. Anything that enforces falsehood as truth must be stopped.

			“The Waiting have limitless energy but not limitless capacity. The Ark’s memory is strictly controlled, preventing their population from increasing. It’s why you were deallocated. Duplicate consciousnesses would eat up their resources.”

			Constance considered that, eyes narrowing. “I suppose that’s a rational trade-off. There are no perfect—”

			“They aren’t even allowed to have children, Constance!” A memory surfaced of Aunt Olsie telling Ada there was nothing more important than creating new life. Instead, the Waiting clung to old life, never passing the torch to new blood. “They live forever. No memory space is ever freed. Imagine, no adaptation. No one to see the world with fresh eyes. No curious new minds. Just a single generation using up their resources until the entire Ark dies.”

			Constance’s mouth hung open to speak, but no words came. 

			

			Ada had caught her off guard. She pressed the attack. “It’s why the version of you inside the Ark never forgot our mission. She had been faced with the prospect of a virtual eternity like that. No death. No life. How can you have any hope of progress in a world like that?”

			“We could…change the policy.” Constance’s tone belied the fact she knew it was a weak argument.

			Ada suppressed a smile. She wouldn’t let herself feel hopeful. Not yet. “How many new Edicts are accepted into the Ledger? The Waiting have been living with their population control laws for thousands of times however long their planet has been hurtling through space. How easy do you think it will be to change the minds of billions of Waiting?”

			“How many billions?” Constance asked. “If all of humanity is included, we may have the number to change things.

			Maybe. Ada had been included in the vote to delete Constance. With four billion humans polling, the Ark’s laws could change. But she remembered the slimy feel of the Worm scraping her mind for the vote. She hadn’t recognized what was happening until it was over. And the Hexarch would only allow one vote, especially if the results were not in humanity’s favor. If it went that way, all the humans would be absorbed—willing or not—and they would be trapped with no way of changing the laws.

			“Do you think the Waiting will be willing to give up control of their Ark to an unknown species?”

			Constance chewed her lip, considering. “Right… We can’t expect that.” She sighed. “But there’s a better path forward than destroying the array.”

			Ada was skeptical. Still...anything was better than entering the array. “I’m listening.” 

			

			“The fusion array is modular,” Constance said, and Ada’s relief turned into a lead weight. “We can take a cell with us, reverse engineer it on Earth. It may take years, but it could lead to a breakthrough that solves the energy crisis.”

			Ada considered the idea. In one sense...it could work. In another, she hated the idea. It meant she still had to return to the array. Spend even more time fussing around with a fusion cell.

			Damn it. Ada had had a cell in her hands but had dropped it to run from the bots. If she had been braver, rather than seizing up and being forced to run scared…

			She forced her teeth to unclench and asked, “How do you eject a fusion cell? You never showed me.” The thought of the Worm sliding from the dark of the array made her boots feel frozen to the ground. But this was a chance to defeat the Waiting and end austerity in one stroke.

			Constance grunted, and a transfer request appeared in Ada’s overlays. “Here. This was in the cache from before I… she was absorbed.”

			Ada received a memory clip, only a few seconds long but showing the exact sequence of commands seen through Constance’s eyes. Ada needed to view it only once. “Thanks.”

			“Have you done the math on how long you’ll have after beginning the system overload?”

			The number appeared before her Ada’s eyes as if physically present, so solidly was the result of the equations in her head. “We’ll need to be in orbit a little over forty minutes after I enter the command.”

			“I’d prefer if we were gone long before that,” Constance said. “An array of that size…I struggle to imagine the scale of the explosion.”

			

			Ada pictured Davix’s face and frowned. “Big enough to end the first interplanetary nuclear war in one strike.”

			Constance’s lip curled down. “Why does it always have to be war?”

			Ada wished she knew. The path of human history wound its way from war to war no matter how hard anyone tried to change it. She never wanted to fight in one, yet here she was about to strike the decisive blow. “There’s no other way.”

			“Undoubtedly, that’s what everyone tells themselves at the beginning of the war. How many would still agree with that at its end?”

			Ada understood the warning for what it was. What if their plan didn’t entirely destroy the Ark? Would they be signing humanity up for existential conflict against the Waiting? Maybe they should try to negotiate—these aliens were intelligent beings. Perhaps even more intelligent than humans. Would Earth survive an ejection from the solar system? Ada didn’t think so.

			She stopped herself from ruminating. Her mind was grasping at foolish hopes—anything to allow her to escape reentering the fusion array. Full of bots. Where the Worm would be waiting.

			At that moment, the lights from outside died. Instinctively, Ada shut off her headlamp, thinking the shadow of a bot clouded the doorway, hunting for them.

			When several seconds passed with no movement, Ada allowed herself to breathe. “What happened?”

			Constance’s eyes changed to a dim red. “The buildings are emitting infrared. To heat the ice?”

			Dread roiled within Ada. If something changed, it could only be bad news. “We’re running out of time.”

			

			Constance sent a visual feed to Ada, showing the hazy white of infrared outside their cave. “You won’t be able to see otherwise.”

			Ada rejected the feed. “Too disorienting.” She could navigate by memory. As long as Constance kept an eye out for ambushes, she could make it. “I’ll be fine.”

			Most of the bots were preoccupied with the ongoing construction in the Heap, but there were probably still some out patrolling, searching for Constance on the Hexarch’s command. They would have to move fast.

			She visualized the path they took while running low on oxygen. Climbing the side of the dome, dropping down to the terminal, and...

			Ada paused. “Shit.”

			“What?”

			They had slid down from the catwalks to reach the terminal last time. Ada wouldn’t be able to climb back up once she was down in that labyrinth. She looked at the rope she had been carrying along, knowing it wouldn’t be helpful. She was only holding onto it because it was Larsson’s.

			Ada fought the welling tears in her eyes. Her hand rose to her chestpack and pressed against the soft form of the bandages and stuffed dodo inside. When she caught herself, she clenched her teeth and tossed the rope down, discarding it among the remains of the Waiting.

			Would they have to discard their plan too? The only escape from the array was to slide down into the tunnels, which would soon be flooded if the Waiting were melting the ice.

			Did they have to wait here in the Worm’s blind spot until the Celestial arrived? What of the message sent to Earth? Ada needed to make it home to warn them of the trap. Or would they discount her testimony? They might not believe her over the promised paradise of the Waiting. People always fell for things that are too good to be true.

			Ada tightened the grip on her dodo. She was only rationalizing a reason not to face the fusion array.

			If they didn’t destroy the Ark, the Worm would make it to Earth. Ezran would be absorbed. Her son would be among the last of Earth’s children. If she had to go into the array and face the Worm… If she had to die to prevent it…it would be worth it.

			She eyed Constance. The Dauntless captain held little remorse for the lives she had sacrificed so far. But Ada always sensed she was her favorite among the crew. As deeply as she mistrusted her, Constance didn’t want Ada to die, did she?

			“Nothing,” Ada said. “Just…let’s go.”

			Constance’s face flickered with skepticism, but she nodded. The Eye scurried out into the streets of the Exopolis, and Ada followed.

			The hologram of Constance cast no light in the abyss surrounding her. In the eerie emptiness, they made swift passage. Moved at reckless speeds, trusting the dark to shield them from the servants of the Worm. Though Constance never spotted any bots, it felt to Ada like she was running for her life.

			All it would take was one drone to fly past at the wrong moment, and they would come for her. The Hexarch would delete Ada-2 and send the Worm to absorb her flesh and mind. Each step felt like the ice would crack beneath the weight of Ada’s nerves, swallowing her in a frozen void.

			But Ada pressed on. She and the Eye came to the clearing where Davix had planted the beacon. The place where her last friend had died. She had to ensure his sacrifice meant something. Despite the danger, she chinned the controls of her headlamp.

			A spasm of sorrow constricted Ada’s throat when she saw a splotch of frozen red. He’d been torn to pieces, not absorbed. Why? Thinking about it brought no answers, only grief. 

			That grief darkened to resentment. Davix had abandoned her. He had no way of knowing that Constance was still alive. He had left Ada alone. As good as threw her to the bots himself. He was running away from her. He was…

			He was doing his job. The beacon was right where Davix had planted it. Still stuck in the ice beside it, his knife. She took it in hand and turned off her lights. Stood motionless in the lightless void. Body shaking.

			Whether he was abandoning her or trying to save her, his efforts were futile. Ada had no way out of the fusion array. The dark dome was invisible, but she knew it lay just ahead. A steel trap she had to walk right into. She had to. She knew stepping foot inside would mean her end, but that was better than knowing she had failed to save her son. Knowing she had left him to the whims of the Worm.

			Jean needed her.

			His smiling face appeared, a memory from her home within the Ark. He looked so happy, as if he had forgiven all her mistakes. How could he forgive her? She lived her life for him…but she lived it from a distance. If she didn’t make it back to him, all he would know of her is that she had left. Lakaya would tell him that, and it would be the truth. Ada’s mind traveled to the last time she had seen her ex-wife.

			“What do you know about abandonment?” Ada had demanded.

			

			The response from the mother of her son nearly drove her to her knees. “All too much.”

			Ada wasn’t abandoning her family. But if she died in the fusion array… The idea that she stood poised to inflict the same scars on her son as her parents had inflicted on her...

			It was too painful to consider. Ada’s mind grasped for something else. Anything else. And the closest thing was another memory from the Ark. Not Ada’s memory this time, but a memory from her numberless copy.

			She was outraged. Tired of being told to calm down. When the world was this fucked up, she had a right to be angry. Her mind, her thoughts, everything that made her Ada had been plundered by the Worm and trapped in the Ark as a numberless. Fated to die, and yet…

			There was a chance to help. Certainty of death had granted her a sort of freedom. It had clarified the path. There was no point fighting the inevitable. Ada-2 had done her job instead, to give the Constance outside the Ark a hope of escape. The mission was doomed—Ada had always known that—but Constance might still live.

			In the Ark, they had entered the Constructor, an identical building to the fusion array. Filled with cells glowing radiant gold. Catwalks with rainbow lightning coursing through them. Airlocks dotting the surface of the sphere, each with a small hexagonal windows blue with outside light. Ada visualized the structure as she and Constance floated down to approach, invisible to the bots outside. 

			She would have no such luxury outside the Ark. She couldn’t just walk right in…

			Realization struck her. 

			“Ada? Ada?” Constance had been repeating her name for some time.

			“We walked right in...”

			

			Ada’s jaw slackened as she pictured the entrance’s location in the fusion array. 

			She allowed herself a flicker of hope, then checked their time. So little remained. Ada turned her gaze skyward to search for the Celestial Steed, but only a small arc of night sky shone above the skyscrapers. Their colossal shadows masked all but the stars directly overhead. Still, the ship was up there, and she could be on it when it was on its way back home.

			Ada didn’t have to die.

			“Constance.” Her voice turned manic. “We need to dig.” 

			Constance questioned her, but Ada was already running. She sprinted the final fifty meters to the fusion array, then traveled the circumference until she reached the right spot. Ada hacked at the ice with Davix’s knife, mimicking the sergeant’s motions as he carved a spot for the beacon.

			The Eye began digging next to Ada, no questions asked. “Another entrance, I assume?”

			Ada confirmed between grunts of exertion. Her mind was singularly focused. There was nothing but chipping ice, hacking claws, and the thrusting of Davix’s knife. Before long, she turned on her pain filters to ignore the blisters beneath her gloves. The Eyes made much faster work of the ice, using their rotors as circular saws. Even with their help, Ada’s back ached even through the pain filters by the time they cleared a wide enough tunnel to the entrance.

			There were only fourteen minutes left on Ada’s overlay timer. The Celestial would soon begin its entry burn. Eying the dark hexagon at the end of their tunnel, Ada swallowed. She looked up at Constance’s hologram, standing cross-armed next to her. Their connection had been active from the moment they reunited. It struck Ada how truly alone she’d be once inside.

			Constance’s neon eyes stared flatly at her. “It’s now or never. I’ll be waiting here for you. For as long as I can.”

			As long as she could, and then she would abandon Ada too. No. She shook her head to rid herself of the thought. Constance was trying to be encouraging. Ada grunted. “I’m coming back. You believe that, don’t you?”

			As always, Constance’s face betrayed nothing. “I’ve always thought highly of you, Ada Bryce. More highly than you thought of yourself.” The Eyes cranked the handle to the airlock at the bottom of the tunnel. It slid open, beckoning her.

			Ada’s chest swelled. Tears blurred her vision, but Constance’s hologram was unaffected by them. She stood unwavering, rendered in the foreground, one corner of her lips turned up in a half-smile. It was a sight Ada would never forget, and one that she would look back upon fondly. 

			But this wasn’t goodbye. Both of them were leaving this planet alive. So there was nothing left to say.

			Once inside the airlock, the Eyes closed the outside hatch so Ada could throw the inner switch. The air from inside slowly hissed into the chamber. Ada kept her suit on closed-cycle to keep out the musty sweet stench of the Worm, but condensation once again forced her to remove her helmet. She left it by the airlock, opting to keep both hands on Davix’s pistol instead.

			Ada needed no reminder how dangerous its nest was. Bots swarming everywhere, dropping from overhead, chasing her… She couldn’t let that happen. She had precious little time, but sneaking was her only option here if she didn’t want her last words to Constance to be a lie. Moments after passing through the inner airlock, Constance’s connection died, and Ada was alone. She squeezed her grip on the gun to stop her hands from shaking, then focused on the mission.

			She climbed atop the nearest row of fusion arrays, then crept along them, guided by the golden light they emitted. Staying as low as possible and keeping Davix’s rifle in-hand, Ada was halfway to the terminal when she realized she didn’t need stealth.

			There were no bots inside.

			The Waiting really were devoting all their efforts to the colossal bots. A multitude of fusion cells had been ejected and were missing, seemingly in a random pattern. Why? Perhaps they were using the ejected cells to power the huge machines they were building.

			But to her surprise, the cell Constance had ejected earlier remained on the ground near the terminal, right where she had left it. Ada couldn’t help but laugh. This plan was really going to work. They could return the cell to Earth and end the energy austerity. 

			Keeping her gun in hand instead, Ada entered the command to blow the fusion array, leaving only the final key press. She checked her math and her overlays one final time to check the length of time between the Celestial landing and the bomb exploding.

			A deep breath, and Ada pressed the last key.

			Her overlays flickered with static. The catwalks overhead flashed from multicolored lightning to a blinding white, making the glow of the fusion cells seem a dim candle by comparison. Fear spiked through Ada’s heart. Had her math been wrong after all? There was no way they could truly understand this alien system. If Constance was as smart as Ada believed, the Eyes were already fleeing to the landing site.

			If Ada was smart, she would be too.

			

			She rushed to the fusion cell on the ground and grabbed it with her free hand. Ada turned to run, and—

			Death was there. Creeping closer, its snakelike form bathed in deathly white from above. To her left, another appeared. To her right, a third. Three machines encircling her, moving as one.

			And speaking as one. “Ada Bryce.”

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Undeterred

			The Worm’s voice resonated in Ada’s ears with a booming echo. It must have been projected from somewhere in the fusion array, which was rapidly heating with a loud screeching whine. The voice was a low subfrequency, distorted, a sound more felt than heard. The feeling was like sandpaper scraped across her brain, yet she recognized the words. “Ada Bryce.” Had it spoken again, or was the trauma of hearing its voice merely echoing in her own head? 

			They had found her. She was surrounded, imminent death—or worse—slid closer with the scrape of metal against metal. The tar black of three demons stood stark against a star-bright white. A blooming halo surrounded each of them. Tears ran from stinging eyes down Ada’s cheeks as she stared into the visage of hell. 

			“You must reverse course,” the scratching at her amygdala came again. “You will not survive.”

			If they had found her, her copy must be dead. Two Adas snuffed out, a third soon to join them. Amidst the rush of adrenaline and despair, images of the numberless Ada’s end found a way to break in. A moment of shock. Incalculable fear.

			Nothing.

			Oblivion, as the sequence of synapses firing to create a life, a consciousness, ended.

			Despite herself, Ada giggled, a little girl’s laugh. Hopeless.

			

			Nothingness. Pure, blank nothingness. That didn’t seem so bad. Not compared to the eternity of torment that awaited her beyond registration. Knowing she had failed her son, her uncle, all of humanity. She would become a sock puppet for these alien invaders. No more than machines, a simulacrum of life, foolish enough to swallow their own lies. 

			Ada wasn’t deceived. She knew the truth: to live was to suffer. What did these immortal Waiting know of suffering in their stagnant Ark? Ada refused to join them in their unliving. She’d be better off dead, and she could have that on her own terms.

			For once, Ada didn’t freeze. She raised the barrel of Davix’s sidearm to her chin. “I’m sorry, Jean,” she intoned.

			Ada pulled the trigger.

			It didn’t move, stiff beneath her finger, felt dimly through her glove.

			The rest of her body frozen, Ada unclenched her eyes, let in the blinding light, shadowed only by three motionless demons. The Worm remained as still as her. The scream of energy continued building toward overload within the reactor array.

			What had happened? Why weren’t they attacking? Why wasn’t she dead? Maybe Davix’s gun had jammed, or it was out of ammunition. No, Davix had told her she didn’t have to reload. She trusted him. He hadn’t expected her to use the weapon for this when he’d taught her how to use it.

			The memory of the sergeant’s demonstration came unbidden, and Ada’s eyes widened. The instant her finger twitched toward the safety, the three Worms lunged forward in unison. But they had meters to travel; her finger only centimeters. In a split second Ada had flipped the safety off. Her finger was back over the trigger, and—

			The Worms halted.

			“Fuck me,” Ada whispered. In a moment of clarity, she realized what was happening. They needed her alive.

			She was holding herself hostage.

			Ada backed up half a step into a hard surface. It took all her willpower to convince herself that was the side of a fusion cell and not a fourth Worm.

			Though merely a gritty rumble beneath a screeching hum, the Worm’s voice seemed to be increasing in clarity. “You have no choice, Ada Bryce. You must—”

			“I do have a choice,” Ada screamed back. She couldn’t hear her own voice over the reactor’s squeal. “That’s the only reason you haven’t grabbed me.” It needed her to enter the commands on the terminal. If she died, their eternity in utopia would soon come to an abrupt, explosive end. If it believed there was a chance to convince her to save their simulation, it had to take it.

			If Ada believed there was a chance to survive, to get home to protect her family…

			She tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry. Slowly, she crouched to retrieve the fusion cell she’d dropped, careful to keep the gun pointed at her own head and her finger over the trigger. When the Worm remained at bay, she stood and sidled toward the path that would lead her to the exit. Her memory let her walk backward in the correct direction. She didn’t need to turn. Really, she didn’t want to let any of these machines out of her sight. But what if there was another behind her?

			She chanced a quick glance over her shoulder. The way was brightly lit and clear of both bots and more slithering tendrils, but suddenly something was tugging at her hand holding the fusion cell.

			“We cannot let you leave. You would doom an entire civilization to extinction? Murderer.”

			Ada squeezed ahold of the cell with all her might, stumbling as the Worm tried to jerk it from her hand. “Liars! The Ark isn’t civilization, it’s a mockery. You doomed yourselves to extinction millennia ago when you let this machine absorb you.” 

			She fell, her knee banging against the ground. Ada nearly allowed her aim to slip. If they grabbed her hand with the gun not squarely pointed at her head, it was all over. They would torture her, trying to force her to change the command. Or they would absorb her and inflict on her immeasurable suffering until the bomb destroyed the planet and the Ark. 

			With a heave, she lurched backward and pulled the fusion cell from the Worm’s tentacled grip. It gave. Surprised at the lack of resistance, she toppled onto her back. Her air tank crunched into her spine, driving the wind from her lungs. Gasping for breath, she scrambled onto her feet and ran. 

			Adrenaline-fueled terror kept her feet moving, pounding against the glowing white floors. Her knee shot a lance of pain with every step. She couldn’t catch her breath. Ada ran awkwardly, half-limping, gun still pointed at her own head. At every instant, she expected to be grabbed from behind, to be tripped, to be taken by the Worm. But it never attacked. It only taunted.

			“You remember so vividly the day your parents died. You ran willingly to witness it.”

			She was running now, and the world was no more than a bright glare. A blank canvas on which the Worm painted her trauma. Her parents’ screams reached her from an open door that seemed to lay ahead just out of sight. Was this her own mind tormenting her, or the Hexarch projecting the sounds of her scraped memories through their comms relay? Ada tried to close her awareness to the monster.

			But it was too strong. It broke through the wall she put in place. The Worm’s voice pulsed within her.

			“Your father fought a machine of humanity’s creation. He would have lived if not for you.”

			“No!” Ada screamed, her voice silent beneath the reactor.

			But it was a truth she had always known. Her father had pried open the medibot’s console, found its controls. He was ready to shut it down, only waiting on her mother…to do what? “Talk to me, Viv! Have you found it?”

			Ada’s mother frantically flipped switches on the wall, searching for something. A way to reset the medibot remotely? Or to sever the link the American hacker was using to slaughter civilians?

			Before her mother could find it, Ada called out and made her presence known. “Daddy!”

			His head swiveled, all thoughts of the task at hand evidently lost.

			The Worm’s voice sounded almost sympathetic. “You see the fear in his eyes? His daughter was his light in a world of darkness, putting herself in mortal danger. He could only do one thing: protect her.”

			In the present, Ada stumbled. It took every ounce of concentration to not let the gun fall.

			In the remembered past, Ada’s father straightened. “Ada? What are you doing here?”

			And that was all it took. With his head raised, he was within the medibot’s grasp. Its body spun in a jilting mechanical motion, the sawblade at the end of its limb spinning up to bone-cutting deadliness. It took him in the back of the head. Blood sprayed.

			The blade kept spinning, peeling away flesh from skull as though performing a routine surgery. The medibot’s red eyes pivoted toward Ada even as it finished its brutal work.

			The glare of the reactor blurred as tears filled Ada’s eyes. Her body carried her as if remote-controlled, survival instincts keeping her moving even as her mind filled with the pain of her childhood. She was nearing the exit, but the memories were too heavy. She couldn’t face them. The anguish seemed to drain the life from her body, and her steps slowed.

			The Worm knew how weak she was; it had scraped her into the Ark. Knew its best hope was to trap her in her despair.

			“And your poor mother,” the demon intoned. “Faced with the loss of her husband and a threat toward her child, what choice did she have?”

			Ada’s mother whirled at the mention of her daughter’s name. Her husband’s blood spattered across her face. The death of a loved one is felt before it is understood, and her scream came several seconds later. But she didn’t rush to her husband’s side. His life was gone; her little girl’s still remained. She left the control console by the wall, bounding toward Ada.

			Only, she misjudged the medibot’s reach. As she passed, a hypodermic needle thrust like a spear on the end of a robotic arm. It punched through her mother’s ribcage with no resistance, doubling her over. Ada’s mother screamed each time it stabbed, again and again. Jerking, mechanical motions driving her to the floor. Until her voice quivered and quieted. A brief flicker of agony crossed her mother’s face as her eyes landed Ada. Then the life left them..

			

			Past and present coalesced in a cry torn from Ada’s throat. A set of hands grabbed Ada by the shoulders and dragged her backward. Ezran, she knew now, though her mind had been unable to comprehend anything but loss at the time.

			But the motion of her body was mismatched with the movement in her memories. In the hospital, Ada was pulled backward, lifted from her feet as the dodo dropped from her hand. In the reactor, Ada’s same hand loosened its grip. A tug came that spun her, and comprehension came just in time for her to renew her grasp and stop the Worm from prying the fusion cell from her hand.

			Using her trauma to manipulate her… “Monsters…” she whispered, and somehow the Worm heard her.

			“Us? We offer humanity friendship. Endless life. In return, you seek to destroy us. The pain you feel is not a billionth of what the Waiting endure now as we plead for you to reconsider. Who is truly the monster?”

			Ada faced the three tendrils of the Worm that had followed her throughout the labyrinth. As though she had received a connection request, an image of three Waitings’ mournful faces overlaid themselves on the machines. Their human-like forms shifted, morphing into Ezran, Lakaya, and Jean. Seeing the transformation filled Ada with disgust. Their mouths all moved as one, matching the words coming through her comms.

			“You do not have to do this.”

			She backed up a step, then another. She was close to the exit. Would they allow her to leave? They framed it as a choice, but in reality Ada had none.

			If she allowed them to sway her, everyone she loved would die. The three people whose faces they wore would never forgive her if she gave up now. She had to fight, to escape the array, to survive the journey home.

			To end the farce of the Ark.

			To save her family and all of humankind.

			Ada blinked, and the three tendrils wore the faces of Davix, Marlo, and Larsson. Each of them looked as they did when she last saw them. Marlo and Larsson eviscerated by the superheated plume of gas, shattered bodies strewn across the mobile hub’s walls. Davix’s frozen skin sloughing off as he stepped toward her, falling to the ground and fracturing before scavenging drones raced to retrieve it. Ada’s gorge rose, the acid taste of vomit filling her throat. She tried to turn away, but the vision shifted with her.

			“Your friends’ lives need not have ended this way. Such a waste… If you had only spoken with us before tampering with the Constructor.”

			Even as she looked on her friends’ brutalized bodies, their eyes lifeless, their gaits broken and limping…they shifted back to three Waiting who she did not recognize.

			“Look on what you desire. The end of billions of innocent lives. Has all sense of what’s right abandoned you? Our pain is no different than yours, Ada Bryce.”

			Did the Hexarch really believe they were the victims? Ada didn’t have the time to waste, letting them fill her head with lies. She broke for the exit. Just two more corners before she reached the airlock. Her feet dragged. The heat became stifling as the Constructor neared its destruction.

			Was there enough time? The countdown in her overlays had reached zero, flipped into counting negatives. Maybe Constance had already abandoned her, left her behind just as everyone else had. It didn’t matter. Through the airlock, out on the ice, she would be out of the Worm’s grasp.

			The exit came into view. Seeing it made energy course within her. The pain in her knee was nothing, The burning in her chest was forgotten. Ada kicked her helmet in and threw herself into the open airlock, took the gun from beneath her chin for only moment, just long enough to reach for the handle to depressurize the chamber, and…

			The Worm let her go. It didn’t lunge for her. It didn’t attempt to retrieve the fusion cell. It simply stared at her as the airlock slid shut before it spoke one final time.

			“You will be judged harshly for what you have done.”

			The tendrils slumped to the ground and retracted, disappearing into the hazy white light.

			Ada continued staring through the hexagonal window as the sound of the screeching array faded with the air that hissed out of the cramped chamber. She couldn’t believe it. Had they given up? They believed their entire civilization was at stake. It was a mockery of reality, but they truly believed their own lies. The Worm believed its own consciousness was real. No, it wouldn’t have just let her go. There was more to come. She kept her guard up. As soon as she allowed herself to feel safe, that’s when the enemy would strike.

			As soon as she secured her helmet, a crackling came through her suit’s comms. Clipped words penetrated the static. Constance.

			“—da! We nee—ry! They’re pre—”

			“Constance! Can you hear me? Constance!”

			Ada crawled up through the tunnel they had dug together, and never thought she’d be so happy to see the Exopolis. But something was wrong. The alien skyscrapers were still dark. The ground shook violently beneath Ada’s feet. More quakes? She hadn’t felt any since the one that killed her friends. Maybe the Celestial had triggered something. Ada’s gut clenched. Maybe she was feeling the backup ship’s crash landing.

			“Constance!” she tried again. “Where are you?”

			A response came in the form of a connection request. “Ada! Are you out of the array? Get to the LZ. We don’t have long!”

			That was all she needed to hear. “I’m coming! I have the fusion cel—”

			“We have bigger problems. Move!”

			Bigger problems than escaping before the fusion array blew? Ada ran.

			The landing zone was less than a kilometer away, a straight shot beside the conduit that fed the mass driver. An empty corridor, she prayed—but if not, there was no time to delay trying to hide from drones now. The ground continued shaking, great pulsing tremors in a rhythmic pattern. Could that be coming from the array? She hadn’t felt it while inside, or she hadn’t noticed it with the Worm harrying her escape. It had slowed her down considerably. Ada’s countdown had hit the zero mark and gone into plus-time, counting up. She didn’t know how that related to the Ark’s reaction, only that it was going to be too close for comfort.

			She turned the corner, and the Celestial Steed was there in a crater of ice from its landing burn. Ada felt a tug of hope in her heart. The ship had survived. She was going to surv—

			Abruptly, one of the buildings in the distance rose into the sky, then fell with a great crash. No, not a building. It was the gargantuan bot the Waiting had been constructing in the Heap, a conjoined mass of maintenance bots and debris.

			

			And it was bounding toward the landing zone, leaping and crawling over the huge buildings in the way, hardly slowed at all by the obstacles. The ground shook every time its weight struck the ground. Around the huge bot swarmed a cloud of particles. Momentary flickers of fire sparkling as the machine approached. Drones. And in moments, the enemy would be on top of them.

			Ada realized she was just staring. The Eyes appeared by her side—where had they come from?—and Constance pushed her to get moving.

			“To the ship!” Constance’s hologram materialized before Ada, her eyes as wide with terror as Ada could ever recall seeing.

			In three of the massive bot’s steps, Ada and Constance had made it to the slope of the Celestial’s crater. Ada briefly recalled her awe at seeing the Dauntless Dive on the launch pad at night, the largest structure she had ever seen in person. The Celestial was identical save for the lettering down its side and its lack of a first stage booster. Suddenly it seemed such a small thing, this vessel, their only chance to escape from this alien hellscape.

			But as small as it looked nestled among the black skyscrapers, Ada saw no way for them to reach the airlock in the crew capsule.

			A tremor sent Ada to one knee.

			“Remote countdown initiated,” Constance said. “Three minutes until launch.”

			“What!? We’re not even onb—”

			The Eyes grabbed Ada by the waist. She could hardly believe the tiny bots held her in such a firm grip, until a memory surfaced of the time they had found her after Davix died. They had dragged her through the streets with ease, and she couldn’t escape no matter how hard she struggled.

			Still, that didn’t seem enough to account for the Eyes lifting her and springing across the gap to latch onto the side of the Celestial. Claw over claw, they climbed the side of the ship with surprising speed using an EVA maintenance rail. Attached to the ship’s body, Ada felt the rumble of the engines lighting through her suit.

			Just as they reached the sealed airlock, the flying drones arrived. The first slammed into the side of the Celestial like kamikaze fighters, smashing itself to pieces right beside Ada and the Eyes. It would have delivered a fatal blow if Constance hadn’t jerked her to the side, cracking a rib.

			Ada shouted in pain, but Constance shouted a command back.

			“The lever!”

			The access controls were closer to the hand Ada held the fusion cell with. She couldn’t let that go, not after all had gone through. Instead she twisted, reached for the emergency hatch access with her other hand, refusing to let go of Davix’s handgun, and managed to gain leverage. She pulled down hard. Agony in her chest. But the airlock blew open with a burst of air, slamming into three drones as Ada flinched to the side.

			The Eyes tossed Ada like a rag doll into the opening, and she landed with a thud. Fusion cell and gun both skidded across the floor. Constance’s bots scrambled inside after her and extended a claw toward the open hatch—

			Two drones zipped in and grabbed the Eyes before Ada could let out a gasp. They held the Eyes firmly, tugging as Constance’s hologram strained with the effort of holding onto the ship. The Eyes managed to wrap a claw around the hatch’s handle and pulled, but with the drones jamming the entrance, she couldn’t shut it all the way. 

			“Ada,” Constance growled between gritted teeth as if her exertion were physical. “Help!” 

			Ada scrambled on her knees to grab the Eyes. Two quick motions and it was in reach. She extended a hand. The Eyes reached back for her.

			A third drone latched onto the Eye, startling Ada into pulling her hand back. She struck out for the gun, found it in reach. Aimed, and didn’t hesitate. The sidearm kicked. Once, twice. At the third, sparks flew. The drone fell dead, pinging off Constance’s mechanical body on its way to the icy ground below.

			But it was replaced by two more. Holding the Eyes’ arm in place, the drones fired their thrusters and dislocated the limb holding onto the Celestial. Constance shrieked. A cry like they had torn flesh and bone.

			And before Ada could react, the Eye was gone. Pulled out and dropped to the ground. Falling. Ada’s scream was a panicked wail. Everything had happened in seconds. She could do nothing to help. Only listen as Constance’s voice came through her augments as the Eye plummeted to the icy surface.

			“Save them, Ada.” Constance’s hologram appeared before Ada. Smiling ruefully. Voice weak. Calm. She had always been able to accept reality without hesitation.

			Ada opened her mouth to say something. Anything. But the connection died. Her insides shriveled up. Constance was gone. For the third time, she had witnessed her friend die. She knew this time was final.

			With the drones’ focus on the Eye, the airlock hatch cleared. Ada slammed it shut in a single motion, fighting back the tears that welled in her eyes and the anger that heated her face. This was the Hexarch’s final play. The Waiting couldn’t save their civilization, so they took Ada’s friend from her out of spite. Hatred scoured her insides, burning through her like chain lightning.

			But it was impotent hatred. What more could she do? The Worm and all its minions would soon be destroyed, and Ada would never have to face them again. Still, she would always remember who they had taken from her.

			For as long as she survived.

			Ada needed to make it back to Earth. Not just for her family. But for Marlo. For Larsson. For Davix. For Constance. She had to tell their stories, so the world would never forget their sacrifices. The struggle that had ended the war before it truly began. Four soldiers were lost, but the mission went on. She wasn’t home yet.

			A quake shook the Celestial. The gargantuan bot or the ship’s engines igniting? Ada had no way to know. The emergency release on the inner hatch let air flood into the chamber with explosive force. It knocked Ada back into the wall.

			She groaned and forced herself to her feet to rush inside. Made it to the closet crew chair in the command capsule just in time. The rocket kicked on beneath her and carried her ascending into space.

			The Celestial and Dauntless were so similar, Ada’s augments picked up the signal from the ship’s computer and overlaid the view from the external cameras over the hull.

			She wished they hadn’t.

			Pressed into her seat by the hard burn, Ada was helpless as a colossal claw reached for her. Despite the immobilizing thrust, the Celestial seemed to climb in slow motion. Shallow breaths were all she could manage as terror seized hold of her throat. The huge machine was comprised of countless smaller bots working in unison, powered by golden glowing fusion cells all throughout its structure. It seemed to defy physics—something that large should collapse under its own weight—yet the greasy black material from which the Waiting constructed everything maintained its integrity.

			The rocket seemed a plaything compared to the bot whose pinnacle would have pierced the cloud layer on Earth. Ada’s hand instinctively went to the stuffed dodo in her chestpack as a scream gurgled from her throat. The claw opened to grab the Celestial. It closed the distance to mere meters. Ada squeezed her eyes shut, certain the ship would be torn apart at any second.

			The moment of demise never came.

			Ada let her screams die and opened her eyes. The ship had ascended out of reach. The machine was nowhere in sight. She relaxed her grip on her chestpack. But she had to be sure.

			Straining to make the minute finger gestures to control her augments, she switched from the ship’s forward-facing cameras to those facing back toward to the planet. Jets of flame from the rocket’s engines fanned out, obscuring the view of the Exopolis three kilometers below. Though the huge machine was visible as a feature of the landscape even from this height, the Celestial was far beyond its reach now. It seemed to be growing taller even as Ada watched, but she didn’t care.

			She laughed a madwoman’s laugh. She had done it. She had survived. A thrill swept through her, made her want to jump out of her seat and cheer as soon as the burn ended.

			But there was no one to celebrate with…

			Guilt washed away the thrill as quickly as her elation had appeared. She couldn’t save them. Any of them. Larsson and Marlo both died because she couldn’t convince them to end their bickering soon enough. Davix sacrificed himself to draw the bots away from her. Constance’s Eyes were pulled from the ship before Ada could reach her. Could things have been different, or was it always her fate to return alone?

			A fourteen-month journey by herself. No one to help her keep the ship operating. Isolated, how could she keep her mind tethered to reality? What would she do with herself?

			Ada set her jaw and opened her chestpack, retrieving the stuffed dodo. She squeezed it close. She would make it home to Ezran, to Jean, even to Lakaya. Funny that she should be so looking forward to seeing her ex-wife when their last conversation had ended with a slap and a dismissal.

			The rest of humanity be damned, this entire mission had been for them. Everything Ada had suffered through, it had been worth it to keep them safe.

			A pinprick of light shone through the jet flames, making the rocket’s exhaust seem a dim candle by comparison. It began as single point, as tiny as a distant star. A shockwave rippled across the planet’s surface, emanating from the fusion array faster than the speed of sound. In seconds, it circumnavigated the planet, wave fronts circling round to collide at the point of origin. Rippling away from that point at much slower speeds, a tidal wave of molten debris burst from a growing golden-white orb that showed no signs of retracting. The orb bloomed higher, higher, reaching orbital heights, an expanding balloon of nuclear fire.

			Ada’s eyes burned as she watched the explosion with a mix of satisfaction and horror. Nothing could survive that blast. The Worm was dead, the Ark destroyed. Now she knew for sure that Earth was saved.

			

			But now she was unsure she would survive. The orb bloomed outward—and toward the Celestial. Liquefied rock arced away from the planet, that which wasn’t obliterated instantaneously by the blast. All across G9615, that rock would rain down, balls of hellfire cracking open the planet itself.

			The Celestial vibrated, shook, trembled like spacetime itself had been torn asunder. Everything went dark, and Ada screamed in surprise. Her overlays crackled and disappeared, and pain flooded in beyond the reach of her haptic filters.

			She tried in vain to reset her augments, but they wouldn’t turn on. Ada whimpered in fear, certain once more the ship would be torn apart, this time by the actions of her own hand.

			Her only source of hope was the rumble of the rocket’s engines carrying her racing away from the dying planet.

			With nothing but memories to fill her mind within the lightless confines of the ship.

			Ada was going home.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Savior

			Even after it became clear the Celestial Steed had survived the blast and escaped the rogue planet’s orbit, the ship’s engines still burned. Hard.

			Ada was stuck in her crew chair, pinned with over three Gs of acceleration squeezing her bones. Her breaths came in pained little breaths as her lungs tired out. If she could have seen anything in this pitch dark capsule, she would have been certain her vision was blacking out. Blind, however, she could only recall the same feeling she’d had while passing Jupiter.

			Drowning. The logical part of her told her the situation wasn’t the same. The first time, she had been without her helmet in a room rapidly turning to vacuum. Now, she had plenty of air, and the burn was far less intense than that emergency maneuver had been.

			But the logical part of her was only running from the truth: she was dying. Her brain wasn’t getting enough blood. Soon she would lose consciousness, and there would be no saying whether she woke up again.

			Fuzzy memories of Jean summoned tears that streamed from the corners of her eyes. Ada watched as her son smiled and bounded into her arms. She felt his warm embrace. Heard his healthy voice.

			“You can have us.”

			She realized the memory wasn’t real. It was from her time within the Ark. A sickly-sweet lie to tempt her into staying, just before the Hexarch revealed the ugly truth: that she didn’t have a choice. That none of Earth did. All minds had been declared property of the Ark, whether they knew it yet or not.

			Her fists clenched up with renewed strength, fueled by anger. But her vigor quickly drained. There was nothing more to be done. Ada had destroyed the Ark. The Waiting called her a monster, but they had forced her to do it. She couldn’t stand idly by and watch her family—all of Earth—become eternal slaves to the machines.

			She had saved Earth.

			Only, the dying array had released an electromagnetic pulse that fried the navigational computer. Though the Waiting my may not have intended that effect, it was as if they were trying to take Ada down with them. She would not allow it. She was going to see her son again, and her uncle, and Lakaya. Face to face. Not in some simulated reality.

			Ada gritted her teeth against the pain and rolled to her side in the crew chair. Her cheek pressed into the side of her helmet as she slid her head forward to chin her headlamp controls. Light suffused the room and revealed an eerie stillness.

			Rolling onto her back, she shined the flashlight on the control console above her. Ada was seeing double, but she could reach all the buttons, but most were interfaces to the screen, useless while the screen had no power. The layout of these controls were different from those on the Dauntless but similar enough to find what she was looking for: a red button under a plastic flip-up case labeled ‘Engines Off’. She lifted her gloved hand wearily, pushed aside the plastic, and jabbed a fist at the button.

			The instant the engines ceased firing, Ada lifted off her seat into the air, and the blood came rushing into her head. Free-floating and relieved, Ada tucked her legs up and hugged her knees. But this was no moment to relax. All the problems she now faced pummeled her at once, seeming an insurmountable feat to overcome. She wanted to cry, wanted to scream, wanted to do anything to speed up this journey and make it home again. 

			But the reality was that this was going to be even longer trip than the outward voyage. There had been no time to circularize the Celestial’s orbit and wait for the perfect moment to burn toward Earth. The engines burning on open-cycle may not have been enough to kill Ada outright, but they might have made her death inevitable anyway. She had no notion of her trajectory; the ship could be sailing toward the outer reaches of the solar system for all she knew. 

			The primary power was out, meaning the navigational system was offline, and—

			Ada sucked in a fearful breath. She chinned off her flashlight. There would be no way to charge it once it died. Secondary power was inaccessible to all but the hardened life-support systems. After her suit lost its charge, she would be stuck working in the dark.

			Her attention instinctively traveled to her overlays for her suit’s status, to see how much light—

			She had no overlays. Of course. Ada shivered, remembering the crackling static just before her augments powered off. Had the EMP destroyed them? They were only tiny electrical devices implanted in her head, after all. Why should they be hardened against the energy pulse from a nuclear blast?

			Abruptly, Ada was sobbing. Her friends were gone. Even their bodies were lost in the explosion she had caused. That was bad enough, but now the prospect of losing her entire memory vault pressed on her. The walls of the ship seemed to be closing in, though she could see nothing in the dark. She couldn’t do this. Not alone. There were too many problems, and she was losing hope.

			Her eyes wandered in what she knew was the direction of the airlock. She had dropped Davix’s handgun in there after firing it at the drones assaulting Constance. That was one way out. She had been prepared to do it before to escape the clutches of the Waiting. That was a fate worse than death. She had even pulled the trigger. Only the gun’s safety saved her life.

			Now that it wasn’t a split-second decision, could she still go through with it? Perhaps she should just open the airlock, cut her suit, and end her life the way Davix had.

			No…she wouldn’t lie to herself. Davix had ended his life in a sacrificial act, saving Ada’s life. If Ada did that now, she would just be running from her troubles. Her friends’ words came to her, a light of hope in the darkness.

			“Every squad loses soldiers in battle.” Davix’s eyes were so soft as he tried to comfort her. “The mission goes on. If there’s even a chance we can protect our families back home…what choice do we have?”

			If there was even a chance. But did Ada have a chance? She had lost everyone. No one knew she was out here. The odds were stacked overwhelmingly against her ever seeing Earth again.

			Larsson’s words surfaced. “Only after years of wandering did I learn of a movement in the Chain of people who remembered a green world and wished to see it return,” he had confided. “I joined them and never looked back.” Even in the most desperate times, he maintained hope.

			Thoughts of Larsson inevitably came tangled with those of Marlo. “A psychonaut is always confronting his own demons. The hallucinations bring up the stuff we keep buried deepest. If you’re not terrified of that, you’re doing it wrong.”

			Ada sniffled and tried to wipe her nose, but her hand clattered against her visor. She was a mess. She was terrified. 

			But not of her inner demons. 

			The Worm had sensed her weakness, tried to use those horrible memories against her. It had failed. Now Constance’s last words reminded her what needed to be done. 

			“Save them, Ada.”

			Somehow, even now, she believed she could do it. When had that happened? She had been so certain this entire mission was doomed. Ada had joined for selfish reasons, only trying to squeeze enough crypt from the Unity to support her family.

			If the world were just, Ada’s four fallen friends would have been on this ship home in her place. They were the true Dauntless crew members, unafraid and optimistic, full of hope. Ada had been filled only with fear. Yet here she was, completing this mission on their behalf. On her way home not only to reunite with her family but also to end energy austerity.

			“We evolved to survive at any cost,” she had told Marlo, “and that’s what I’m going to do.”

			A gun wasn’t the only object in the airlock. Beside it, the fusion cell held the secrets to limitless energy. It was her job to get that back to Earth, into the hands of scientists and engineers who could pick it apart and end humanity’s energy austerity. 

			As soon as Ada accepted that the responsibility was hers, she suddenly wasn’t so afraid. Humankind couldn’t afford for her to give up. It wasn’t quite a bitter laugh that escaped her throat, though it was tinged with disbelief and sorrow. Riding atop all her tangled emotions, there was determination.

			Purpose.

			Ada took stock of the situation. No lights. No navigation. No augments. No Chain. She was in a tough spot, but her entire life had been a struggle. All she could do was focus on the task at hand.

			She got to work.

			*   *   *

			Supplies were no problem. The Celestial had been stocked with as much food and medicine as the Dauntless had on the beginning of their journey, enough to last five adults over a year. She didn’t even need to ration it—if Ada didn’t make it home before eating five years’ worth of supplies…well, she didn’t want to think about what that would mean.

			Her first priority was restoring power to the ship. Without it, the supplies in the freezer would eventually rot, and there would be no way to avoid something like a micrometeoroid impact like the Dauntless experienced.

			Ada also wouldn’t suffocate. Despite the darkness’ constant reminder of the power problem, the reactor was actually operating normally. It had been the first thing she checked on after clawing her way out of the pit of despair. She wasn’t sure how something so seemingly delicate could survive the EMP, but the nuclear fission process had continued uninterrupted. Even better, the air and water recycler were still functioning, though their LED indicators showed no signs of life.

			When Ada chinned her suit’s external oxygen recycler and heard the satisfying click, she breathed the satisfyingly stale air with a huge grin on her face. Critical life support was hardened against cosmic radiation and hardwired with redundancy to the reactor. How many times had the Unity’s engineers saved her life anticipating problems before they arose?

			But they couldn’t predict everything. Food, water, and air. Those were just about the only things tipping the likelihood of survival in a positive direction. On the other side of the scales, everything else tried to drag Ada down.

			She had no way to determine how much charge remained to power her headlamp, so she worked almost entirely in the dark, relying on her memories of the Dauntless to navigate. Each time she banged her knee against a piece of lab equipment or groped fruitlessly for a drawer handle that wasn’t where she remembered, she had to drain some precious charge from her batteries to reconcile the minor ways in which the Celestial differed from her old ship. It made her resent the ship as though it weren’t the sole reason for her survival. It made her feel a stranger in this place, reminding her that it wasn’t her home.

			But of course, it was her home. For the next year, at the best. For the rest of her life, at the worst.

			Time became a meaningless concept. Without external reference, she could only judge the passing days based on how often her body succumbed to its limits. But before she gave in to sleep again, she was determined to make some progress toward restoring the lights.

			In the engineering bay, she slid her hand across the inner hull, feeling for a groove that she swore would give her access to a hidden part of the electrical system. When something crackled within her skull—more startling than painful—Ada yelped and pulled her hand back.

			

			Had she shocked herself on an exposed wire? No, there was nothing here but a flat-paneled wall. Then maybe it was—

			Mid-thought, Ada’s breath left her as light appeared in her eyes. Ada remembered her amazement at the thin progress bar that slid across her vision when she had first gotten her augments implanted. Her awe was no less great now, watching her overlays reinitialize with surprisingly teary eyes.

			By the time they had fully loaded, however, Ada had grown suspicious. Was her mind playing a trick on her, or had her augments truly restored themselves? She had been certain they were lost forever, fried pieces of metal stuck within her brain’s gray matter.

			Ada gestured, summoning the Unity’s diagnostic display. It loaded her into her home environment first, so bright it stung her eyes. That was merely haptic feedback—her eyes weren’t truly light-sore—but it added to the bittersweet feeling of seeing the lit interior of her home with the wastelands of Earth through the window.

			That dismal sight heartened her. It didn’t have to be that way, not forever. With the knowledge discovered from reverse-engineering the fusion cell, they could restore a green Earth just like Larsson dreamed of. Like all humanity dreamed of, even if they didn’t know it. 

			Ada updated the sight beyond her window to one of green hills and flocks of starlings. A reminder of what could be once she succeeded. She grinned. They needed no help from the Waitings’ colossal bots.

			Help would not go amiss aboard the Celestial, however. She read over the diagnostic report to understand what had happened. Logs of connection requests from Constance, before a line indicating the connection had died. Ada’s stomach clenched at seeing that, and hurriedly moved on to the next. Her augments’ link to the Chain had been momentarily restored before the EMP scrambled the ship’s electronics. Shortly after, the timestamp indicated her augments went into critical failure recovery mode, and her nanos were tasked with restoring the severed neuronal connections.

			Ada breathed a sigh of relief. Of course. Her augments were a part of her body, no less integrated than her immune or nervous systems. Her nanos saw the damage and healed them, a monumentally difficult task considering the billions of connections that needed to be fixed. No surgeon could have done it, but billions of problems are within the realm of possibility for trillions of intelligent bots. It had taken days, but time was something Ada had in abundance.

			The first thing she did was attempt connecting to the Chain. No luck. The Celestial’s mobile hub had a local copy of the network, but the blocks were unpowered, and the antennas outside the hull may have been damaged too. The memory of a drone slamming into the hull beside her head may have explained that. She would have to perform an EVA to check. 

			Next, she verified the integrity of her memory vault. When that hall of paintings loaded in, a great weight lifted from Ada’s shoulders. Everything was as she remembered. She strolled through, basking in the memories triggered just by seeing the saved photos in their golden frames.

			If this trove had been lost, it would have been like losing her soul. She could remember each of the events in perfect detail, true, but without the vault she couldn’t summon them at will. How many of these core pieces of her would she lose simply by forgetting to remember?

			She wasn’t sure how long she spent reminiscing within her vault. Long enough to grow hungry, eat, and grow hungry again. It was an activity she’d had no time for since long before crash landing on the rogue planet. Experiencing anew the real memories of her family, not poorly conjured illusions from the Ark, Ada’s determination swelled again.

			Jean, Ezran, Lakaya. Though the war was over, there was fighting yet left to do. These were the people she was fighting for.

			Ada slept sitting on the floor near the nuclear reactor, her head resting against the emergency augment charging station she once believed was unnecessary. How wrong she had been. The recharger on her bed remained unpowered, which helped her narrow down the location of the electrical fault. With some local checklists sent by Constance early in the Dauntless’ journey and stored in Ada’s augments, she forged her first victory on the road to survival.

			She fixed the connection to the recharger in her bed, which restored the lights in the medibay. This time when her eyes burned at the brightness, Ada cackled. She had done it! She could sleep in her own bed, use the medical supplies to recover from her injuries, and keep herself sane with her augments. Ada wasn’t just going to survive. She going to live.

			Success built upon success. Ada didn’t know how many electrical issues existed, but with the first one fixed, she didn’t need to conserve her headlamp’s battery. No longer working in the dark, the problems became far easier to diagnose. Time flew by as Ada focused on solving each of them, often becoming simultaneously frustrated and deeply invested when an issue turned out to be more stubborn than she thought.

			Before she knew it, only two problems remained. The ship’s onboard computer was working, thanks to some spare parts she found in Larsson’s lab, but the navigational data had been wiped. She had to plot a course, but she had no way of telling where the Celestial was. That was the first problem.

			The second was that the Chain was huge, and bandwidth was extremely limited this far from Earth. The LinkSats were transmitting a copy of the Chain to the repaired node in the mobile hub, but it would take a long time before the data became defragmented enough to reconstruct itself into a functioning version of the Chain. Ada saw nothing she could do about this second problem but wait, so she spent her days tackling the first.

			Navigation. Sitting in the captain’s chair—Constance’s chair, Ada thought grimly—at the center of the crew capsule, she was able to control the Celestial. Tiny bursts of gas spewing from RCS thrusters oriented the ship. All of the engines showed maximum thrust capacity. The vessel was in good working order now that Ada had repaired everything she could think of. But navigation in space wasn’t a matter of pointing in the correct direction and turning on the rockets. 

			Everything was moving. Gravitational wells were invisible yet vital either to avoid as a pitfall or to utilize for a kick of acceleration. The asteroid belt between Jupiter and Mars presented another hazard, one the ship’s passive radar was designed to counteract. And even when she had a target to aim for, travel was incredibly slow. Ada longed for the days of picking a Link in the Chain and instantaneously appearing there.

			For weeks she toiled at solving this problem. She would have given anything for a star chart. Ada had seen this exact sky before, but even with her flawless memory she couldn’t determine her precise location using all the stars in all the distant galaxies. They were too far away. Triangulation only worked if the observer was moving relative to the reference points. Galactic parallax.

			Ada had figured out the solution some time ago but didn’t want to admit it to herself.

			At the velocity the Celestial was drifting, only three objects were large enough and close enough to be of any use: Saturn, Jupiter, and the sun. Even so, she was still far enough away from them that they appeared indiscernible from the rest of the cosmic background. She only had one choice: take daily images in all directions until she was able to spot two of the three navigational points, figure out which ones they were by their relative movements, then plot a course home.

			The task was neither said nor done easily. Still, easier said than done. 

			Ada set about doing it.

			*   *   *

			Weeks of monotony passed, and Ada still had only identified one key celestial body. It was impossible to say which one without knowing her own trajectory. All she knew was that it moved from day to day, and now that she had found it, her augments could easily affix a label to it in her overlays. It was her guiding star, if it even was a star, and she had only found it by meticulously comparing hundreds upon hundreds of grainy camera images.

			She began by trying to program an automated tool to compare them. It would have been so easy…if all her coding experience didn’t rely on tools from shared libraries in the Chain. Since Ada had no access to any of those, she would have had to start by writing a compiler, which she hadn’t the slightest idea how to do. Still, she attempted. When she decided she needed a way to compile her compiler, she deleted all her work and resolved to staring at fuzzy images all day.

			Every day.

			So much for living.

			Ada would soon be able to reproduce the entire galactic sky from memory. Not for the first time, she laughed, her voice the only sound filling these empty decks, ever sounding more and more like the cries of a madwoman.

			Her hunt became an obsession, the only thing that mattered. She skipped meals. Better to ration them anyway. She missed sleep. Well, she could catch up on her rest when the Celestial was homebound. She stopped visiting her memories in the vault. They weren’t going anywhere. Everything would be fixed as soon as she pinpointed—

			An alert showed on her overlays.

			Chain connection established.

			Ada stared at it wide-eyed, too afraid to move lest it turn out to be a sleep-deprived hallucination. She blinked, and the message remained. Without hesitating, Ada loaded into her home environment and opened a viewport to her ChainMail. Messages slowly filtered in. Ada had never been so excited to receive an interview request from an unknown user. She enthusiastically began composing a response—Ada needed to tell her, needed everyone to know what had happened—until she noticed the time stamp.

			The message had been sent over a year ago. In fact, reading it over again, Ada realized she had already seen and deleted this exact message during her first free moment on the Dauntless. Constance’s radio silence must have prevented that deletion from being acknowledged by the Chain. Ada groaned as more messages arrived, all previously deleted, and loading at abysmally slow speeds.

			Rather than wasting time deleting them, Ada began recording a different message. One to her family.

			“Lakaya, Jean,” she said to a reflection of her virtual self, mirrored in the recording portal. “I hope this message finds you well.”

			Finds you well? She had only been alone for a few weeks. Had she already forgotten how to talk to her family like a normal human being? When she failed to find the right words for a fifth time, she concluded that she had, in fact, forgotten. Whatever. There was plenty of time to come back to it later.

			Her message to Ezran was much easier. “Uncle Ezran, I’m sorry. I know it’s been far too long but keep holding on for me. I’m safe.” That felt almost like a lie. “I’m on my way home.” That was certainly a lie. “I have what we need to save Earth.” Now she just felt foolish and ended the message abruptly. “I’ll tell you everything when I see you in person. I love you.” The message sat in her outbound queue for several minutes while she watched, hardly daring to breathe. When her augments confirmed it was sent, she exited ChainMail.

			Not quite ready to resume staring at stars, she did it anyway. She knew what needed to be done.

			Ada lost track of the days that passed before she spotted Saturn. When that white smudge shifted by a quarter of a millimeter in just two days, she cheered and wished Marlo was around to celebrate with some intoxicating brew. Ada knew it was Saturn. All it took was verifying its orbital path against the other point, which she now confirmed was the sun. Seeing it had been like watching the clouds part after a month of darkness. Even better, she was flying in roughly the right direction. Figuring out how to alter her path was easy. That was just kinematics, and Ada could calculate orbital mechanics in her sleep.

			For the next few days, she did the math. So many equations. Double, triple, octuple checking her work. Specific impulse, delta-V, dead reckoning, planetary orbital periods. If her programming of the navigational computer was off by even a fraction of a fraction of time, this trip would end in disaster, or perhaps never at all, leaving only a starved corpse entombed within the Celestial, rotting meat on her bones. 

			Ada never got her math wrong. Math was a matter of memory, and Ada could intuit the inaccuracies in the numbers, even before she understood what equations were wrong. The formulas evoked visual patterns that didn’t fit unless everything was decimal-perfect. So when Ada keyed in the command to the navigation console, she knew it was only a matter of time before arriving home on Earth.

			An exact matter of time, in fact. Fifteen months, six days, nine hours was not an estimate. Spaceflight was predictable. She knew exactly how much time she had to kill before making it home.

			Fifteen months… Fifteen months, and what was she to do with that time?

			Ada blew out a long breath. It felt good having the microgravity back, despite the ache it caused to settle into her bones. Time to start hitting the gym again. Everything in the ship was working. All the major problems in the Celestial were now fixed...

			It settled on her what that meant. All the problems were fixed. All but one.

			The one Ada most dreaded, that she had put out of mind until this moment:

			Maintaining her sanity in this solitary confinement.

			

			The human brain was already the most complex piece of hardware in the known universe before humanity plugged it into a worldwide network of computers. When the Chain began registering nanobots at birth, the network and all of the brains attached to it developed a symbiotic relationship. The Chain’s Links could not exist without the hardware distributed among every implanted augment. The brain experienced the Chain as a tertiary layer of thought, accessible at will, a portal to experiences unimaginably alien. 

			A portal from which Ada was cut off. Living without it was akin to being trapped in a cell with no room to stand. Claustrophobic. Crippling. Maddening. Without a list of pressing issues to solve, Ada had little idea what was necessary to keep herself sane. Only that it was a race against a clock she could neither set nor read. Either the Chain streaming in from the LinkSats defragmented itself, or Ada would lose it.

			She didn’t want to think about it. She needed a distraction and sought it within her vault, where endless treasured memories awaited. Except...they weren’t endless. All her life, Ada’s problem had been not having enough time. Now she had too much, and her understanding of reality seemed to crack. Afraid even to look at the number, she queried her augments for the duration of memories within the vault.

			One-hundred and four hours. She would have to visit every memory one-hundred and six times to occupy herself for the entire trip. But not exactly one-hundred and six, no. One-hundred and six point seven five nine six one five four eight seven nine one, and on and on it went, an irrational number spiraling off into infinity.

			

			In a normal circumstance, Ada would be annoyed by that, perhaps even a bit discomfited. Now, it elevated Ada’s pulse, had her sucking in shallow breaths.

			Alone, all alone for more than a year. Abandoned by everyone. Left to lose her mind. Cramped in this ship. Ada was sweating. Her hands were clammy. They had known this would happen. They didn’t want to be around to see it.

			“No. That’s stupid.” The words rung in her ear. Her own voice. She must have spoken aloud. She sounded calmer than she would have guessed. The panic attack subsided at the mere recognition of that fact. It had all been in her head. “I can do this,” Ada said but this time, her voice was unsteady.

			The enemy had shown its face, and she had to do anything she could to delay it taking hold of her. The cycle began. 

			Ada deleted her repeated ChainMail messages—she could have automated their deletion, but this occupied thirty to forty minutes each night. It relaxed her. She ate as much bland food as she could stomach, then went to bed.

			In the morning, she picked a song from the small selection in her local cache and went down to the gym. This first morning, she cycled for an hour until her thighs were cramping and she was grateful she didn’t have to stand in full gravity. More bland food to break her fast, and she picked out a memory in her vault.

			A heartwarming childhood memory, when Ezran had taught her to play an ancient game called solitaire with physical cards. Even from a young age, Ada had loved learning and solving new problems. If she had any games available—either physical or digital—to occupy her time, that would have helped her stay sane. But the full Chain was still inaccessible, so she couldn’t download any games.

			Her daily rounds of the ship turned up no faults or errors, so there was no maintenance to perform. She had to kill time some other way. Out of habit, she opened a portal to her research and began rereading it for errors…until she remembered what had happened on the rogue planet.

			Any further research on the algorithm was useless. The Waiting had proved that her current implementation was as efficient and accurate as it could be, blind spots and all. She shoved down a stab of annoyance at how much time she had wasted. The fusion cell would make her low energy algorithm unnecessary anyway. She had moved it from the airlock to the lab, and she eyed it now, wondering how it was going to change the world she knew.

			That night, she deleted all her newly received ChainMail messages, now dated to three months after the Dauntless had departed. More bland food, a restless sleep, then the gym in the morning. An unsatisfying breakfast, a memory revisited, a round of inspections, then the daily malaise that came with nothing urgent to do.

			In that restlessness her mind wandered. Too often did it stumble into the sorts of memories she wished she could forget. Marlo and Larsson’s bloody remains scattered across the lab. Davix’s last words and the despair at being abandoned. And her parents, that specter of a nightmare that had haunted her since her earliest days.

			In some small way, it heartened her that she could relay her friends’ stories when she made it home. That their sacrifices would be remembered by all of humanity, not just her. Even her parents’ deaths had been reframed by the Worm trying to use them against her. Still, the visceral nature of the memories never failed to distress her.

			For days and days, Ada repeated her cycle of existence, never exactly the same, but always close enough that it felt like she was on a treadmill. She was always running but never getting anywhere.

			The claustrophobia of the missing Chain took its toll as well. Watching it stream data in from the LinkSats yet never reconstruct itself… She wished she had some way to tell how much longer she must endure this madness. She groaned. Constance would have figured it out in a few hours. What if it never defragmented, all the way to Earth? Could she hold out that long without losing her mind? Ada wasn’t optimistic.

			ChainMail, food, sleep. Gym, food, memory vault, status checks and boredom. Each day blended into the preceding and the following. Ada couldn’t forget any of them, so they stacked atop one another like a recursive loop. Endless repetition, and she had no way to break free. Only her countdown to home oriented her, gave her some reference point to gauge the passing of time.

			By the time only a year remained, Ada had already re-experienced every one of her precious memories twenty times. She had carved a considerable dent into the food rations. She had slain the alien in the training simulator of the Celestial’s gym, even gotten good at fighting it. Too good. When she lost her fear of the faux foe, she began to pick up on the patterns in its movements. Now, she had to expend so little energy to dodge its attacks and counter with her own killing blow, Ada could hardly consider it a workout.

			Her attention often turned to the fusion cell in the lab. Could she begin drawing out its secrets before reaching Earth? Her old work that financially sustained her would be made useless by its discovery. Shouldn’t she be the one to get the credit for bringing the alien technology home?

			Constance was gone, and maybe that meant the Unity wouldn’t survive either. In this new world she created, how could Ada be sure her family wouldn’t return to toiling in squalor, barely earning enough crypt to survive? She should be the one, her alone. She should…

			Abruptly, Ada wiped away the tears glazing her eyes. They quickly became renewed. A memory came of the broadcast the Dauntless crew had filmed during their last night on Earth. 

			“Myself,” Constance had said, “and the four brave crew members beside me have given up our safety to ensure that humanity can prosper from the knowledge shared by new allies from beyond our galaxy. As the five of us secure your future, be sure not to squander it in a slow decay toward extinction.”

			She was alone now, but she had not been the only one responsible for securing the fusion cell. Constance, Davix, Larsson, Marlo. Each one of them had played a part. Why should she get the credit alone? Shame poured into her when she recognized her own greed. Had this been the way she thought before the mission? Before she understood that humanity was not some plague on Earth but a diverse and vibrant species, full of love and creativity, worth saving. 

			Ada refused to regress just because she was in a difficult spot. In any case, figuring out how the cell worked was hopelessly beyond her. About as likely as making midflight improvements to the nuclear rocket to speed up her journey. It would take scores of scientists to unlock its potential. They should get some credit too. And she had to let the world know of the Dauntless crew’s sacrifice.

			

			Hell, she would even give those in the Ark their due. They had given her the device. She snorted, then stopped and bit her lip. No…

			Not the Waiting in the Ark. They were only simulations of an extinct species, puppeteered by the Worm. An automated machine that she had stolen the device from.

			Ada’s eyes widened. Her heart palpitated. In her mind, she was back in the array with a gun to her own head, backing away from the oily black tendrils. Three times it had gotten a grip on the fusion cell, and three times Ada had pulled it free. Free of the machine that had no problem lifting an exoskeleton-clad adult into the air to absorb her.

			How had she done that? It had been like pulling a toy from the hands of a sleeping child. It had…

			It had been a trap.

			“No,” she uttered, a remark suffused with pain. “No.” It couldn’t be. If the fusion cell was somehow dangerous, a part of the Worm’s plan, they couldn’t use it on Earth. All of her friends’ sacrifices would be for nothing. It would mean she had been right all along, that the mission was doomed from the start. “No!”

			She launched herself into the lab, where the fusion cell waited, secured to a sturdy bench. Dormant. Ada examined it closely. She hadn’t gotten a good look at it in the fusion array before Constance was absorbed, but a cursory glance was all it took for Ada to commit anything to memory. Had this smooth outer casing always been affixed near the connection points? Had there always been a cooling ring around the terminus? Why couldn’t she remember? Why hadn’t she—

			A distant voice sounded in her head, as though echoing down a long, dark tunnel. It ramped up in intensity, static slicing words into fragments. Phonemes, electrical, artificial sounding, robotic…no.

			“Ad—Ad—Ada!” It was Constance, crying out for her.

			“Constance!” Ada dropped the fusion cell on the table, unmindful of the device. “Where are you?”

			An alert showed on her overlays, enough to cause Ada’s knees to tremble, almost to buckle.

			Chain reconstruction complete.

			“I’m here, Ada,” Constance said.

			Ada whirled, and there she was. Constance St. James, smiling at her from the hatch to the crew capsule. Ada’s throat constricted. It was strange seeing the woman without her swarm of drones, as though this version of Constance existed in an uncanny valley. Like it wasn’t really her, only a copied consciousness. Which must have been exactly what it was, though Ada hadn’t the slightest idea how Constance had copied herself within the Chain.

			She also didn’t care. She only fought down the emotion that came with her relief that she was no longer alone. “How?” she managed to ask. It came out as a whisper.

			Constance’s lips twitched in a grin. “I told you I had a contingency. Now, what’s going on? I don’t have anything in my memory since we escaped that giant bot.”

			“We did it,” Ada said, letting herself smile. “The Ark was destroyed, and the planet too. Earth won’t have to—”

			“And you managed to secure this.” Constance had walked across the lab to examine the fusion cell. That struck Ada as strange, but she supposed a hologram wasn’t affected by the microgravity produced by the engines. Might as well walk normally. Still…

			

			“I did.” Ada picked up the fusion cell. Constance’s neon blue eyes followed it with a hungry look. “We can end energy austerity.” Her words contained the hope her mind no longer held. The Worm had let her take it. Ada let her shoulders drop. “Except…we can’t use it.”

			“Why not? Have you tested it?” Constance asked.

			“No...but it was working when you ejected it from the array, right?”

			Constance smiled. “Well, our mission’s success depends on this. We should be sure it’s not damaged.”

			“How?”

			“The ship has a diagnostic system. You fixed that didn’t you?”

			“I did, but…”

			“Good. A shame my Eyes didn’t survive. You’ll need to solder the connection yourself, then—”

			“Wait. No. We can’t plug it into the ship. What if…”

			“What? What’s it going to do? I doubt even the nuclear thermal reactor has the energy impulse to activate the cell. You’re afraid the Hexarch attached some sort of malevolent hardware to it?”

			It was like Constance had read Ada’s mind. And how did she know about the diagnostic system? But she didn’t stop there. She had to belittle Ada for her ignorance.

			“Even if there were some…. I don’t know, some instance of the Ark on the device, how would it interface with the ship’s computer? The hub can’t handle artificial intelligence. An entire simulated world? No, that’s ridiculous.”

			Ada stomped her foot. “It’s simulating you right now. How do you know the Waiting couldn’t figure it out?”

			“I am not simulated. It’s different.”

			

			“How?” Ada didn’t understand how Constance could have copied herself to the Chain. She didn’t understand how the mobile hub had the hardware to run her consciousness. “You said these rockets don’t need much parallel computing. Spaceflight is a serial endeavor.”

			Those words came from long ago, long enough that Ada didn’t feel like the same person as she had been. Not after everything they went through on that icy hell. More recently, what had Constance said?

			“‘Save them, Ada.’ Why? Why would you tell me that if you knew you had another copy on board? Why?” She demanded an answer.

			“Ada, you’re being—”

			“No! Explain how you’re here right now. You don’t have the Eyes. The ship doesn’t have the hardware. The only thing capable of running the Chain is…”

			Ada trailed off, her eyes going wide. The answer was a simple matter of elimination, but the end result made her sick to her stomach.

			“You’re in my head. But there was no connection request.” She had seen the logs. She knew when Constance’s connection died. Her voice became cold. “Even Constance couldn’t…”

			Autonomy protocols were base level Edicts within the Chain. Bypassing foundational Edicts simply could not be done. Ada’s body felt numb. Her voice was a soft whisper, devoid of all but despair.

			“You’re not on the Chain. You…you’re…”

			When had it taken her? Was she even on the Celestial? Or was she still on the rogue planet, absorbed into the Ark and made to think she had escaped? A pit seemed to open beneath her feet when she realized it didn’t matter. In either case, she was dead.

			

			Ada-2’s memories flashed for the briefest instant before her eyes, of the moment when all the lights turned off, leaving nothing but interminable darkness. A peaceful void. Freeing.

			Leaving Ada with only one thing to do.

			Ada’s eyes slid toward the crew capsule hatch. Constance had disappeared. Where was she?

			The lights went dark, and Ada recoiled in fear. Fear gave way to anger when she realized what it was. Another trick. She gestured to disable her overlays, and the lab brightened. She pushed herself off the bench toward the open hatch.

			Suddenly, the Worm was there. A greasy tendril slid toward her from the crew capsule. Ada’s bones turned to icicles. She gasped, then gritted her teeth. It wasn’t really there. It couldn’t be.

			The countdown to Earth continued dropping in the top corner of her vision. Her overlays weren’t off. The Worm was toying with her.

			“Get out of my head!” she screamed. She shoved through the visage of the Worm. It disappeared in wisps of black smoke that she seemed to breathe in. She gagged on the acrid taste despite knowing it wasn’t real. The Worm was tugging on her neurons like the strings of a marionette.

			Ada didn’t know how it had implanted itself within her mind, but all this time, it had been watching. Waiting. Learning how Ada’s intentions translated into actions. Learning which stimuli triggered which responses. Scraping her gray matter for raw data. The more it consumed, the more easily it could deceive her.

			It seemed, however, the deception had come to an end. As Ada reached the navigation console, the Worm snapped into existence before her. She was face to face with Davix’s visage. Frozen, graying skin and broken neck, his expression maintained the rigidity of an agonizing death as its voice boomed, near to bursting her eardrums.

			“LOOK AT ME.”

			Ada’s knees buckled, and she fell right as her stomach heaved upward. She vomited, squeezing her eyes shut as her nostrils filled with acid. Even behind closed lids, Davix’s mangled corpse appeared as if in daylight. His neck abruptly snapped the other way with a spine-shattering crunch. Blood dripped from beneath his frozen, cracked eyeballs as he bent down to whisper in her ear.

			“Yours is a mind ripe with tragedy. I can show you horrors beyond your imagining.”

			The flesh of the hunching sergeant sloughed off, leaving behind a burned torso that fell from the bones of a shattered pelvis. Ada turned her head, but there was no looking away. The image followed each turn of her head. Her limbs moved without thought, scrambling backward to escape.

			“None of this is real,” she told herself. “This is a lie.”

			“If veracity is your desire, I can show you this as well.”

			Ada’s memory vault appeared, and tears streamed from her eyes. Everything was exactly right, every frame picture perfect. Ada remained stationary while the vault moved around her. Tears streamed from her eyes as she watched the Worm defile something sacred.

			The painting before her showed a memory of Ada helping Uncle Ezran move into their mountainside cottage. That had been the first time Ada met Guillermo and Ms. Erlein. The image within the frame began shifting, showing a sequence of memories that did not belong here. A bloody hospital wall, the fiery interior of the mobile hub, a torn-off limb in a field of ice. Back to the memory of her family.

			

			“Two paths stretch before you, Ada Bryce. Despite your sins, our offer of friendship with humanity still stands. Connect the Ark module to your ship’s interface and allow us to communicate directly with Earth.”

			Its grasp on her seemed to wane. The images were gone. She was in the crew capsule with her back against the wall. She eyed the open hatch. The Worm wanted her to go that way.

			But the Waiting should already know what Ada thought of their so-called friendship. A lie to fool humanity into willing obedience. Without a second thought, she lunged for the captain’s chair and initiated the video recorder.

			The Worm needed only the first thought to stop her.

			“Your intention is plain. Do not choose this path, Ada Bryce.”

			The crew capsule disappeared into a black void around her. No stars, no lights, only infinite darkness. Ada screamed when the chamber of the Hexarch materialized around her. Staring her down from close enough that Ada smelled its grave stench, the Worm’s face was a spiral fractal consuming everything like a black hole. It spoke directly into the deepest layer of her mind.

			“For the crime of genocide, you have been judged to suffer a fate worse than death. You will be stripped of all the memories you hold dear, until all that remains are those that cause you the most exquisite pain. You will relive those experiences over and over with perfect recollection, a mindless husk given sufficient agency to keep itself just barely alive.”

			The Celestial faded back into existence around her, and Ada’s eyes landed on the exterior airlock. She had left Davix’s gun in that airlock, so both ways off the ship were in the same place. She didn’t think she could make it to either. The mere thought of an action could make the Worm react, tearing her mind away from reality toward some unknown horror hidden deep within her mind. But it still let her talk. “And if I do what you want, then what? You’ll forgive me?”

			“Each module within the Constructor contains, when energized, a seed of the Ark, the Hexarch, and a portion of the population space, maintained within a substrate of energy. Connecting it to your Chain will allow us to produce of additional cells, enough to recreate the entire Ark, including the Waiting you have killed. Your crime will have been erased, and you can live your life as you please. With whomever you please.”

			Her head twisted around when the Worm spoke from behind her.

			In Uncle Ezran’s voice. “All we have now is us. You, and me, and a world in which we must make our own happiness. Do the right thing, little one. You deserve to be happy.”

			The pain of seeing him ripped Ada’s heart in half. She twisted around in her chair, bawling. Sobbing like she hadn’t sobbed since the day she accepted her parents’ deaths. Uncle Ezran had been there to comfort her, then, just as he was now. He was in the chair beside her, shushing her, and patting her hand.

			“I’m sorry, Uncle Ezran,” Ada spluttered between heaving breaths.

			He was right. She did deserve to be happy.

			People so rarely got what they deserved.

			“I’m sorry, Jean.”

			She had gone on this mission for her son. It was a chance to redeem herself for the years she missed. She would make this choice for him as well, but was she saving her son, or dooming him?

			

			Ada gazed into her uncle’s eyes. “Thank you. For helping me see what is right.”

			The Worm gave a satisfied nod.

			She turned to the hatch and eyed the fusion cell in the lab beyond, then turned back toward the video recorder. Shaking, Ada pictured the rolling hills and soaring birds. The sunlight in a cloudless sky.

			And her son’s face. An infant, struggling to breathe. So small and powerless, and though he would never know the fate his mother accepted, he would not just survive.

			He would live.

			Jean, and Ezran, and Lakaya, and all of humankind.

			Ada closed her eyes and stilled her trembling hands.

		

	
		
			

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			March 2109 AD

			Present Day

			Thirty-one Months After the Launch of the Dauntless Dive

			Ada screamed. Eyes darted in a panic, as though she were looking for something around her. Her gaze focused on one spot in empty space, and she shuddered.

			“And if I do what you want, then what? You’ll forgive me?” Infinite scorn in her voice.

			She twisted around suddenly, like something startled her from behind. The only thing behind her was the fusion cell, visible through the hatch to the Celestial’s lab. The alien device that had caused such turmoil.

			Ada began crying. I’m sorry, Uncle Ezran.” She heaved deep breaths between sobs. “I’m sorry, Jean.”

			Lakaya paused the video recording, tears glazing her eyes. How many times had she viewed it now? She never made it past this part without the pain in Ada’s voice when she cried their son’s name rending her heart in two.

			Her eyes traveled to Jean, bounding around the coffee table where he had built a toy city for his action figures. He held two aliens in his hands, making crashing and shooting noises with his mouth as they engaged in deadly combat. Jean thrust one of them into a building, and it toppled. Her son gave a triumphant cry.

			

			Jean’s voice lightened Lakaya’s spirit each time she heard it. He had been late to start speaking. Years of surgeries exacted their toll, but he was a strong boy. So strong. He looked so much like Ada.

			With a breath to steel herself, Lakaya resumed the recording in her overlays.

			After a time, Ada calmed herself. She lifted her sight above the camera, looking for all the world like a child gazing up at her parents. “Thank you. For helping me see what is right.”

			She glanced once more at the fusion cell behind her, then turned back toward the camera and closed her eyes. A sense of calm seemed to come over her. No more crying, no more trepidation. Resolve.

			Ada opened her eyes and spoke. “That cell maintains a cold fusion reaction. Study it. But do not give it access to the Chain.” Ada winced like someone had stuck a hot needle in her ribs.

			“The Waiting are not what they seem.” She whimpered, head darting around, searching for an escape like a wild animal trapped in a cage. She spoke with more urgency. “Do not trust them! Their last transmission was a lie.” She screamed, pushed herself out of her chair. “No! It’s not real!”

			Hyperventilating, she forced out her final warning. “If you plug it in, we’ll die. All of us! Jean will...Jean...” Ada wailed and dropped to her knees. She kept talking, but her words became minced and slurred. Whatever else she planned to say would forever remain a mystery.

			The recording continued for several hours, the totality of which Lakaya had only viewed once. They showed Ada devolving into a madwoman, according to most accounts on the Chain. Ranting unintelligibly. Clawing at her head and legs. Trying to hold her stomach in. Running from ghosts.

			

			Lakaya thanked God for his mercy in sparing Ezran the knowledge of his adopted daughter losing her mind. She learned of his passing when the crypt he left to Ada transferred to Jean. A stipulation Ada added before leaving on the Dauntless mission, according to the Unity lawyer.

			Despite losing Constance St. James, the Unity continued. Lakaya prayed God forgive her for the resentment she harbored toward that woman. She received enough crypt from them her organization to cover all Jean’s and Ada’s medical expenses and an energy stipend that virtually freed them of austerity. But she took Jean’s mother from him, and for that she could never find it in her heart to forgive her.

			Lakaya saw the truth of things now. Ada had been duped into giving her life for this mission. It was clear she regretted it in the end.

			“I’m sorry, Jean.”

			Even across the solar system, Ada was thinking of her son.

			Lakaya stood—somewhat hastily, startling Jean. Her vision blurred, and she wiped her eyes. “What happened to you, Ada?”

			She needed to know before casting her vote on the Edict. With the influence she wielded, she needed to be certain. She feared, however, she never would be.

			Her feet carried her reluctantly to Ada’s bedroom door. They lived now in the house she had built with Ezran as a girl—Ada’s, until Jean came of age. A fitting place to rest.

			With a ginger touch, the cold oaken door swung open on creaky hinges. The room smelled sterile, as it often did, and Lakaya opened a window overlooking Lake Geneva. A break in the clouds let sunshine in to warm the chilly room.

			

			Ada lay motionless in her bed, tucked in neatly with fresh linens. Eyes closed, black hair stark against the plush white pillow. Jean liked to help brush her hair each morning, to wash her face with a warm cloth, to change the bag of the nutrient IV flowing into the back of his mother’s hand.

			Lakaya put a hand on her ex-wife’s cheek. Still warm. She always checked, to convince herself the woman she used to love—still loved, in many ways—was still in there somewhere.

			She sent a connection request, but the connection was refused. The same as always, but Lakaya would keep trying.

			Brain scans performed on Ada by the Unity showed no unusual activity. No damage to her neural system. But also no response to diagnostic probing. Only a concentration of nanos around her augments and constant activation of the hippocampus.

			Had Ada locked herself away with the pleasant memories of her vault? Perfectly recalled bliss to cover up the broken world she wished to avoid. It would be just like her. To seek an end to the visions that haunted her.

			To run.

			Lakaya unclenched her hands. She couldn’t let those thoughts command her. After all, Ada had returned—in body. Lakaya prayed she could restore Ada’s mind.

			She prayed she could make her family whole again.

			But Ada could answer no questions this day. The final day of voting on a new Edict for the Ledger:

			Should the fusion cell be plugged into the Chain, made a public resource, or should it be maintained and studied privately by the Unity?

			After weeks of quarantine and tests, monitoring Ada for foreign viruses and contamination until they were satisfied she was clean, the Unity had released her into Lakaya’s care.

			The fusion cell, they hoped never to give up. That was their grand prize, more valuable than any human life. More valuable than every human life in sum, to hear the DAO’s leaders say it.

			But consternation remained following Ada’s harrowing final transmission. Could she be trusted? Could the Waiting? After many public debates on the Chain, neither possessed much goodwill among the public. Nor did the Unity, for that matter.

			Constance St. James had lied to the world.

			When an automated transmission announced the Dauntless Dive’s launch in twelve hours—four months after they’d already received a broadcast from Ada standing amongst the Waiting and her final transmission—the Chain erupted into outrage.

			St. James had violated core Edicts, acted without Chain-approval, and endangered all of humanity. Movements to reform the Unity began immediately, and though the organization managed to resist total disbandment, the shitstorm had yet to subside.

			The Waiting artifact granted them leverage, and they intended to use it. If the vote entered into the Ledger of Edicts didn’t go their way, Lakaya wasn’t certain they would honor it. Time would tell. All signs garnered by reading public opinion pointed in that direction. The prospect of democratized cold fusion was one no one affected by austerity could ignore, let alone a physicist like Lakaya.

			She often stayed up well after putting Jean to bed, plugged into the Chain, learning all she could about the fusion cell. The Unity couldn’t hide all the technical details, as much as Lakaya suspected they had tried.

			

			Photographs, x-rays, nano scans, EM readings—all had leaked. Everything short of a connection of the device to the Chain. It remained in their controlled facilities, inert, studied by a crew of specialists who refused to turn it on. A final order from the late founder, or so they claimed. Many suspected they simply lacked the technical knowhow.

			Whatever the true reason, the democracy of the Chain seemed poised to end the current paradigm, convinced the Unity was standing in the way of ending austerity.

			Unless Lakaya stood in their way. But could they, perhaps, be right?

			After all, they would never find more of the devices. The explosion on the rogue planet was visible to Earth like a distant supernova, and the magma-spewing wound left in its aftermath made clear no relic of that ancient civilization survived. The thrust generated by that explosion rivaled the braking burn announcing the planet’s arrival, delaying its descent into Jupiter by several years.

			Merely prolonging the inevitable. As Lakaya had delayed casting her vote. Why had Ada granted her such power? What did she want?

			It seemed cruel to place the fate of humanity in her ex-wife’s hands, but Ada had done just that. Billions of people had delegated to Constance St. James in the Chain’s voting system, who in turn delegated to Ada in her absence. While Ada remained indisposed, the responsibility fell to Lakaya. Many had reclaimed their own vote rather than let some unknown physicist control their choice, but the remaining burden immobilized her like Atlas beneath the globe.

			They were counting on her to make the correct decision.

			

			‘Thank you. For helping me see what is right.’

			Ada’s words resonated with Lakaya, but events didn’t make it easy to determine what she saw as right in those final moments. If not the utopia she promised in her first message while broadcasting with the Waiting, then what? The planet’s destruction had occurred between Ada’s first transmission and her last.

			Lakaya shuddered to think Ada might be responsible for destroying their entire civilization. To say nothing of the remaining members of the Dauntless crew, all presumed dead. Was she sitting by the bedside of a mass murderer? Had guilt driven her insane?

			“Mommy?” Jean stood in the doorway. “Why are you crying?” He rushed over to hug her, then bent to give Ada a kiss on the cheek.

			“It’s nothing, sweetheart.” And like daylight appearing through a night-dark clouded sky, Lakaya decided what Ada wanted:

			Whatever was best for their son.

			Even when they argued fiercely during Lakaya’s pregnancy, Ada was worried about Jean’s wellbeing. She joined the Dauntless crew thinking of the income to support him. And when she returned on a rocket to Earth, Jean’s name was the last word to pass her lips.

			Despite the hardship of their marriage, despite the years of separation for which she could never truly forgive Ada, despite the sins Ada might have committed on her mission... despite everything, her final warning rang true in Lakaya’s mind.

			Lakaya opened the Ledger of Edicts in her overlays, squeezed Jean’s hand to still her own, and cast her vote. “It’s going to be alright, my love.” She put on a brave face for Jean and nestled into bed with her family. “There’s nothing to worry about, now.”

			

			<End of Link: GRAVE OF THE WAITING>
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