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CHAPTER 1

“Real loss leaves pain that won’t go numb. There is no anesthesia.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

The day the planes fell from the sky became known as Day Zero in the same way an American might say “9/11” or, from an earlier generation, “D-day”. Civilization was never the same after that day. The entire world refers to that day as “Day Zero”.

The solar flare that caused the destruction was the most powerful ever recorded. The immediate effect noticed by an average person was planes falling from the sky. At the time of the flare there were more than 8000 planes in the air, over 6000 of them commercial airliners. The planes’ computers were totally disabled, in most cases burned out. The only planes that didn’t fall from the sky were those free of computer technology.

As if thousands of planes full of innocent victims falling from the sky was not bad enough, there were other long-reaching effects many didn’t grasp initially. The flare destroyed satellites surrounding the globe, all 1100 of them, at once. This meant GPS satellites that functioned as “time servers” to provide time to electronic devices no longer worked. But these satellites also served a much more important function, they guided military devices. Ballistic missiles, drones, and nuclear submarines suddenly had no dependably fast and accurate way to determine location.

The importance of such things became clear when Martial Law was declared by every country in the world. The inability to wage war in a clinical fashion unnerved the leaders of the world.

The destruction of a significant percentage of the computers running America’s infrastructure made normal life almost impossible. The Earth’s gravitational field protected many computers if they were inside thick walled buildings, particularly on the back side of the planet, but overall the effect was devastating.

~ ~ ~

Choop Miles woke to the sound of his mother dying. He was in deep REM sleep when he heard it, so it was more like the memory of hearing a sound. Not like the sound of the house settling or the tree limb scraping against the window; this was not a normal ’bump in the night’ kind of sound. Even though it seemed to come from his memory, he knew it was loud, extremely loud.

He didn't know his mother had just died, of course. She wasn't the only one to perish. The Boeing 737 had 118 unlucky souls on board when it fell from the sky onto the Burger King where his mom worked. What he did know was that an enormous sound had awakened him and there was yelling and screaming outside.

He got out of bed and looked out the window. People in their pajamas were milling around, pointing and shouting. Most were pointing towards a glow in the sky. He opened the blinds fully to get a better view. His heart skipped a beat when he was able to discern the approximate location of the glow.

“Oh no, Mama,” he whispered.

He was always comforted by the fact he could just make out the top of the Burger King sign, six blocks away. Knowing she was there cleaning up after the other workers left gave him a feeling of pride. It was her second job and he was aware how hard she was working to support her only child. He couldn’t see the sign now. A massive orange glow seemed to stretch for many blocks from right to left.

He turned to look at his clock only to discover there was no electricity. His mom got home around 2am. He had gone to bed at 10pm, immediately after Myoki, the other renter of the old two story house, had checked on him as agreed with his mother. Maybe it was 2am and his mom was on the way home. Maybe she was not a part of that horrible glow. He had to find out the time.

He put his denim jacket over his pajamas and ran out into Houston’s version of winter. It was only 60 degrees and he would have normally been thrilled at the nice weather, but he didn't even notice the temperature. He ran to his neighbor, Mr. Simmerson.

“What time is it?”

Mr. Simmerson looked at his phone and said, “What the hell?”

Mrs. Simmerson was more revealing, “The time just shows dashes. How can that be?”

Choop turned to the crowd and screamed, “Does anyone know the time?”

Many people looked at their phones. Some of their phones didn’t appear to be working. Everyone seemed confused.

“Doesn’t anyone have a simple watch? Someone please tell me the time.”

Choop listened to pick out the answer in the babble of the crowd.

“Look at that glow.”

“Was a plane crashed, I saw it.”

“There was more than one, look over there.”

“It’s aliens. Look at the skying glowing in the North. It’s aliens.”

“Oh my God. That’s not aliens. It’s nuclear fallout. War World Three.”

“That’s not nuclear fallout. I saw something looks like that glow in Alaska once. That’s Aurora Borealis.”

“It’s 11:50.” At last someone answered his question.

Choop’s heart raced. If it was only 11:50 then Mama was in the glow. He began to run as fast as his twelve-year-old-legs could churn toward that awful future.

~ ~ ~

Myoki Wakahisa was startled by a horrendous noise. It sounded like a bomb exploding in the distance. No, not quite like a bomb she thought, more like a bomb combined with rolling thunder. The hair stood up on the back of her neck.

She was running late. She needed to leave for the airport to pick up her husband Haruki and her daughter Akiha. They were coming from Japan to visit and were scheduled to arrive in about 45 minutes.

She went to her window and knew immediately she was never going to make it to the airport in time. Something big had happened. People were streaming out of their houses and staring at the sky.

Out the window she saw an ugly smear on the landscape, burning. From her second story window the vantage point was high. She was pretty sure she was looking at the aftermath of a plane crash. The ugly gash in the city was burning and glowing.

She saw Choop, the kid from downstairs, run out into the yard screaming about the time. Of course. His Mother worked in that Burger King over by the … oh, no. She knew the Burger King was — had been — in the middle of that horrible scar in the landscape.

She noticed the sky to the north was bright red, green and purple. The colors were tilting this way and that, undulating. It was hypnotic. It looked like pictures she had seen of the Aurora Borealis. The hairs on the back of her neck stood even higher. Something was not right.

She saw Choop sprint into the street, the tails of his denim jacket flying. She realized he figured out the glow was where the Burger King should be and he was running toward that dreadful scene.

She felt a second of indecision. Choop had developed a crush on her, declaring his love with passion, saying he was going to marry her when he grew up and she divorced Haruki. His mother seemed to think it was more amusing than serious.

But Myoki knew Choop to be incredibly smart and very willful, so she began to avoid him. She was twenty-five and the mother of a five year old, so she knew something about the fancies of children. She knew his recently-turned-twelve-year-old heart was smitten.

Her beauty only added to the problem. She was 5’ 7”, long jet black hair like her Japanese mother’s, emerald green eyes like her Irish father’s. She was a yoga addict, very slim. She had problems with men ogling her ever since she came to America, could deal with it, but a twelve-year-old was harder to handle.

Her indecision passed as she pictured the horror into which he was rushing. She grabbed her jacket and ran down the stairs. She was fit and a fast runner. If she hurried now she was certain she could catch him before he made the six blocks.

Chasing Choop down took longer than she thought. It took her four blocks to catch up. They were almost to the edge of the destruction when she reached him. He was amazingly strong for a child and ripped free of her grasp, sprinting toward the chaos. She caught him again, this time grabbing and gripping him in a bear hug.

“There’s nothing you can do, Choop.”

“Let me go!”

“There’s nothing you can do, Choop.”

“Let go! Let me go!”

The anguish in his voice tore at her heart.

“Myoki, what if it was Akiha? Would you say there’s nothing you can do?”

Thinking of Akiha threw Myoki off-balance. She understood why Choop used Akiha to try to get his way, but he didn’t know Akiha was in the air over Texas right now. She had trouble refocusing on the problem at hand.

“Okay, Choop, but stay with me. If you go rushing off I will grab you again.”

They proceeded toward the Burger King. Before they got halfway there a man blocked their path, holding up a badge and identifying himself as a policeman. “Sorry, you need to stay clear of the debris. No closer.”

“My mom was in the Burger King. I gotta look for her.”

The change in the policeman’s demeanor was dramatic, but his answer was directed at Myoki, “It’s too dangerous.”

His expression seemed to admit he didn’t have the will to stop the child in the face of such grief and was imploring her to help stop Choop. Seeing his forlorn expression, Choop turned and buried his face in Myoki’s chest.

Another policeman rushed up. The officers pulled back from Choop and Myoki to have a hushed conversation. Myoki tried to listen over the many sounds: Choop’s sobbing, sirens in the distance, the burning buildings. She could make out only sentence fragments.

“… not the only one …”

“ … other planes …”

“ … FAA …”

“ … whole country? …”

“ … general state of emergency …”

Then the gas main at the intersection a few yards beyond the policemen exploded with a deafening roar.

~ ~ ~

The explosion of the gas main didn’t injure Myoki or Choop, but they were both damaged by loss. The policemen told Myoki not to go to the airport. It was in ruins and no one was allowed in, even if they had family arriving on flights. She went anyway, taking Choop because he had nowhere else to go.

The airport’s main terminal had been hit by a descending plane. An area had been set up in a parking building for emergency personnel. Policemen, firemen, and National Guard kept order. Once she explained her family would have landed shortly after midnight, Myoki was escorted to the area where workers from various airlines tried their best to handle distraught families with dignity.

The American Airlines employee assigned to help her was normally a Customer Service Representative, and was in way over her head. She had been trained for this, but the reality was overwhelming. The agent managed to get confirmation Akiha’s flight was known to have gone down. She used official terms she had been trained with to let Myoki know that passengers on the flight were not confirmed dead, but her expression and manner left no doubt.

On the return drive both Myoki and Choop were silent, each so lost in grief they gave no thought to the other’s loss. When they got home Myoki told Choop he was sleeping at her apartment. She barely had the energy to put blankets and a pillow on the couch for Choop. They went to bed exhausted.

The next morning Myoki was up early hoping to get more news, but the electricity was still off. She was surprised the gas was working, so she decided to cook all the bacon and eggs in the refrigerator. When Choop came into the kitchen, he sat sullen and withdrawn, staring at the floor. He wasn’t hungry and refused to eat.

When she tried her radio again without success, Choop suddenly got up and left. She called after him. When he didn’t respond she followed down the stairs. Without saying a word he went into his own apartment and headed for a shelf in the washroom. He took down a box which was part of the kit his mother had made after the last hurricane. He removed a battery operated radio, got some batteries from a package, inserted the batteries into the radio, turned and handed the squawking radio to Myoki.

She stood openmouthed as he began taking inventory. He checked off water, flashlights, batteries, lanterns, duct tape and many other useful items. At last he spoke six short words.

“We should take this stuff upstairs.”

He grabbed two gallon jugs of water, and headed back to her apartment. She hesitated. Having a twelve-year-old take charge was disconcerting. She finally gathered her wits and grabbed the box of batteries, flashlights, and lanterns. As she followed him, he didn’t seem like a child.


CHAPTER 2

“Love doesn’t fade, or it’s not love.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

It was two weeks before the power was restored at Myoki and Choop's house. Water still flowed, but the official word on the radio was not to drink it unless it was boiled first. The telephone companies jointly decided it was more beneficial to expend precious resources repairing cell towers rather than land lines, starting with towers serving the most thickly populated areas. As a result, Myoki was able to use her cell phone only ten days after Day Zero.

Failing to get through to her mother in Japan, she tried her boss at Rice University. She was in the country on a Green Card provided by the University. Her work involved research into the role of phytoplankton photosynthesis as it relates to global warming. She was told it would be another three weeks until the biochemistry department was expected to be fully staffed.

The delay in returning to work frustrated Myoki. She was emotionally distraught and lonely. Although she had Choop to care for, he was not good company. He had retreated into himself.

Looking into the mirror as she dried her hair, she could see she wasn’t in any better shape than Choop. Her normally bright green eyes seemed dull and sunken, and her long, jet-black hair which normally accentuated the alabaster skin given her by her Irish father seemed grey. The skin, the hair, the eyes, even the spirit; all grey. Her mother's cheerful disposition had always been distinctive in Osaka where Myoki grew up, and Myoki had inherited her cheerfulness. But now, she felt no cheer, no hope.

She heard Choop enter her front door. School had resumed and he walked the six blocks to and from school every day. Nothing had been said to the school about him losing his mother. Myoki knew that eventually they would have to set things straight, but for now she had no more desire than Choop to report his orphan status to authorities. She was glad to have his company and the responsibility. Without work to distract her, she needed something to occupy her time and attention.

She knew that was what she needed, but it was not what Choop needed. He still had the notion that she was to be his wife when he grew up, and the death of Haruki only fed that fantasy. He did not want to hear any explanations about how the age difference was insurmountable and how to her he would always be just a child.

His new found ‘maturity’ in response to post-Day-Zero trials only added to the problem. He saw himself as taking care of her. The reality was that he had managed quite well in adapting to the extreme situation and she did need him more than he needed her.

The result was that she was always walking on eggshells around him. His almost total lack of speech made it hard for her to cope. Her strict Japanese upbringing refused to allow her to accept her weakness, which added to her depression.

She went out into the living room to greet him as she did every day.

“How was school today?”

His grunt was more of a response than usual. Getting something more than silence was encouraging, so she tried again.

“Are most of the kids back in class?”

No grunt, but he turned and made eye contact. She felt a glimmer of hope.

“I was going to try and make a hot meal out of some of the canned food you brought home. I don’t want to waste food, so it would be best if you were hungry as well.”

He walked past her and sat at the kitchen table. She knew the elation she felt was out of proportion, but she couldn’t help smiling as she began gathering cans from the cupboard.

~ ~ ~

As Choop walked to school he noticed that the people seemed different than before Day Zero. More serious. More aware of how tenuous life is. Not afraid, exactly, but cautious. Life was returning to normal as far as surface details, but things were not the same.

Myoki was certainly different. She seemed lost. Normally cheerful and bright, she now seemed the exact opposite.

Yesterday at dinner was the first time he’d seen her smile in days. He wondered if he was part of the problem. He knew his declarations of love annoyed her, but he couldn't help himself.

He knew she thought of him as just a child, but he didn't feel like one. He felt old. Or at least how he imagined old people felt.

He used to play after school, but he didn’t feel like joining the other kids anymore. Somehow he knew there was something important he should be doing.

Walking home from school, Choop was in a dark mood. He missed his mother, he had no purpose, nothing made sense.

He couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something he should be doing. In his bones he was certain he should be at least getting prepared for something important, but he had no idea what. His thoughts were dark and disturbing.

As he rounded the corner onto his street, he saw Myoki waiving her arms and screaming at one of the neighbors. Choop didn't know the man although he had frequently seen him walking his Great Dane in the afternoon.

"How could you just stand there with him on his leash and let him dig up my flower bed!"

"Lady, them flowers are pitiful. He’s just doin’ what dogs do.”

"The quality of my flowers is not the point. You can't just let this huge beast dig in other people’s yards.”

Myoki was as upset and animated as Choop had ever seen her. She began to waive her arms around and jump up and down, screaming at both the man and his dog.

"Get off my property! Get off my property!"

"Well, that's what I was planning until you got all uppity. Now I'm thinking Butch needs to take another dump."

"Hey mister, you heard the lady. You and Butch need to move on."

The man turned. Even though the voice had the sound of a child's voice, the man expected someone much bigger due to the sound of authority in the tone. When he saw a twelve-year-old confronting him, he burst into laughter.

"Well, if it ain't a tough guy. You scared as me, Butch?"

Myoki calmed down. Her voice resumed its normal far-eastern lilt.

"Let me handle this Choop."

"Yeah, Choopie, let the adults handle it. Butch ain't finished taking a big ol’ dump."

Myoki looked at Choop’s eyes. They were cold and beady. Suddenly, she was afraid for both the man and his dog.

"Choop, please don't…"

"Last chance, mister."

"Dig right there, Butch, dig right there. Dig a big ol’ hole. Atta boy."

Choop turned and sprinted toward his porch. He leapt over the small hedges bordering the porch and managed to get his foot on the porch railing, a move he had practiced many times before perfecting it. Using the railing as a launch point, he vaulted himself up so that his belly hit the edge of the roof. He pivoted and threw his legs up, smoothly rolling onto the roof.

As he turned to face the stupid man who dared to attack Myoki’s flowers, he faced a moment of indecision.

Memories of his mother laughing as she praised him came flooding into his mind. Him using his slingshot in the back yard, shooting pebbles from the flower bed at tin cans lined up against the fence, and her amazement at his proficiency.

He pushed the images aside and opened his backpack. Nestled in the bottom of the pack alongside his slingshot were twenty or thirty small stones. He picked up a handful every time he passed the road construction on the way to school.

When he looked down, the scene came into focus with incredible clarity. Time slowed as he looked at Myoki standing with her mouth open, the idiot encouraging his dog, and Butch furiously digging.

A corner of his mind observed her mouth hanging open and realized she had never seen his roof-vaulting maneuver. The rest of his mind focused on the act of getting out his slingshot and grabbing a medium sized rock from his pack. The hours of practice took over as he loaded the slingshot without ever looking at it.

As he aimed down from the roof, he thought about shooting from elevation. Since the stone would drop less, he adjusted his aim to compensate. The guy was looking down as he encouraged Butch, and was angled away slightly, so Choop chose his left eyebrow as the target.

He missed his intended spot by inches, hitting the top of the man’s left ear. It split open and blood splattered across his cheek. The man screamed and cupped his bleeding ear, looking up at Choop. He stood frozen as Choop calmly loaded another stone in his slingshot.

Choop’s second shot was on target and would have hit the man right between the eyes if he hadn’t raised his forearm in self defense. The stone hit him on his wrist. The man roared and charged toward the house.

Choop calmly felt in his pack for the largest stone and loaded his slingshot. The stone was about the size of a golfball. Knowing the man would cover his head, Choop aimed at the man’s crotch. His aim was perfect. The man screamed and fell to the ground in the fetal position.

As Choop was aiming his fourth stone at the downed man’s temple, his target was blocked by Myoki as she dived on top of the man. She looked at Choop in horror, pleading for him to stop.

Choop lowered his slingshot. Adrenaline ebbed and time returned to normal as the man scrambled to his feet. The guy held his left hand over his bleeding ear. Butch had run off down the street. The man followed, screaming as he ran.

“I’m gonna call the police, you little shit.”

Pleased with the outcome, he looked at Myoki expecting to see surprise or maybe horror at his ruthlessness. Instead he saw shame.

“I couldn’t let him treat you like that,” Choop said.

“Choop, please come down.”

“I couldn’t let him do that to you.”

“Get down. Now.”

She walked to the porch and sat on the top step, waiting.

“It ain’t right. He deserved what he got.”

She didn’t speak until Choop climbed down. She pointed at the step next to her and waited until he sat. She held up one hand and ticked off five points, using her fingers for emphasis.

“Choop, here is what I understand. You think you are in love with me. You thought you were defending my honor. You are just a child, and don’t realize what you have done. You will soon regret your actions.”

“I’ll never be sorry. He deserved more than that.”

“When the police come, what do you think is the first thing they will want to know?”

“They’ll wanna know why I did it, and I’ll tell’em.”

“They will ask if I am your mother. Then they will ask where she is. Then they will ask who your legal guardian is. Then they will take you away, and you will be a ward of the state.”

“I’ll never be a ward of the state.”

“And how, exactly, will you avoid that?”

“I don’t know yet, but I ain’t.”

The shame and sadness on her face stuck in his mind as she went in the house without responding. He couldn’t seem to make his legs work to follow her. He sat on the step thinking, “Oh, crap, what have I done?”


CHAPTER 3

“How can you prepare for something that is unthinkable?”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Samantha Wilshire was a striking woman. Almost six feet tall, the blond-haired beauty was exactly the image the network wanted. A lot of money had been invested to mold her into the stunning woman seen by America.

Dr. Ayden Alderson was her polar opposite. Even dressed up for TV, he was unkempt next to Samantha. His horn-rimmed glasses and button-down collar only added to his awkwardness. His discomfort at the formality of the situation was obvious.

“This is Samantha Wilshire, reporting for NBC. Tonight we have Dr. Ayden Alderson of NASA’s Solar Dynamics Observatory. Dr Ayden recently made headlines claiming he knew in advance of the solar flare that struck Earth on January 13th. Welcome to the show Dr. Alderson.”

“Thank you for having me,” he said, swallowing bile.

“So, I guess I should start with the obvious question — Dr. Alderson, if you knew the solar flare was coming why didn’t you issue a warning?”

“You’re asking the wrong question, Samantha.”

“All right, then. I’ll bite. What’s the right question?”

“When I warned people, why didn’t they listen?”

“Exactly how did you warn people?”

“I posted warnings online to several sites dedicated to the monitoring of solar activity. Two are NASA sites.”

“And your warnings were ignored?”

“Well, you see, Samantha, my warning about this CME, that’s our shorthand for Coronal Mass Ejection, had one problem. It came way too early.”

“That doesn’t make any sense.”

“Sure it does. Imagine your weatherman predicting a tornado to take place three months from now. Would you take action? Or would you expect the warnings to become louder and more numerous as the event approached?”

“So, as the day approached, did you scream louder?”

“Sure I did. As a scientist. Every day I updated web sites, constantly increasing my estimate of the probability of a CME. The day before the solar flare I placed the probability of a massive CME occurring within a week at 94%.”

“I was unaware there is the equivalent of weathermen for solar activity.”

“Most people are. And, truth be told, my methods of prediction are quite revolutionary, I’ve been successful for quite a while. Most scientists aren’t. As a result, my predictions of solar activity haven’t been taken seriously.”

“Dr. Alderson, after what happened on Day Zero I think I can say most Americans would like them to be taken more seriously.”

“That’s the good news in this horrific situation. I’ve been appointed by the President to head a task force.”

“Exactly what is the charter of this task force?”

“We’re tasked with training the world’s scientists on methods of analyzing and predicting solar activity, preparing a much better early warning system, and trying to design fault tolerance into critical systems. The final one is the arguably the most important, as well as the most difficult.”

“Why is that?”

“Think of our satellites. Electrons and ions ejected by the CME take a day to reach Earth. Our satellites are several hundred miles above the Earth. Not exactly in quick reach. Even knowing it’s coming, there aren’t any actions we can take to save the satellites.”

“So it’s hopeless?”

“Not at all. We just have to design satellites with shielding. Maybe even lead shields that can be activated remotely.”

“That doesn’t sound difficult.”

“I may have oversimplified it. Lead is very heavy and very expensive to get into orbit. Satellites with any kind of shielding are going to be more expensive. So, part of the difficulty is paying for it.”

“What’re the other difficulties?”

“Think of the Generals in our military when faced with the decision whether to temporarily disable the satellites on which our military depends. Not my area of expertise, but I know enough to know it’s not a simple decision.”

Catching a look from her producer warning they had strayed into dangerous territory, Samantha changed the subject.

“Let’s move on, Dr. Alderson. Exactly how far ahead can you predict solar activity?”

The sudden animation on Dr. Alderson’s face warned viewers this was an exciting change in topic. “I believe I can accurately predict solar events as far as four to five years in advance.”

“Five years? You’ve done that?”

“Not yet. The techniques I use are relatively new so that hasn’t been possible yet. However, two years ago I predicted the rapid solar spikes which occurred recently. And, before you ask, rapid solar spikes are X-ray pulse bursts which are considered a possible early signature of CMEs.”

“We are almost out of time Dr. Alderson. What final message would you like to share with our viewers?”

“We are working hard to expand our ability to predict solar activity. In the future we will be prepared.”

~ ~ ~

Computers were slowly returning to their previous place in society, but the process was slow. All the factories world-wide were at full production capacity. Priority was given to most important uses, so Dr. Alderson was one of the first to get a new computer.

Dr. Ayden Alderson was conflicted. He stared at the computer screen with a numb feeling. He had run the simulation repeatedly in the hopes there was an error. This was the fifth time he had run it and the outcome was the same every time.

The data on the computer screen spelled the end for mankind. His mind could grasp it, but his heart couldn't.

He knew he needed to inform the President. The President would want this kept under wraps while decisions were made and courses of action were plotted. The scientist in him wanted to scream the news from the rooftops: "The Human Race Has Less Than Five Years to Live".

~ ~ ~

"The President will see you now, Dr. Alderson.”

As he entered the Oval Office the President’s Chief of Staff scowled at him, "You have three minutes."

Apparently insisting on a one-on-one meeting with the leader of the free world was not the best way to ingratiate yourself with his handlers. It had been necessary to insist quite forcefully that what he had to say was for the President’s ears only, and it took three days to find a hole in the President’s schedule. At least that is what he was told. He suspected he was just being delayed out of pettiness.

As the President strode forward to shake Dr. Alderson’s hand, Ayden was struck by the man’s charisma. Even if you had met him before, it was still almost a physical jolt.

"I'm sorry I don't have more time for you Dr. Alderson. Evelyn told me you were quite insistent. What is it that’s got your panties in such a wad?"

Such archaic cliches made the man appear harmless. But, Ayden was in no mood for the man’s charm. He only had three minutes.

"I think we should sit Mr. President."

As it turns out, when the message you are delivering concerns the probability the sun will go nova in five years, you get more than three minutes.

"Evelyn, tell the Secretary something has come up and I can't join him today. … I don't care, just make an excuse that's plausible!"

As the President returned his attention to Ayden, the air of harmlessness disappeared. The President, a grey haired, stocky sixty-two year old, was not physically imposing, but his dark brown eyes could pin you in place.

The President said, ”Let me restate what I think I just heard you say, so I'm clear. Your long term simulation of solar activity concludes that the sun has a 89% probability of going nova approximately 57 months from now, and you are confident in your prediction."

"Actually, sir, I said the probability of nova was 38%. It's the probability of a coronal mass ejection powerful enough to extinguish life on Earth that has a probability of 89%."

"Now you're splitting hairs, son. You believe these numbers?"

"I ran the simulation repeatedly, sir. And as you are aware, I’ve been predicting solar activity with complete accuracy for most of the last two years."

"Surely the longer range predictions have less accuracy."

"Yes, sir, thus the 89%.”

The President paused as he contemplated. Ayden was pretty sure he knew what was coming.

“Dr. Alderson, I am ordering you to tell no one else this news. The panic and chaos that would ensue is unimaginable.”

“But, sir, I can’t do that.”

“Excuse me?”

“That goes against everything I believe. This news has to be shared with the world.”

“For the world to do what, exactly?”

“I don’t know, but it’s something that has got to be shared with other scientists.”

“Why?”

Confused and embarrassed at his own audacity, Ayden stammered, managing finally to speak.

“So they can corroborate my findings. It’s the way the scientific community works.”

“So, if another scientist contradicts your findings, then what?”

“I convince him I’m right.”

“So, you convince him you’re right while the world panics and people die. Wouldn’t our efforts be better spent on survival?”

“I don’t think there is any way we can stop solar activity, Mr. President.”

“That may be, son. But, nonetheless, I am telling you two things: one, we need to keep this under wraps while we try to determine what, if any, actions can be taken, and two, as President of the United States of America I am ordering you to tell no one until I allow it.”


CHAPTER 4

“If you can see it coming, it only makes sense to duck.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

The news of the impending Solar Nova caused the President to ask the country’s best and brightest to explore the possibility of colonization of other planets. The secrecy surrounding the process rivaled any ever seen in modern day politics. The president started with the painful assumption that the normal governmental agencies would be unable to maintain the desired level of secrecy, so he turned to the clandestine services to get the job done.

In order to still be in the loop and have the final word on things, the president decided he would let his trusted daily briefer from the CIA organize the effort. The briefer, Charles Darnell, was one of the President’s oldest and most trusted friends, highly intelligent and very competent. The daily briefings were part of a routine so confidential that the President chased his own Chief of Staff from the room.

The initial briefing in the situation room involved only the Director of the CIA, Charles, the President, and two of the Military Service Chiefs from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The Service Chiefs of the Army and Air Force were perplexed by the exclusion of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the Service Chiefs of the other branches.

Andrew Hudson, General of the Army, said, “Is there a good reason why only the Army and Air Force are represented?”

Glancing at the President and getting a nod, Charles responded, “Yes, there is a good reason. The survival of humanity depends on this discussion being kept secret, so the fewer involved the better. It will become clear shortly.”

Charles began by presenting Dr. Alderson’s findings, but was constantly interrupted by questions from the military leaders.

Frustrated at the large amount of time wasted convincing everyone of the accuracy of the long term predictions of solar activity by Dr. Alderson, the President was at his breaking point. He had expected this, but underestimated the extent of their paranoia.

The President pounded his fist on the table and said, “Damnit! I know y’all are thinking I’m being manipulated, or I’m ignorant. Do you think I’m easily manipulated? Everyone shut up and let Charles present the evidence.”

Charles had brought proof in the form of documented predictions of solar activity which had proved accurate. It took almost two hours before they came around. The final evidence was a minor CME event that Dr. Anderson had predicted two years before it happened. The President had seen the report three months prior to the CME’s occurrence and swore to them that was the case.

The second obstacle was the CIA. The military leaders did not care for the implication that they would allow secrets to leak. When the President had Charles give an overview of the CIA’s plan, the Chiefs finally realized that secrecy and misdirection was the agency’s strong suit and a good plan had been developed.

The initial public explanation for the shuttle launch activity was the restoration of the Space Station, abandoned since Day Zero. On the surface, this was justified by enabling satellite communications from a new satellite placed near the space station.

While the satellite would actually be put into service, the real reason for the activity was to move mission personnel into space. The first wave would be workers who would stay at the space station and build a new structure on its dark side to house more workers, who would, in turn, start a new module to manufacture carbon fiber components which would be assembled into a starship. The President objected to this term, but once used, it stuck.

Charles said, “The construction of two more space shuttles has already begun, so we will have five. The shuttles will be launched from the Nevada desert near Area 51 since it already has a reputation of strange aircraft observations and has great military protection.”

Darren Allen, General of the Air Force, asked, “How frequent will the launches be?”

Charles answered, “The volume of launches — weekly for each shuttle, so five a week — will be harder to explain, but some will actually put new geosynchronous satellites in other parts of the sky to begin restoring communications, so that will help.

“The reality will be that the early launches will be carrying mostly vast quantities of carbon fiber sheets and epoxy. Carbon fiber is adequate for a vessel never intended to be on the surface of a planet.”

The meeting took over five hours even though all the information provided was very high level. The use of modern day nuclear reactors which were originally intended for the newest submarines was discussed. The research and recent invention of an ion-drive which could strip atoms apart and use the atomic forces to propel ions in a stream to provide thrust was revealed. Also discussed was the advanced research into cryo-sleep done in Germany which would allow the colonists to spend the bulk of their time in a pseudo suspended animation in order to make the decades long journey to another star system.

Finally, the discussion turned to something the military commanders could sink their teeth into. The President pulled no punches. This activity would cost many millions of dollars, and if done by normal political process the bickering would prevent any chance of success. The very survival of the human race was at stake and unilateral action was going to be taken, with utmost secrecy.

It was inevitable that before the ship’s completion the secret would be out and there would be efforts to stop or hinder the launches. Human nature almost insured that those who knew they would be left behind would try every possible means to sabotage the effort. Stopping these attempts to thwart the mission hit the military men where they lived. These men were accustomed to standing on that wall guarding freedom and had devoted there lives to protecting others. They were more than willing to stay behind and take whatever actions were necessary to insure the human race survived.

Perhaps the most difficult aspect of the colonization effort was the selection process. It would be done by a select committee which included the President and Charles. The other members would not be publicly known. The mission candidates would be selected not based on any criteria other than their ability to help the mission. This would include primarily their expertise in scientific areas which would prove helpful in colonizing another planet. Also, consideration would be given to keeping family units together. Genetic screening and IQ tests would be used in an effort to select only those most likely to succeed. Other than a select few of the officers leading the expedition, no one over the age of thirty-five would be included.

The meeting ended on a somber but positive note. If the cosmos was going to wipe out earth, at least humanity would go down swinging.

~ ~ ~

The excuse that the shuttle launches were to be necessary to restore satellite communications from the Space Station lasted only two weeks without bloggers crying foul. The ruse seemed to work for the first launch, but when a second shuttle went up only hours after the first had returned, people began to question why it would take two shuttles to accomplish a task normally done by one.

The secrecy imposed by the plan worked initially, as the family members of the personnel sent up weren’t even aware that their loved ones had been sent into orbit. They were told that their family member was on assignment to a secret project to deal with future solar activity, which had the advantage of being only a lie of omission. Just the kind of story the CIA loves.

The problems began in earnest when the third shuttle was launched. It was done with no announcement, hoping it would go unnoticed in the middle of the night. However, the world of the 21st century is very small and always awake.

Amateur astronomers tracked the lights, confirmed they led to the space station, and cried foul on various blogs and amateur astronomy websites. The publicity the President had hoped to delay as long as possible began much sooner than he had anticipated.

When people began to flock to the Nevada desert near Area 51, things got bad. Although the security around Area 51 had been in place for decades, this was the first time they were forced to deal with large crowds. There were just too many people to detain without explanation and more showed up daily. The military stopped them at the edge of the base’s secure perimeter and stared at them, offering no explanation.

When some of the campers ordered food and water to be delivered to the site in bulk, it got ugly. The military intercepted the trucks loaded with food and water and confiscated the supplies, hoping the campers would abandon their quest as they got hungry. Instead the campers became aggressive and threw rocks and bottles at the soldiers.

While it is never wise to throw rocks at armed combat-trained soldiers who are full of testosterone, most of the soldiers maintained discipline. Two of the youngest, still teenagers, lost control and fired their weapons. Two campers were dead and five were wounded. It didn’t matter that the injured all sustained their wounds when they were trampled by the panicked stampede. The media smelled the blood in the water and gathered in the desert to cover the story that couldn’t be ignored.

~ ~ ~

Colonel Simon Goetsch was one of the youngest members of the United States Air Force to become a full Colonel. His ascension began when, as an enlisted man, he applied for an Officer Training Program and began attending night school to earn the degree required to continue in the ranks. He was proud of being known as a Mustang by other officers, a term applied to those that go through the Officer Training Program.

He was promoted to Colonel at the young age of thirty-four, but his prematurely gray hair and a receding hair line helped him fit the image of a Colonel. Five feet eight inches and very fit, he moved crisply, as though on parade ground.

Now thirty-nine, he was a little frustrated his rise to Brigadier General seemed it was going to take longer than planned. When he obtained a Doctoral Degree in Jurisprudence, he expected to be the youngest Brigadier General in the history of the Air Force.

Being in command of the infamous Area 51 had seemed like the perfect assignment to advance his career. Now, it looked like he might not survive this next phone call.

“Colonel Goetsch, please hold for the President.”

Holding the receiver for the secure-landline with sweaty palms wasn’t easy. He couldn’t believe his nerves, grasping the phone with two hands like an invalid. He was the baddest of the badass Mustangs, for crying out loud. Very disconcerting. He drew a very deep breath and let it out slowly to calm his nerves, knowing what was at stake.

As the Officer in Charge at Area 51 he had been in on the plans for a colony ship, even applying to be one of the Officers on the voyage.

“Colonel Goetsch?” Simon recognized the President’s slow South Carolina drawl.

“Yes, Mister President.”

“I assume you know why I am calling?”

The President’s voice sounded cold and calculating. Gone was the southern charm. The phone almost slipped from the Colonel’s grasp.

“Yes, Sir, and I assure you…"

"I don't want assurances, Colonel, I want answers.

"Was it your decision that the best way to handle a hostile crowd showing up at your secure perimeter was to block them and then get into a staring match?"

"Yes, sir, it seemed like…"

"Was it your decision that young soldiers facing a hostile crowd carry live ammunition?"

"No, sir, but I take full responsibility, and…"

"Was it your decision to confiscate the food and water supplies?"

"No, sir, but I take full responsibility, and…"

"If these decisions were not yours, then who the hell is in charge down there?"

“May I speak freely, Mr. President?”

“You haven’t been speaking freely?”

“I’ve been trying, sir, but you keep interrupting me. I understand you’re upset, but you're only going to get answers if you let me speak.”

“By all means. Enlighten me.“

"I apologize for the attitude, sir, but tension’s are high. We need to discuss this rationally and come up with a plan of action."

"…I'm listening."

"The fact that the only other people on the base who know the true reason for the shuttle launches are hidden away and only show themselves to prep and load the shuttle presents numerous difficulties. You can't stop people from speculating.

"Secondly, and more critically, the spooks you have running this show need to provide a plausible cover story for the media. The media isn’t just going away if we stare at them long enough. The longer this continues, the louder it's going to get."

“Colonel, the story I gave you about restoring the Space Station and putting a communication satellite near it is plausible. We just thought we had more time to actually install the satellite."

"I need something now, Mr. President. Imagine a dead crowd of concerned citizens. There's a good chance it's going to happen if we don't feed the media something."

The President remained silent. He sighed heavily and said, ”I have a pretty good imagination…very sobering."

The President was silent for a few seconds that seemed like hours as the seconds ticked by.

"Colonel Goetsch, I knew eventually things would turn ugly, but I truly thought we’d have more time. Here are your orders. Turn on those massive signal jammers you have down there so none of what happens gets broadcast, and I mean block it all, the network’s satellite connections, cell phones, everything. Then round them all up, every last one of them, media and civilians both, and lock them up. If you don't have enough space, clear a hanger and make it a prison. If you don't have enough people to guard them, get more. If you don't have enough food to feed them, get more. If more civilians show up, lock them up, too.”

The President paused through seconds of shocked silence. "Tell me you understood your orders, Colonel."

~ ~ ~

“Choop, I need to talk to you about something. Don’t look at me like that, this is serious.”

“I think I gotta go.”

Choop stood by the bar separating the kitchen from the dining area. Myoki sat on a bar stool, turned to face him.

“Choop, please. Sometimes you act mature beyond your years. Please let this be one of those times. Adults have to deal with things they would rather avoid, so please sit down and listen to what I’m trying to say. This is important, and you’re are not going to like it, but I want you to listen and not overreact.”

Choop sat on the stool next to hers and said, “Okay, okay, Myoki. What’s the big deal?”

“The big deal is this – well, okay, first let me say this – I am about to tell you something that is a state secret. If you tell anyone I told you I could be in big trouble. Really big.”

“All right, now you have my attention.”

“I want to adopt you. No, please, please, stay seated. At least do me the courtesy of listening to my reasoning.”

“Why the hell would my adoption be a state secret?”

“Choop, I asked you not to curse. You can express yourself without cursing.”

“You’re not my mother and you’re not going to adopt me!”

“Sit down. You say when you grow up you are going to marry me. This is a good time to impress me with your self-control.”

Gritting his teeth in frustration and sitting, Choop said, “Tell … me … the state … secret.”

“I knew you were going to react this way. I just mentioned state secret to get you to listen. The important part is I need to fill out adoption paperwork soon, you have to agree and sign for things to go smoothly.”

“Tell … me … the state … secret.”

Frustrated with Choop’s attitude, Myoki drew a deep breath to calm herself.

“Okay. The President started a secret project to build and launch a colonization ship to send people to a distant world. He sees it as the last hope for survival of mankind. … Well, that got your attention, you can close your mouth now.”

“Last hope for survival? What does that mean?”

“That is the reason for secrecy. A scientist has learned how to accurately predict solar activity. He believes the sun will go nova in a few years, and his science is sound. A solar nova would end life on Earth. If that knowledge were made public, panic and unrest would make it impossible for a the effort to have any chance of success.”

As she talked, Choop poured a tiny pile of salt on the bar. He used his finger to form it into interesting patterns. Myoki had seen him do this while studying schoolwork, as though it helped him concentrate.

“Okay … I guess the secrecy makes sense … But what does that have to do with my adoption?”

“Because of my work at the University I’ve been offered a position on the colony ship. The list of people is very selective. Once news leaks out about the colonization trip, it will cause riots worldwide. If I can have paperwork in place, even unapproved, it can be the basis for you to be on the ship. Direct family members are allowed if they pass other selection criteria.”

“How are colonists selected?”

“Good question. You have calmed down. I like this side of you. … The selection process evaluates scientists and engineers with qualifications which would be valuable and necessary to the mission. Also, a high IQ and quality DNA are required. I have no doubt you will meet those criteria.”

“How many people are going?”

“Four thousand, but only about one hundred fifty will be awake at any one point in time. The rest will be in cryo-sleep on a rotational basis.”

Choop quit pushing salt around and faced Myoki. “Cryo-sleep? Does that mean what I think it means?”

“If you think it means inducing hibernation using extremely low temperatures, then yes.”

“They can do that?”

“There has been research in Germany, with experimentation only on animals so far. They have a few years to make it work on humans. We don’t have much choice. The trip will take many years.”

“You said only four thousand out of eight billion? How is that fair?”

“Fair has nothing to do with it. This is about survival.”

Choop resumed pushing salt around. He managed to draw what looked like a daisy made of salt. Myoki didn’t interrupt his introspection.

“How do they know four thousand people have enough different DNA for this to work?”

“There will also be ten thousand pre-fertilized eggs on board, which can be birthed as the colony establishes itself, providing more bio-diversity as well as covering loss of life during the early years of the colony.”

Choop shoved away from the bar and paced back and forth. He appeared struggle with the magnitude of what he had been told. Myoki stayed silent. Finally, he stopped and faced her.

“What if I don’t want to be adopted?”

“Then you will be left behind. I’m trying to save your life.”

“What if I would rather die than be your son?”

Stunned, Myoki took a few seconds before replying quietly, “Then I will stay behind with you.”


CHAPTER 5

“Words fall short, you can’t depend on’em.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Choop walked the eight blocks to and from school daily. Many of the old houses in his neighborhood had huge front porches with porch swings and railings. On the walk home, as he turned onto his street, he saw an old man he'd never seen before sitting in the porch swing of the second house from the corner.

Skin sunburned darker than Choop, the old man had long black hair pulled into a ponytail. Wrinkled and thin, he seemed ancient to Choop. He could have been sixty or ninety. Old people always seemed unsteady to Choop, but there was nothing about this man that was unsteady. In fact, quite the opposite.

Something about the man held his attention. Choop, normally standoffish, never went out of his way to acknowledge a stranger, but he was intrigued by the old man. He was convinced the old man was harmless even as his red-rimmed chocolate-brown eyes locked onto Choop.

Choop stopped in his tracks, returning the stare. Neither moved for what seemed like forever. Choop broke first, looking up the street as though he saw something of interest. When he turned back, the old man was now sitting on the top step of the porch, unmoving and still staring. It was eerie. Choop turned and looked around, trying to see what held the man’s attention.

This time when he turned back, the old man was on the bottom step. Choop froze. He felt stalked, but felt no danger.

“You ain’t got nothing better to look at?”

Choop thought the impudence in his tone would put off the old man or at least get some reaction. He was wrong. Raising the stakes, he said, “You’re one of those perverts, right?”

Again he was wrong. A slight smile appeared on the man’s face, which irritated the hell out of Choop. He decided he was going to get a reaction one way or the other.

He charged toward the old man, stopping a few feet from where the man sat. He expected the old man to pull back. This did not work either. The old man sat motionless, the slight smile still on his face.

Finally Choop said, “Whatever,” and turned to leave.

“Should not leave. Meant to be here.”

Choop turned around, and said, “You’re full of crap.”

“Maybe. Not important. Meant to be here. Important.”

Choop was confused. The man’s intense stare combined with clipped English was disconcerting, but what raised the hairs on the back of his neck was less easy to define. Choop was not afraid. For some reason he believed the old man spoke truth.

“Name?”

Choop wasn’t about to tell this old pervert his name. No way. That would be crazy.

“I’m Choop.”

“Dream of you.”

“When someone tells you his name you’re supposed to tell them your name.”

“Bipin dreams of Choop.”

“Bipin? You look like an Indian from the old westerns. That ain’t no Indian name. What tribe you from?”

“Apache. Bipin mean forest.”

“How old are you?”

“Waste time. Much to do. Much to learn.”

“What're you talking about? You need to learn proper English. Who has much to do, you or me?”

“In dreams Bipin teach Choop about forest.”

“Dreams?”

“Dreams of you learning to understand forest.”

“I've never been in a forest.”

“Forest not on this world.”

Choop froze, not daring to breathe. The sounds of the neighborhood muted suddenly. He heard his own hammering heart and saw those luminous eyes. Choop had told no one Myoki’s secret of a plan to colonize another planet.

“Another world? You’re talking about some kind of mysticism, right? Some kind of alternate dream world.”

“Real world. Not this world. Important, Choop must listen to forest.”

Choop finally managed to take a deep, ragged breath. It sounded thunderous in his ears.

“When did you have this dream?”

“Many dreams.”

“When was the first one?”

“Night sky glowed.”

~ ~ ~

"Myoki, I really need to talk to you if you can tear yourself away from making my lunch. There's plenty of time before I leave for school."

"What's so important I can't pay attention while I make a sandwich."

"It's about the new planet we're going to live on."

Myoki froze with mayonnaise jar in hand. She set it down without a word and took a seat at the kitchen table.

"Okay, I was trying your trick of using an attention-grabbing statement. Sorry.”

“It worked. You have my undivided attention.”

“Okay, uh, well, uh, remember that Indian guy I told you about?”

Myoki’s eyebrows rose, but she said nothing, just nodded.

“Well, uh, I talked to him again.”

Choop waited for her response. He expected a rebuke of some sort for contacting the old man again without discussing it with Myoki first. She sat mute, waiting.

“Look, I know I should have talked to you about it first, but, uh, …”

“Choop, quit dancing around it, tell me what you have to say.”

“Okay, don’t get mad.”

“I’m not mad. I’m impatient. I quit making your sandwich because you convinced me you were going to say something important. You haven’t done that yet.”

Choop paused and took a deep breath. When he began, words tumbled out rapidly.

“He was on the porch again when I walked home. I stopped to talk to him, could’t help it. I wanted to know more about his dreams, and boy did he talk. He went on and on about the forest he saw. He didn’t understand why he couldn't recognize any of the animals or plants, but he said he was certain that my understanding the message of that forest was important, not just to me, but to everyone. I know this sounds like he talked forever, but his speech is so weird it really wasn’t that long.”

Myoki waited to be sure Choop had finished and hadn’t just paused for breath.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it? That’s your response? Some guy has dreams about me going to another world when the the whole thing is secret. His dreams include plants and animals so alien he can’t recognize them. You don’t find that curious?”

“I do find it curious. I just don’t know why you think it's so important.”

“You don’t see it? How can he know all this stuff he shouldn’t know? It’s obvious his dreams have some meaning. So, when he says it’s important that I understand the message of this forest, it gives me the willies.”

“Perhaps, but what is it you expect me to do? Why are we having this conversation?”

“Oh, yeah, I, uh, didn’t get to that part yet.”

“Choop!”

Taking a deep breath, Choop launched into an explanation, his words tumbling over one another.

“After he talked about the dreams he told me he thinks they mean he is being called upon to train me. When I asked who was doing this calling, he was vague. But, he believes it's important to ‘human survival’ that I get the forest’s message. Those were his exact words, ‘human survival’. He offered to train me by taking me to a National Forest in New Mexico so he can teach me to, quote, ‘listen to the forest’. Not one big trip, but going on long weekends. He says the world demands it, whatever that means.”

Myoki carefully considered her reply.

Choop waited, hardly breathing.

“Choop, I want you to do me a favor. I want you to pretend you're the parent of a twelve-year-old. You're responsible for his welfare and safety. I know that will be hard, but you're mature for your age. I think you can do it.

“Now, as parent, envision this child coming to you and telling you an old man you don’t know wants to take that child away for long weekends. Just the two of them alone in another state. Not just once but repeatedly. Alone.”

Choop closed his eyes and honestly tried to distance himself from his personal feelings and imagine it. Her praise in telling him he was beyond his years made him want to be wise. When he spoke his voice was calm, it seemed mature.

“I see your point. Saying yes violates your responsibilities as a parent, I didn’t think of that, I should have.

“Just so you know, regardless of your decision. I accept being adopted by you. Not because I want to think of you as my mother, but because already I think of you as family.”

At this statement Myoki drew breath to speak, but Choop held up his hand.

“Please, hear me out. You say I'm mature for my age. I think so, too. Kids my age always seem childish. I'm standing here, telling you, I can protect myself from an eighty-year-old man.

“More importantly, his dreams indicate something is going on. I don’t understand it, but my gut tells me not to ignore it. I've got this feeling that I'm going to be called on to do something important when we reach our new world. Anything I can do that will prepare me for that, I should do.

“Also, if it matters, I like him and I just want to go.”

Choop did not understand why his little speech made her cry.

~ ~ ~

The long drive was in total silence. They left at three Saturday morning to insure it was daylight when they arrived. Choop tried to talk to Bipin, but got no responses and finally gave up.

Choop's first glimpse of mountains as they approached was exciting. He was mesmerized. They drove through a low-water crossing about a foot deep just to get to the gravel parking lot. There was a sign with a map of a trail. The sign said 'Holy Ghost' at the top.

Their silence continued as they gathered light backpacks from the trunk and began walking into the forest. They were heading slightly uphill along a narrow path through scrub brush. They had gone a mile when Choop could no longer stand it.

“When does the forest speak to me?”

Bipin stopped so abruptly Choop almost ran into him. He turned slowly. He was not smiling.

“Only speak if listen.”

Choop was silent the rest of the way. He asked no questions as they steadily climbed higher and the air got thinner. The scrub brush gave way to fir and aspen trees. The climb got steeper as they went. Ahead was a peak at least three thousand feet higher than the car. When they finally paused, the elevation was about seven thousand feet.

Bipin stopped on an outcropping of rock that overlooked a breathtaking view of a small lake. Choop had never seen anything so beautiful.

Bipin seemed pleased with Choop’s silence, but it was hard to read what was going on behind that implacable countenance. Choop suspected Bipin’s dead Grandfather was in his mind’s eye, but was afraid to mention such a thing.

Bipin sat cross-legged on the rock. Choop did likewise. Bipin seemed to be in a trance when he spoke.

“You offend forest. Make much noise. Rude. Will teach walk so forest not offended.

“Will take time. Seem simple when say how, but you not belong. First, obey with no understand. Forest will know when sincere and accept; then you understand.

“Technique simple. Rule one: start from still. Still until forest accept silence. Move only then.”

Choop paid close attention. The combination of the distant expression on Bipin’s face and the rippling of the waves on the lake’s surface made the whole experience surreal.

“Rule two: take only few steps then still. Step with little noise. Plan steps before take, take quick, then still.

“Rule three: when still, all still. Move eyes only. If need look to side, turn head quick like bird, then still. Still until forest quiet and accept. Plan next steps. Move only when forest accept.”

As if the forest was responding to Bipin’s lesson, a bird warbled from the other side of the small lake. Bipin’s head snapped toward the bird, froze for a second, then snapped back toward Choop. Choop's realized this was a demonstration of movement which is 'like bird'.

“Repeat three rules. Never move till forest accept silence. Forest will maybe talk. Will know when happen. Will know what forest say, but not able explain. Forest not talk with word. Go now.”

Choop removed his pack and walked into the forest beside the lake, leaving Bipin on the rock. Choop moved a few steps and stopped. He looked back. Bipin had his hands over his ears as though sounds Choop made were painful.

Determined to do as instructed, he spun and froze in place. He waited a long time. He planned five steps that were all on rock. He moved and paused. He waited, not knowing what to expect. The forest did not speak as far as he could tell. The forest was silent.

He didn't want to hear from Bipin how he failed to follow simple instructions. He focused on the three rules. He repeated the process, but nothing changed. He began to pause longer between movements. He passed the lake and moved uphill into thick forest. It became harder to find places to step without leaves or branches. If he broke a twig or rustled leaves, he compensated by pausing longer before continuing.

At one point, while motionless, he realized the forest was no longer silent. The animals in the forest had forgotten him. He heard chirping birds, chittering squirrels, and other sounds he couldn’t identify.

When he chose to move again, he was anxious to make no noise because he didn’t want to disturb the animals. He succeeded. They continued to move around him, living their lives as though he belonged. He marveled at the beauty and grace of life. He saw the forest not as a collection of animals and plants, but as a living thing. Choop thought of the squirrels being part of the forest in the way cells are part of the human body.

He was startled by a deer moving into his field of vision from the right. He didn't react because he wasn't moving. The deer walked past him no more than twenty yards away.

Suddenly, it was obvious. Choop understood. Words can’t describe the knowing. Everything is connected. All things are interdependent. He understood why a hunter would pray over his fallen kill in the movies. Killing a deer could only be out of necessity followed by prayer. Obvious.

He heard Bipin calling from a long distance, almost as if from another world. He was reluctant to return to the world of words. He and Bipin didn't speak on the drive home. Choop knew he had been fundamentally changed, but he didn't have words to describe it.

~ ~ ~

For the next three years Bipin took Choop to the area of forest in New Mexico known as the Holy Ghost region, on the edge of the Pecos Wilderness. Myoki lied for Choop, convincing the school he had a doctor’s appointment every other Friday and needed to leave school at noon. So, they went every other weekend.

The drive was long so, upon arrival, a forest outing began with a long walk as the sun emerged from behind the mountain. The return trip barely got Choop home in time for school Monday morning; he slept Sunday night in the back of Bipin’s ancient Toyota Land Cruiser on the way home, arriving barely enough time to shower before leaving for school.

Choop grew proficient in moving through the forest without offending it. The forest spoke without words to him often.

Bipin also taught Choop the fundamentals of woodsmansip, not as the Boy Scouts do it, but as Bipin’s grandfather had taught Bipin.

One of the things Choop learned was how to ‘blaze’ a tree. This meant using a knife to carve a symbol into a tree in such a way that left directions or ‘sign posts’ for navigation.

On the long drive home, Bipin was only interested in conversation if it concerned what Choop had learned, or might learn, from the forest.

In April, when Choop was fourteen years old, the forest was coming alive from the winter snow melt. Choop’s favorite stream overflowed with icy water. The noisy spring made it easier to move without disturbing the forest. His movements between pauses could be quicker and farther.

Settling into the rear seat as they bumped down the gravel road to the highway, Choop said, “I found where the stream comes out of the ground. There’s a small waterfall.”

“Important?”

“I don’t know if it’s important, exactly, but it was beautiful.”

“Important.”

“Well, yeah, I guess. That stream provides water for a lot of animals.”

“Not see by self. See whole.”

“Sometimes you’re harder to understand than the forest.”

“Words hard. Forest not use.”

Choop tried to think of the forest as a whole, a living organism comprised of essential parts. “The stream is kinda like the circulatory system of a person. So, the waterfall is the heart.”

“Not see as whole. Still pieces.”

“You keep saying that. You’ve said that to me a hundred times in a hundred different ways. I think maybe I’m seeing the forest as a whole, but putting it into words makes it into pieces. That’s what I think.”

In the darkness, Bipin smiled.

“Remember, Bipin, in January when the snow was three feet deep? I bet all that snow melting helped feed whatever underground reservoir sends water gushing from nowhere. I bet the whole year is a circle, a cycle I mean. Not only is the waterfall a part of something bigger, it's a part of a cycle, something bigger than itself. I know you don’t like me breaking things down into parts, but did you know that electrons spins in circles around the nucleus of atoms. The Earth spins in circles around the sun. The moon spins in circles around the Earth. There’s circles all over the place.”

“Too many word. Head hurt.”

On the next trip into the forest, Choop killed a cotton-tail rabbit.

He startled the little animal when he stepped over a hollow log. The rabbit flopped around in panic. Choop always carried a walking stick he had made by sharpening a tree branch and hardening the tip in the campfire. He stabbed the rabbit without thinking.

As soon as he did, he regretted it. He was hungry but not starving, and had learned to love and respect the forest animals. He felt like he killed a brother. He knelt over the rabbit and tried to say words that would convey his sorrow, a prayer of sorts. He cried. Then he found himself thanking it for providing him with food.

When he carried it back to the camp, Bipin didn't speak. He showed Choop how to clean a rabbit for cooking. Before they ate, Choop once again said words to thank the creature. Bipin watched closely.

“Not need word. Thought enough.”

“You talk too much, old man.”


CHAPTER 6

“Some people are nice, most ain’t.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Charles was nervous as he waited for Evelyn to let him know the President was ready. He had some good news, but the bad news occupied most of his thoughts.

“The President will see you now, Mr. Darnell.”

“Thank you, Evelyn.”

As he passed through the door, he took a deep calming breath.

The President smiled, seemingly in a good mood.

“Howdy, Charles, you have good news for me?”

“Mostly, Mr. President.”

The smile faded. Charles knew the light-heartedness was forced. The President had aged fifteen years in the last three. Charles was surprised. He wondered if he looked older as well.

“Let’s sit on the couch, Charles, I think we're gonna to be here awhile.”

As the President settled into position, Charles removed his notes from his briefcase. He began the update he prepared last night, hoping to get through it without interruption. He started with the construction and provisioning of the colony ship, Inception.

“Finally, all the nuclear reactors are in orbit. The Navy has no more ready, so eight will have to be enough. Installation starts soon. The materials for ion drives will start going up on the next provisioning shuttle.”

“I never liked that term, 'provisioning shuttles'. I know we wanted to differentiate them from personnel shuttles, but it seems we could have come up with a better term,” the President interrupted.

Charles paused. Deciding against debating shuttle names, he forged on. “The twentieth solar panel is being installed as we speak. The remaining twelve are ready as soon as installers can get to them.”

“Thirty-two solar panels to power a starship. Are we sure about that?”

Charles sighed, but controlled his frustration.

“Well, Mr. President, they're the latest technology. Each panel is almost the size of a football field. Experts say the panels will generate enough electricity, just from starlight, to provide life support while in deep space. As we approach the new three-star system, additional light will be more than enough to also power the ion-drives to slow the ship down.”

“What about the whole ’nuclear generators aren’t designed to last a century’ issue, Charles? You said the reactors wouldn't be usable about halfway into the journey.”

“Sir, the reactors are essential only for the tremendous amount of energy used in the initial acceleration. The ship will take much longer to slow down at arrival. All other electricity, for the crew’s daily life, and for the electro-magnets that keep the spinning living quarters in place, will come from the solar panels. That’s why we'll be carrying many spare panels.”

“It still freaks me out the damn thing is shaped like a football. Never saw one of those on Star Trek.”

“It's the most efficient way. The frame can hold the huge spinning disk that contains the living quarters, and still provide a fore and aft point for thrust. And, don’t forget, the space between the living quarters and where the frames come together provides a tremendous amount of storage. We're taking millions of gallons of water.”

“You keep saying ‘we’ as though you and I are going on the trip.”

“If ever there was an enterprise where we're all in it together, this is it.”

“You haven’t mentioned the solid-fuel boosters.”

“There's sixteen, one at the base of each of the main struts of the ‘football’”.

Charles smiled as though joking. The President knew that any attempt at levity was a sure sign Charles was stressed.

Getting no reaction, Charles continued.

“We have the mounts for fourteen of the solid fuel boosters in place. The rockets go up last, along with the powdered aluminum and ammonium perchlorate. Firing four at a time in sequence, they'll give Inception a tremendous starting thrust, four G's for the first thirty minutes. It doesn’t need to overcome Earth’s gravity. Before it’s been in motion an hour, the ship will be traveling faster than anything ever done by mankind.”

“So, solar panels, ion-drives, nuclear reactors, solid rocket thrusters, everything seems to be going well on the construction. What about personnel? Last count I saw, almost four thousand people had been approved. How many are in already in orbit?”

“Well, Sir, that news is less than favorable. We've got three hundred people in orbit, all of them engaged in construction of the ship. Unfortunately, that is the maximum we can lodge in the temporary quarters hidden behind the space station. We need to wait …”

“Why can’t we build larger housing, for crying out loud?”

“Because it would be noticeable from Earth with telescopes. We have a hard enough time keeping up the ruse of building field generators to shield Earth’s future satellites from another solar flare.”

“Can’t those same telescopes see our huge ship?”

“No, Sir, not easily. The skin of the entire ship is matte black. It's also higher in orbit, and about five degrees east of the space station. At least no one has spotted it yet.”

“So, we'll have to load people at the last minute?”

“No, Sir, not the last minute, but it's the final phase. As soon as the cryo-sleep chambers are functional, we'll re-task three of the provisioning shuttles to carry personnel. Following a week of training to familiarize them with the ship and get used to military routine, each group will enter cyro-sleep.

“Each shuttle can carry eighteen crew members, if we cram them in like sardines. Each shuttle can launch once per week, that's seventy-two crew members every week. We'll be able to send over thirty-seven hundred in the final year.

“One other provisioning shuttle will be assigned for the pre-fertilized eggs. Storage of the eggs depends upon the cryo-sleep freezers being functional, of course.”

The President leaned forward, elbows on knees, pinning Charles with his gaze. “You said 'less than favorable', but everything sounds according to plan. What are you not telling me, Charles?”

“Well … NSA is picking up a lot of chatter that's disturbing … “

“Oh, for crying out loud, spit it out, son!”

“It seems there may be an organized attack on the shuttles during launch. I know we've increased the number of F-22s around the launches, but, the chatter indicates the possibility of a coordinated effort.”

“Surely, the general public can’t penetrate a cloud of Raptors. Are you advising that I allocate more Raptors to defend airspace around the launches?”

“It might not be a bad idea. I haven’t seen chatter this concentrated before. I just have a bad feeling, Sir, a really bad feeling.”

~ ~ ~

“Charles, you need to see this,” Greg said, striding down the hall to catch Charles.

Charles felt thick-headed and clumsy. “Greg, I haven’t even got my coffee yet.”

“You want to see this more than you want coffee.”

“Yeah, well, it's just gonna have to wait until I get my coffee.”

Charles walked rapidly toward the break room. CIA headquarters didn’t have great coffee, but it was free and strong. Greg trotted to catch up, said, “How did the President’s briefing go?”

Charles stopped so suddenly Greg ran into him. Whipping around and pinning Greg with his gaze. He said quietly, “Really? In an open work area full of worker-bee cubes? Really?”

Greg’s normally pale face was now bright red. He stared at the floor. “Sorry.”

“As soon as I get my coffee, I'll meet you in my office.”

By the time Charles returned, Greg was sitting by the coffee table in Charles’ office. His complexion had returned to normal, but he still fidgeted. His right knee bounced as Charles seated himself in his well-worn leather chair in the corner where Charles kept his back protected from anyone entering. All who knew Charles knew not to sit in his chair.

“What’s got you so upset, Greg?”

“More chatter picked up by the NSA …”

“More stuff about the shuttle launches? There’s a launch this afternoon. Let me see it.”

Handling a folder to Charles, Greg continued, “It’s not what you think. This chatter is from the Chinese. And, it’s not only about the launches, well, … just read it …”

Charles read slowly. His expression growing bleak as he turned pages.

Greg knew his boss well enough to know this was a good time to be invisible. He sat unmoving, preventing his knee from bouncing only by concentrating. He expected Charles to explode, and was surprised when Charles closed the folder and stared at nothing. He had never seen Charles like this.

“You realize the implications, Greg?”

“Yes, sir. Several things are obvious. First, it appears the Chinese know the exact schedule of our launches.

“Next, it appears they have tracked the transport sleds we use to transfer supplies to the ship, despite the fact we use only compressed air for propulsion on the sleds.

“And, of course, they have quite accurate descriptions of the ship itself. They must be using the LAMOST telescope in Xinglong. A five meter telescope pointed at something in Earth orbit probably yields highly detailed images.”

“It’s what they don’t say in the chatter that matters.”

“Sir?”

“Nothing about solar activity. No indication they understand they are looking at a deep space vessel.”

“But, if they don’t know it’s a spaceship, what do they think they are looking at?”

“You know how paranoid they are. They probably see a DeathStar.” Charles smiled faintly at his small joke.

Greg's initial grin faded as the obvious occurred to him. “If they think it's to be used for military purposes … Holy Shit!”

“Exactly.”

“Oh my God. They’ve shot satellites down before, …”

“Shut up Greg, let me think.”

Greg managed to keep his mouth shut, but his knee started vibrating. Charles sat lost in thought. When he finally spoke, his words were measured. He spoke in a monotone, mentally checking items from a logical list.

“We can’t involve the State Department, our formal channel for communicating with the Chinese, because State isn’t in the loop on the mission. We can’t use NSA, they aren’t in the loop, either. I have to take this to the President. We must take action, and soon.”

“Action? You mean tell the Chinese about the impending destruction of all life on Earth? And, expect them to keep it quiet so there’s not a worldwide panic? Is that what you mean by action?”

“I don’t know Greg. Calm down! Let me think … Here’s another thought. The NSA analysts gathering this chatter might be a problem as well. They’re supposed to believe the field generator bullshit.”

Greg jumped to his feet and began pacing in front of Charles desk, managing five strides each way. Charles was tempted to tell him to sit, but knew that was futile.

“Greg, please go back to your desk. Call your NSA buddy and feel him out. See if you can determine whether they have doubts about the field generators. Be subtle. I’m going to call the President.”

~ ~ ~

Butch grew up with airplanes. His father was in the Air Force, so Butch’s childhood dream was to be a fighter pilot. But, it was not to be. His father knew it by the time Butch was ten, because of the thick horn-rimmed glasses Butch wore. The Air Force requires pilots to have perfect vision.

When he was twelve Butch was told his dreams would only be dreams. He took it hard, but didn't allow bad vision to keep him out of the sky.

He now made a living flying an Air Tractor to dust crops in western Arizona. The money was average, but he got to fly thirty feet off the ground and buzz treetops for a living. Nothing could beat that.

The anger he felt towards the Air Force for labeling him as inadequate simmered just below the surface.

When an acquaintance asked about joining the movement, Butch jumped at the chance. The ‘Movement’, as they referred to it, was a collection of many initiatives run by the Maricopa Militia of southern Arizona. The effort Butch was involved in concerned the mysterious shuttle launches occurring like clockwork in Nevada. The government offered no acceptable explanation, which meant the launches must be a nefarious part of the Feds plan to create a world government.

Butch was proud of the current endeaver's moniker, ‘Bee-sting’, as it had been his idea. The group of crop dusters were all proud to be ‘bees’ ready to sting the enemy.

The cloud of F-22s in the Nevada sky indicated how important the launches were to the government. The abundance of fighters also meant it would be very difficult for the plan to succeed.

The label ‘Bee-sting’ was appropriate. Radar is ineffective at low altitudes, and crop dusters would be considered harmless by the military. Even if they were noticed, only one of the crop dusters had to get close enough to ‘sting’ the shuttle.

Each crop duster was armed with an RPG-16, which has a range of half a mile. The warhead can penetrate 300 mm of rolled homogeneous armor. Twelve dusters attacking from three directions would make it difficult for the F-22s to stop them all.

They had devised a clever short-hand language to be used during the operation. All the talk referred to weather and pesticides in a way that military idiots listening would be clueless. Butch’s heart began pounding when he heard the critical phrase.

“I’m out of Thiodan and there's a dust devil forming to the east. I’m calling it quits for the day.”

This was the indication that the sound suppression water system at the launch pad has been activated to protect the shuttle payloads from damage by the strong acoustical energy during liftoff. It is the first activity which could be spotted from a distance and occured at T-minus 31 seconds. For the Bee-sting pilots it meant ‘Go’.

Butch was lightheaded from adrenaline as he turned and accelerated toward the launch pad three miles away. His top speed of 180 knots would cover about two of those miles in the 31 seconds until liftoff, at which point he would begin climbing, putting him on the radar. He knew that if one of the F-22s didn’t shoot him down, there was a good chance he'd be within the RPG’s range before the shuttle made it to 5000 feet.

When he approached the RPG’s range, he saw three other RPG heat trails. Disappointed not to be the first to launch, he was elated they might succeed. He didn't see the tremendous explosion when one of the RPGs hit the shuttle’s solid-fuel booster. He was already dead at that point courtesy of the Aim 9 Sidewinder missile launched from one of the F-22s.

All twelve of the crop dusters were destroyed, but that was of little solace. Seventeen potential colonists died just before they could help the human race survive.

~ ~ ~

Charles knew today’s briefing would be about the colonization effort as soon as the President chased his Chief of Staff from the room. Evelyn didn’t bat an eye, since Charles meeting one-on-one with the President was becoming more commonplace, sometimes occurring twice a day. Charles sat patiently waiting for the President to begin. The long pause was the first indication that the discussion would be serious.

“Mr. President, I know the downed shuttle changes our launch frequency, but I believe we can still make our schedule.”

“Charles, we have a bigger problem.”

“Mr. President, we deal with problems all the time but you never refer to them as problems. You’re making me nervous.”

Charles expected a joke in return, didn't get it. Not a good sign.

“We need to have a discussion with your counterpart in China. It turns out my decision to use the CIA rather than one of the domestic agencies is proving helpful.”

“Sir, I am not sure if the Chinese have the equivalent to my position.”

“They must have someone from intelligence who informs the Chairman.”

“Must they? I disagree. The Chairman might get his information straight from the military. He may not be very hands-on, or he may prefer to remain in the dark for all we know.”

“In any event, such details are why you get the big bucks, Charles. The point is that I want to communicate directly with the Chairman, or through as few intermediaries as possible, without the Chinese clandestine services knowing about it. He needs to decide who on his side is in the loop.”

“You can’t just call him?”

“Not without a thousand people knowing about it.”

“Okay, so I find a CIA asset in China I believe I can trust. When I approach him, I have to give him some information so he knows what's at stake and what we need. I could lie but the best approach is to have him in the loop. You okay with me adding yet another person to the growing list of people who know about the mission?”

“Once again, you’re dipping into the details that I pay you for. Just get me talking to the Chairman without anyone knowing. I don’t care what it takes to make it happen.”

“Yes, Sir.”

“That’s it? Charles, are you feeling okay? I expected you to have a lot of questions about my intentions.”

“If you want to talk to the Chairman, it might not be my business.”

“Bullshit. Now you’re pissing me off. We’re in this together. Ask me what you need to know to get your job done.”

“Okay, uh, exactly what do you plan to tell him? Understanding might help me sell a sense of urgency to my contacts.”

“I believe two things. First, if we do nothing about the Chinese becoming aware of the ship, they'll take some sort of action that jeopardizes it. Maybe not shoot it, but do something I can’t predict.”

“I agree with that, Sir.”

“Secondly, I don’t think there is any way short of full disclosure I can get them to believe me.”

“Full disclosure?” Charles looked horrified.

“I think we should tell them about Dr. Alderson’s research, and present them with full documentation. We should explain the purpose of the ship. Surely they wouldn’t destroy it to doom the human race just out of spite.”

“I don't share your belief, Sir. I think that might be exactly what they do. My years in this job haven’t left me feeling all warm and fuzzy about the innate dignity of the human spirit.”

“Good point. But, it makes sense we should give them hope. Not just so they don’t interfere with our launch, but because it’s the right thing to do.”

“Give them hope? You mean offer to make room for some of them on the ship?”

“Oh, no, that’s out of the question. I mean offer them help if they want to try building their own ship. Tell them we'll offer assistance scientifically but not physically or financially. Provide them with technical specifications of cryo-sleep and ion-drives so they stand a chance. Who knows, they’re clever, they may already have something better.”

“I’ve heard all I need, Sir. I have calls to make. I’ll let you know immediately how it goes.”


CHAPTER 7

“If we couldn’t adapt to the unexpected, humans would have been extinct long ago. It’s our greatest survival trait.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Sergeant John Stallman was nervous. He was in very good shape with a physique resembling a gymnast; 170 pounds, 5-10. One tour in Iraq, another in Afghanistan, and he was nervous about a little flying. He couldn’t help feeling weak; he thought combat experience would prepare him for anything, but apparently not. Crammed into the shuttle with sixteen others, he thought he might puke.

The vibrations didn’t help. When the solid thrusters ignited, the vibrations threatened to tear him apart. They'd been told the force during takeoff would be only three G's. What he hadn’t understood was that since they were also in a seated position, lying on their back, and wearing a pressure suit, the forces would be unlike anything he had experienced.

His urge to vomit passed when he heard Melissa screaming. She was to his left, and his wife, Sara, was to his right. His daughter's screams were excruciating; a father hates being helpless when his child suffers. Of course, going up to the ship was really a form of salvation, but Melissa was thirteen and terrified.

She finally quit screaming. He tried to occupy his mind with other thoughts.

He was excited to be among the earliest crew to board the ship. His wife, a botanist, had important work that should be started early. The living quarters of the ship had just been spun up three days ago. Now her farms would have normal gravity. The farms were critical not only for food, but for the carbon dioxide the plants consume and the oxygen they release. Melissa would assist her mom at the farms in addition to her heavy load of schoolwork.

John also had work which needed to start early. Initially, he would include run the orientations of colonists as they boarded. He had a week of intense orientation to undergo himself, much of it self-orientation as he explored the mostly vacant ship. He would be the first face of authority seen by the colonists, who were mostly civilians. The suddenness of military life, without the benefit of basic training, was going to be a shock to them.

Melissa’s giggles broke him out of his revery. The last of the thrust from the main engines had ceased, leaving them weightless. She was delighted and giggled like a six-year-old.

Their initial orientation would be conducted by one of the others in his squad. He planned to pay very close attention, not only to learn how the process should go, but to identify the emotions he felt during it, which would help him relate to the people he oriented later.

His other main function was to be a leader of squads of Scouts. Not just those who scout, but Scout, an official rank. These would be young men and women identified as having the physical and emotional traits necessary to be disciplined and lethal special forces soldiers. They would have to be able to operate without orders if separated from command. John felt honored to be tasked with this.

Based on his understanding from his initial briefings, he would have five and a half years of awake time to mold his squad. There would be twenty-four squads in all, but he planned on his being the best.

He felt nauseous from the weightlessness. Sara looked pale, as well, but Melissa had a smile on her face he had seen before at Disney World. Someone above him dry-retched. Worth noting, he thought, some of the crew would have more trouble with weightlessness than others.

Jolted from his revery when the maneuvering jets kicked in to guide them into orbit near the space station, he focused his attention. Getting from the shuttle to the space station involved connecting a cable between the two and having each person go hand-over-hand while tethered to the cable. It seemed safe, but Melissa was a bit of a klutz, so he was on edge. He realized he was talking to himself, something he had never done even during the stress of combat.

“Pay attention, John, you’re not on Earth anymore, never will be. Any mistake could be your last.”

~ ~ ~

"I'm Sergeant Stallman. I use the rank intentionally to remind you that even though you think of yourselves as civilians, once you made the cut to be on this voyage you were signed up for the military. We will not survive as a race without the discipline required of soldiers. You will, by necessity, be treated like soldiers. Your initial rank is Crewman.

“You'll be assigned jobs and have no say in what they will be. You'll be assigned studies of our choice, and you'll have schedules that are not optional. If you reject any of this tell us now so we can send you back to Earth.”

Choop didn't like this at all, but he understood the logic behind it. Four thousand people don’t just cooperate. People weren't built that way.

The ‘lecture hall’ in the temporary structure floating behind the space station was crowded. The 25 Crewmen were spread out evenly around the spherical room, gripping handholds to keep from floating around. Choop wasn't the only 16 year old in the room. The ages ranged from a girl who looked about 10 to the Sergeant, who looked to be in his mid 30’s.

The lack of gravity bothered Choop. Then he realized. The Sergeant's face was at right angles, so Choop couldn't read his expression. He aligned himself with the Sergeant. That felt better.

“I see some of you are aligning yourselves so that we share the vertical. The rest of you should, as well; it facilitates communication. Once you transfer to Inception, the spin of the ship will provide pseudo-gravity in most of the living areas, but those who are assigned work in the zero-gravity labs will need to learn this trick.”

Several of the Crewmen raised their hands. Sergeant Stallman cut them off by raising his own, palm out.

“I know you have lots of questions, but there's no time for that. There'll be many more of these meetings, two per day for the next week, so your questions will be answered. There's a lot to cover, so each session will focus only on one aspect of life aboard the ship and your duties. Today we're focusing on Time Dilation.”

Someone across the room from Choop interrupted loudly, “I have a question.”

The man raised his hand as he spoke, letting go of the handhold, so he drifted toward the center of the room, flailing comically.

Sergeant Stallman didn’t seem overly concerned. He said, “Happens every session. In classrooms they're called Spring-Butts when they jump up to ask a question. Now, in zero gravity, I'm coining a new term. Spring-Butts are now going to known as Launch-Butts."

As the idiot slowly drifted toward Choop, the Sergeant continued as though the spectacle of the squirming moron was of no concern.

“As I was saying, Time Dilation is the term we've decided to use for the profound changes in our lives made by cryo-sleep. There are two major aspects: psychological and physical. The real-time duration of the journey to the first star system, actually an unusual three-star system, will take over a century. This wouldn't be possible without the use of cryo-sleep, the term chosen for inducing hibernation using extremely low temperatures.”

The gyrating Crewman came close to Choop, reaching out for help. Securing his feet in a lower handhold to free his hands, Choop slipped his hand passed the man’s extended hand and grabbed him by the elbow. He gently spun the man around and nudged him slightly in the lower back, sending him back toward the center of the room. He was hardly moving at all.

He couldn’t navigate zero gravity very well, but he could still talk, “What the hell? You asshole. Why'd you do that?”

Choop glanced toward Sergeant Stallman, wondering if he was in trouble. A huge smile was plastered across the Sergeant’s face.

“What’s your name Crewman?” Sergeant Stallman asked Choop.

“Choop Miles, Sergeant.”

“Well done. Hey, floating guy whose name I don’t want to know, shut up.”

The Sergeant hooked a shoe tip in his handhold and extended himself out closer to the center of the room, getting everyone’s attention.

“Back to what I was saying about cryo. Each Crewman on the ship, as well as all officers, will be part of a crew-unit consisting of 24 crewmen. You'll be on duty for one month out of every 24 months and hibernating — essentially frozen — the other 23. The science is new and 24 months is as long as has been thoroughly tested.”

Choop didn't like what he was hearing. It implied longer cryo-sleep was dangerous in some way. Choop could think of a couple of obvious scenarios. Waking up as a vegetable — or not waking up at all — following hibernation did not appeal to him. But, like everyone else here, the alternative of returning to Earth wasn't a viable option.

“Let me first define some terms so everyone understands. Since we won't be circling the sun and spinning with the Earth, time measurements are arbitrary. We've chosen to continue with 24 hour day, for obvious reasons. But there's no longer any need for months to match the duration of the Earth’s rotation around the sun. We'll keep the 12 months with the same names because it is familiar, but each month will have 30 days.

“Your awake-period will actually be 30.5 days, since there will be an overlap of 12 hours with your replacement. These 12 hours are to be used for relaying transition information to the newly awakening team member. It also gives the relief time to acclimate. Testing has shown it takes a few hours to overcome extreme fatigue when waking from cryo.”

The Sergeant noticed many crewmen were focused on watching the squirming asshole rather than listening. “Crewman Miles, assist Launch-Butt in getting to a handhold.”

Using both hands Choop gripped a handhold and put his feet between his hands, squatting on the wall. Shoving with his legs, he launched toward the floating Crewman. He slammed into Launch-Butt’s rib cage, driving the wind out of him. They both sailed across the room, hitting the far wall. Crewmen there grabbed both to hold them steady.

Choop was prepared if Launch-Butt might lash out, but he seemed most concerned with finding oxygen. Choop turned and pushed back toward his original location.

“Well done once again, Crewman Miles. Where was I? Oh yes, onto the psychological effect of Time Dilation.

“Our bodies have evolved to sleep a few hours in every day. We heal and recover during this time, and we also dream. Dreams are an important aspect of a healthy human mind. Research has shown, during cryo-sleep, we don’t dream. We don’t have data for the long-term, repeated use of cryo-sleep, but our psychologists believe there will be an effect of some type.”

Again, Choop didn’t like what he was hearing. Bureaucrats were guessing what cryo-sleep would do to humans when repeated for over a century.

“The testing we managed to do implies the result of Time Dilation will resemble the effects of sleep deprivation used during interrogation. Disorientation and confusion are commonly understood results, but there’s a much more serious effect as it applies to our mission.

“Sleep deprivation impairs attention, alertness, concentration, reasoning, and problem solving, making it difficult to learn effectively. Various sleep cycles play a role in consolidating memories. If you don’t get enough sleep, you won’t be able to remember what you learned and experienced during the day.”

At this point the injured Crewman found his voice, “It sounds like we’re gonna be a bunch of damned guinea pigs.”

Sergeant Stallman had enough. He thrust himself into the air, heading toward Launch-Butt. His movements were fluid and graceful. When he got to the Crewman, the action was still graceful though it was aggressive and ruthless. He grabbed the Crewman by the back of his collar and launched them both toward the door. They flew through without touching the doorframe.

Everyone in the room floated in stunned silence until the Sergeant returned.

“Okay, where was I?”

A girl near Choop asked, “What’s gonna happen to him?” She couldn’t have been more than ten years old.

“He volunteered to return to Earth.”

“Won’t he tell everyone about out secret trip?”

“He’ll only be taken to the surface after we depart.”

Sergeant Stallman had essentially sentenced the man to death. Silence in the room was loud. The Sergeant let it linger a few seconds.

The Sergeant addressed the girl. “What’s your name?”

“Mila.”

“Well, Mila, can you remember where I was in my lecture?”

“You were saying that because cryo-sleep isn’t like regular sleep, we might not remember what we learned during the day.”

“Yes, thank you. To counteract this symptom you’ll start each cryo session with eight hours of normal sleep. You need to report for cryo tired and ready for normal sleep. This is very important. If we have to sedate you to induce sleep, it’s not as effective. This also makes entering cryo-sleep less threatening because you enter it while you’re already asleep.

“During the first day of each awake period you’ll be given tests designed to assess mental acuity. These resemble the concussion protocol used in athletics, but with a much higher level of detail.”

By this point Choop felt sick to his stomach. He had doubts about everything Sergeant Stallman was saying, imagining all types of scenarios. You might not wake up, or you might become an idiot over decades. This would also be true for the officers making critical decisions.

“The physical ramifications of Time Dilation will be evident in every aspect of life aboard ship. As I said earlier, the twenty-four of you who share the same work slot will be a crew-unit. This matters more to the crew planners than it will to you. You’ll only interact with two of your fellow crew-unit members, the one you relieve and your relief. If all goes according to plan, you won’t meet the other twenty-one members of your crew-unit until we reach our destination.”

Choop glanced at Myoki, floating to his left. She probably wouldn’t be in his crew-unit, but surely they would keep family on the same cryo-sleep schedule. The thought of not seeing her during each precious month awake was unsettling. If he understood what the Sergeant was saying, a different crew-unit schedule might mean he wouldn’t see her for the duration of the trip.

“Having said all of that, let me clarify. The number of crew in each crew-unit won’t necessarily be twenty-four, that’s just the average. Crew-unit size will vary based on function. Each crew-unit will have a sleep schedule designed to have crew members at an optimum age for their duties as we colonize. Children, for our purposes those who start the trip at 7 or less, will age faster as they’ll spend more time awake and be used to fill gaps that might occur on crew-units due to unforeseen circumstances.”

The knot in Choop’s stomach tightened. What could cause ‘gaps’? In Choop’s mind that was another reference to using untested science. Maybe gaps referred to those that never woke? He felt like he might toss his cookies.

“The overall plan will call for us to arrive with a healthy mix of ages in our population, ranging from teenagers to early forties, with most of the population being in their twenties. There’ll be very few small children if things go as planned. I am telling you this to help you understand Time Dilation’s ubiquity. You’ll find it normal to see others — from crew-units with a different number of members — age either slower or faster than you.”

Choop looked around the room, estimating ages. Myoki, who just turned 30, and the Sergeant were definitely the two oldest in the room. There was another Asian woman who might be as old as Myoki, but it was hard to tell. Most people appeared to be in their teens or early twenties. There were two children, maybe 10 years old.

“There’s another unit that’ll have more relevance for you, your squad. The squad will vary in size based upon duties. Each crew member will have three posts, or jobs. All members of your squad will have an identical set of jobs and you’ll work as a team. Some assignments will require more crew. Working the nursery, for example, where children require 24-hour care. Other assignments will require less time. The planners will assign your three duties so you spend of total of 9 hours a day working.

“To help you understand, think of it this way: your crew-unit is a group who fill a role but are never awake at the same time. Your squad is a group who are awake on the same shift and work together to accomplish a given function.”

At this point, Mila tentatively raised her hand. She was afraid she might be ejected from the room, even though she’d already spoken with the Sergeant.

He was annoyed, but he took a very deep breath and said gently, “Yes?”

“How will the people in charge make decisions if almost everyone is asleep?”

“Well, Mila, that is a good question which will be covered in detail in a later session. For now, let me just say there’ll be a log-book kept by each crew-unit, which will be used as a communication tool.”

She seemed to shrink in size at this gentle admonition. The Sergeant waited to see if anyone else felt like they were at a town meeting. When no one spoke, he continued.

“All the members of your squad will be near the same age. Each squad will be on a schedule designed to accomplish tasks necessary for the operation of the ship, and to insure you age at the correct pace.

“You’ll also spend three hours a day studying various disciplines ranging from chemistry to karate. Studies are required and will be tailored to your function on the ship. You will never graduate, just advance. We’re trying to colonize a planet that will probably be hostile to us in many ways. We must be at our best to survive.”

At this point Myoki cleared her throat rather loudly. Sergeant Stallman looked her way. She didn’t raise her hand or indicate she wished to speak, but her expression was clearly hopeful. The Sergeant seemed to appreciate the subtlety.

“You have a question, Miss?”

“We’ll work 9 hours a day, no choice. We’ll study 3 hours a day, no choice. I assume you’ll require 8 hours sleep. That leaves 4 hours for exercise, meals, and hygiene. I’ve never been in the military, but I assume you’ll also leave us no choice there either. Will there be any personal time at all?”

“You will, in fact, be required to exercise regularly, eat properly, and, yes, sleep at least 8 hours per day. But, don’t despair, you get half a day off on Sunday.”

Choop couldn’t tell if the grin that accompanied this statement was full of glee or malice. Looking around the room and making eye contact, the Sergeant continued.

“When we get to our new home, we might survive if we’re the best we can be. You’ll be at your best because we’ll leave you no choice. If that annoys you, bitch to your squad members, that’s one of the critical functions a squad provides.

“Welcome to the military. You’re dismissed.”

~ ~ ~

Myoki didn’t know the exact schedule for loading the ship with personnel, but she was sure the group she and Choop went up with were early arrivals. When they were on the transport called an air-sled, she realized the pilot was training the co-pilot. It was obvious to her the crew members were still getting acclimated.

From the moment they arrived on the space station, she was so nervous her stomach was tied in knots. Everything was unknown. Every action was a new learning experience. She was constantly on edge.

Choop, however, took to it all like a fish to water. She was amazed how he moved in weightlessness as though he had been doing it his whole life. On the line connecting the shuttle to the space station, he helped others as they struggled. He was so efficient one of the welcoming crewmen began directing Choop’s efforts, as though Choop reported to him.

Family units got to bunk together, so she and Choop were given a small berth to share. They were told not to get too comfortable with the arrangement since it was only for the duration of orientation.

There were five sessions of formal lectures during orientation. The time in between lectures was spent in a combination of physical tours and meetings with the leaders of the squads to which you were assigned. There was so much to take in, it was overwhelming.

During the second session they were given their schedules.

As Myoki slipped under the covers that night, she said, “Choop, I got my full schedule today. Did you?”

She could hear Choop stir under his covers across the tiny room. “Yes. My rank is Scout, that’s my primary function when we get to the new planet. I’ll also be working in the farms and performing maintenance on the ship. I’m gonna be a farming-janitor, a cleaning-soldier, a fighting-farmer.”

She marveled at a 16-year-old’s ability to cope with change. Deciding to match his whimsy, she said, “I am going to be a teaching-nursery-worker and a daycare-professor.”

“That’s just two. What’s your third job?”

“Just those two, for now. Later I will be spending much of my time analyzing the reams of data we collect as we get close to the new planet.”

“Professor of what? What will you be teaching?”

“Microbiology. Maybe you’ll be in my class.”

“Nope. My three classes are Martial Arts, Mechanics of Inception, and Navigation. I don’t mean navigation like where we are in the universe. I mean like how to explore a planet. The Scouts will be the first ones sent to the surface.”

The last statement made her hair stand on end, reminding her of Bipin. He spent all that time training Choop on understanding forests, and now Choop was a Scout to be trained on moving around on the planet. She suddenly knew beyond any doubt the new planet would have many forests.

The ‘ground floor’, or outer ring of the spinning disk that contained breathable air, had a long, wide hallway. You could walk around the disk and get back to the same location by walking down this hallway. The floor curved up to visually disappear behind the ceiling. To her it was disconcerting. All Choop had to say about it was, “Cool.”

On this ground floor the gravity was 1.05 G’s. This floor was mostly used for the farms. There were also cryo-sleep chambers, gymnasiums, and some cafeterias.

The next deck up was used mostly for sleeping berths for the ‘awake’ portion of the population. It had cafeterias and the nurseries for taking care of the smaller children. The gravity at this level was 0.8 G’s.

The third deck was used mostly for offices and labs for the various scientific disciplines. This level had a gravity of 0.45 G’s.

The fourth level had a gravity of 0.1 G’s. It was used mostly for low-gravity scientific experiments and storage.

The center section was the bridge, with weightlessness at the center and barely perceptible gravity elsewhere. The ‘windows’ giving views of the stars were actually feeds from cameras located on the exterior of the ship’s struts.

This was all very exciting for Choop, but Myoki felt like having a nervous breakdown. She had picked up on the verbal clues during orientation indicating cryo-sleep was new and represented a real risk. She had nightmares about being very cold and sleepy. The nightmares ended with her seeing Choop encased in ice.

Myoki was doing alright until she saw the drawer. The wall was full of drawers, floor to ceiling, that resembled those she had seen in movies when the detectives went to the morgue. The only reason she didn’t run away was Choop. His strong hands were on her shoulders, and she would be shamed if she couldn’t do this in front of him. She was grateful the technician allowed her to go first.

She knew the tube inserted down her trachea was necessary. They had to fill her lungs with a breathable liquid in order for her body the handle the G’s during launch. She desperately hoped Choop couldn’t hear her muted screams.


CHAPTER 8

“Honorable humans consider sacrificing self for others a duty. It’s one of our best features.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Charles felt lightheaded. He’d been so focused on the launch of Inception for so long, he seldom thought of anything else. Waiting in the anteroom for Evelyn to announce the President’s availability, he rotated his head to pop his neck. The end was near, not just of his involvement in getting Inception ready, but his life as well.

He found himself thinking not of the starship, but of regrets. He never married, and now that the end of the planet was approaching, he never felt more lonely.

He was glad there was no wife. He would’ve had to watch her pain at knowing the end was near, or lie to her, pretending all was normal.

But, he did wish he had someone to share his pain. Now that he’d soon be free of the intense activity associated with the ship, he found himself thinking what the end was going to be like. A full Nova, he would just burn. Something less, he would endure excruciating days of riots and starvation.

He fully understood, for the first time, the saying ‘misery loves company’. Understood it not just intellectually, but in his gut. He was going to die alone, childless, maybe from starvation.

“The President will see you now, Mr. Darnell.”

“How are you doing, Evelyn? I never ask.”

She paused as she was turning away, looking surprised.

“Thanks for asking, Charles. How nice. Truth is, I feel numb. You?”

“Numb … that’s a good description.”

“Could Dr. Alderson be wrong?””

“Wouldn’t that be nice? Unfortunately, recent solar activity matches everything he’s predicted.”

“Maybe he’ll be wrong, and you’ll have time to get another ship built.”

Charles had a surge of affection. He hugged her and then they stood quietly for a few seconds before he could speak. “Sure, maybe he’ll be wrong.”

The President’s South Carolina drawl interrupted them. “Charles? What the hell? You gonna flirt with my Chief of Staff or get in here?”

Evelyn giggled like a teenager. It was a sweet sound. Charles smiled for the first time in weeks.

Evelyn responded for him. “What, you not used to being ignored, Magnificent World Leader?”

The President’s bewildered expression made both Charles and Evelyn to break into laughter, adding to his bewilderment, which caused them to laugh harder. Finally, he grinned. Not because it was funny, but because it was contagious.

“Get your ass in here.”

Charles managed to compose himself, at least outwardly, as he stepped into the Oval Office. Inwardly, he wondered if Evelyn was married. He should know, but he couldn’t seem to remember.

“Charles, you feeling okay?”

“Sorry, Sir, just a little distracted.”

“I know what you mean, Son. The end of the world will do that.”

Son? The President had never called him son. Charles realized he wasn’t the only one affected. Charles took a deep, ragged breath and began his report.

“The penultimate shuttle is scheduled for launch this afternoon; the last one tomorrow. It’ll carry the last eighteen, lucky souls. The Raptors have been successful in preventing more militia attacks. Since we increased the perimeter around the launch site, they’ve been trying from higher altitudes, but the F22s are too much for them.”

“I understand they have even been using Learjets?”

“Yes, Sir, but a Learjet is no match for a Raptor.”

“I have also been hearing about general unrest in some of the larger urban areas. LA, Chicago, Detroit.”

“Yes, the chatter on the InterWeb makes it pretty obvious more and more people know about Inception.”

Charles was hoping his funny name for social media would make the President smile. It had in the past; it didn’t today.

“Make my day, Charles. Tell me Dr. Alderson’s predictions are not holding true.”

“I’d never lie to the President, Mr. President.”

“That bad?”

“The recent solar volatility matches his predictions. He’s saying the massive CME — he won’t ever say Nova — has a ninety-eight percent probability of occurring in the next five months.”

“Then I guess we need to get Inception on its way.”

~ ~ ~

Inception wasn’t the only hope for humanity. The Chinese had taken the President’s offer seriously, and were accepting any help the United States offered. Their political and social structure made it possible for them to move much faster than America.

The President agreed to their use of the space station. The Chinese ship was being constructed in an orbit five degrees in the opposite direction from Inception. The U. S. no longer needed the temporary quarters that served personnel during early construction, so they allowed access to the Chinese.

The Chinese weren’t as concerned with secrecy, so their activity was easily followed by anyone with a telescope. Chinese construction went fast. Their design was similar to Inception; their ship would be completed within two or three months.

The Chinese also confirmed Dr. Alderson’s predictions. They duplicated his results and, in fact, believed the Nova was closer than Dr. Alderson thought.

China’s ship differed from Inception in one critical aspect. It was larger, designed to carry seven thousand people. Everyone involved with Inception agreed this was a good thing; more people increased genetic diversity, and their colony would be able to sustain more loss of life.

The Chinese asked only one question that bothered the President. They wanted to know which star system was Inception’s destination. Their reason — according to their Chairman — was so they could avoid going to the same system.

The President agonized over giving this information, but finally relented. His reasoning was simple. Having a new world with political tensions between an American and Chinese colony was better than a new world that had only one colony. Better chances of survival, and his optimistic side had to believe that in such a situation the colonies would be strong allies, fighting for survival together.

The Chinese swore they would go to a different system.

The President thought, “Maybe our great-great-grandchildren will run into descendants of the Chinese colony somewhere in the middle.”

~ ~ ~

Hector was so nervous sweat was collecting in his armpits. The smell in the pressure suit was unpleasant, but he hardly noticed. He had other things on his mind.

He was thinking of Raul and Alejandro, his older brothers. He was thinking of Mariana, his younger sister. He was thinking of his five nephews and nieces.

None of these loved ones was on the shuttle with him. The idiots controlling who got to go to the stars and who stayed to die didn’t think they were worthy. He was only going because his wife was a brilliant scientist. He and his son were included, but the rest of his family was to be abandoned.

He had made up his mind up. They were going to regret their stupidity. He was pleased he was on the next-to-last shuttle. It suited his plans.

The small, airtight suitcase given for personal belongings was in the hold of the shuttle. It would be returned to him as he was getting ready to make the transfer to the air-sled. Each person was responsible for his own belongings.

He was allowed only five pounds, including the weight of the suitcase. Five pounds for a new life seemed inadequate, but it was enough. His belongings were four pounds of explosives and detonators. The simple act of opening the latch of the suitcase would make these fools pay.

Sweat became more of a problem with weightlessness. Drops of perspiration floated inside his helmet; some got on his faceshield.

When given the suitcase, his heart began to race. It pounded in his ears as he slid along the line towards the air-sled. He felt lightheaded as he settled into his seat. Maria and Pablo were to his right. Theirs were the only deaths he would regret.

He waited until the sled was halfway to the ship before making his move. He triggered the chin switch to activate his com and said to the two crewmen escorting the sled, “Listen carefully. I am Hector Lopez. I have a bomb. I have demands.”

Both crewmen, one in front, one at the back, searched for who was speaking. They could not tell the location of the speaker. The other passengers also looked, wondering who had spoken. Only Maria and Pablo were staring at him, stunned.

“Who said that?”

The crewman in the front of the sled had unbuckled, turned around in his seat, and was scanning the passengers.

“What a stupid question. You know the answer. Hector Lopez.”

“Where are you?”

“No more stupid questions. The first demand is this. You will contact the commander of the ship and tell him of my demands. Understood?”

“You’re crazy if you think I’m doing that.”

“Then be prepared to die. I am.”

“Inception, this is Sergeant Langley, we have a situation.”

“Robert, what the hell? I’ve got this. He probably doesn’t even have a bomb.”

Hector knew who was in command of the sled when the crewman at the rear said, “Keep quiet, Sergeant.”

“This is Inception, is there a problem?”

“Yes, Inception, there is a problem. We have a passenger says he has a bomb. Wants to talk to the Colonel. Over.”

“Say again? Over.”

“We have a passenger with a bomb. Wants to communicate his demands to the Colonel. Over.”

“Getting the Colonel. It will take a minute. Over.”

~ ~ ~

The Chinese ship would not be ready to leave for two or three months after the Americans. They had started later, and the ship was larger.

One of the problems the Americans had, the Chinese didn’t have was the need for stealth. They did not use an air-sled.

The pilot of the docking shuttle was Shing Huang. He had been guiding the shuttle back and forth from the space station to their ship for nine months, and had become very proficient at maneuvering the craft.

He had two radios — one tuned to the Chinese frequency, and one tuned to the American frequency. When he heard the word bomb, his heart raced. He was returning from the ship to the space station, his cargo hold empty. He slowed the shuttle and tried to get a visual on the American air sled.

“This is Colonel Goetsch. I have command of Inception. Who am I talking to?”

“I am Hector Lopez. Listen up. I have four pounds of C4, and I will detonate it if you do not meet my demands.”

“What are you trying to accomplish by this foolishness?”

“Shut up and listen. I want you to open communications with the news media on Earth. I want this story to be covered by all the media. Let me know when you have done that.”

“That will take time. Sergeant Langley, stop the sled while I work on it.”

“No! If he stops the sled, I blow it up. It and all of us.”

“Okay, calm down, Mr. Lopez. Give me some time.”

Shing could not believe what he was hearing. The commander of the American ship must be an idiot. Shing thought it obvious that the only objective of the terrorist was to blow up some critical part of Inception, probably the ION drive.

As he continued trying to locate the sled, he calculated why this must be the case. First, the terrorist’s actions had already guaranteed he would not leave with the ship if it launched. Second, the Americans were desperately building a ship because staying on Earth was suicide; there was no way any demands would change that. Third, nothing they could offer the terrorist, who would be staying on a doomed planet, would be of significant value.

Shing new his logic was correct. Something must be done. The pilot of the sled should stop, in spite of the threat. Sacrificing everyone on the sled was the least bad option.

He located the sled. It was well over halfway to the ship. He could make out it’s movement by stars disappearing behind it. It was not stopping. Was the sled’s pilot a fool as well?

He came to a decision. He turned toward the sled and accelerated.

~ ~ ~

Colonel Goetsch was instructing his communications officer to establish a connection to the President when he was interrupted by a yell from the bridge window.

“Oh my God! Look!”

“What? Lieutenant, what are you yelling about?”

“I think the Chinese docking shuttle is heading for the sled.”

They watched in horror as the shuttle impacted the sled, accelerating the entire time.

It was not like an explosion which would have occurred in atmosphere. There was a brief flash when air from the docking shuttle burned as it was released; otherwise, the collision occurred in silence with no fire, no explosion.

Wreckage spun off in all directions. The bodies of the occupants of the sled rapidly disappeared into the blackness of space.

The control room was silent. Finally, Colonel Goetsch found his voice.

“Lieutenant, prepare to launch. Sound the alarms. This is not a drill.”

“Sir?”

“Now, Lieutenant.”

“Sir, with respect, we still have a shuttle scheduled to come up tomorrow. And, some of the sled’s crew might have survived.”

“Lieutenant, we have no sled to bring any more crew from the space station. The Chinese no longer have their docking shuttle to assist us. There is no way in hell we can save any of the people that might be floating God-knows-where in space. Follow your orders.”


CHAPTER 9

“Humans are very adaptable, that’s how we got to the top of the food chain.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Choop woke from cryo-sleep and immediately thought of Myoki. He remembered how scared she was when they put her under. As he coughed up the breathing fluid, he was less concerned about his discomfort than he was for her.

He had told the technician to wake him first, so he could be there when she woke, but that didn’t happen. As he climbed down from the drawer, he saw her looking at him through the observation glass.

Her worry turned to relief as he approached.

“You did better than I did, Choop; it took me fifteen minutes to get out of bed.”

He knew referring to waking up from two years of sleep as ‘getting out of bed’ was her attempt at levity, so he tried to laugh, but couldn’t. His throat was dry.

“How long have you been awake?”

“About an hour. I don’t think the technician likes me. I’ve been pestering him about waking you.”

“They told us it was important to move around and get the blood flowing. Have you been standing at the window for an hour?”

“No, I’ve been pacing back and forth. My blood is just fine. Let’s take a walk.”

They left the cryogenics lab, turning left. The main hallway had a few people in sight, with other’s heels just disappearing beyond the ceiling’s weird, upside-down horizon. They walked for thirty minutes, making a full rotation.

The situation was odd and unknown. Neither of them knew what to expect, let alone how to act. The silence between them was awkward.

Gravity, due to the rotation of the living quarters, was vertical, but there was a slight pull from the side due to the acceleration of the ION drive. They were told they would eventually get used to it, but for now, it was disconcerting. At least it gave Myoki something to say.

“The floor seems slanted. It feels like we’re walking on the side of a hill.”

Choop knew she understood the physics of why it felt that way, and was just making conversation. He thought he should say something, but didn’t feel like small talk.

She tried again. “Is your breathing okay?”

They were coming to one of the gyms. He turned into it without answering. She followed. As he studied one of the treadmills to figure out the controls, she tried again.

“Neat. They pointed all the treadmills parallel to the thrust of the ION drive. You won’t feel like your treadmill is on the side of a hill.”

He didn’t respond.

“So, I guess, after sleeping for two years, you don’t feel much like talking.”

She got on a treadmill, set the speed to twelve KPH and began to jog with him. She would just run until he wanted to talk, at least that was her plan. Twenty minutes later she gave up, stopped, and sat on one of the benches.

After he finished running, he finally spoke. “Do you know your schedule yet?”

“No. I think they provide it during the first transition meeting. I know I’m going to tend the nursery, assist with a few scientific experiments, and teach microbiology. I’ll spend most of my time teaching. That and studying xenobiology. That’s will be strange, studying something that doesn’t exist. It will be all theory and imagination.”

Her chatter seemed forced, but he was glad for it. It meant he could avoid talking. He was feeling angry but didn’t know why.

“You’re going to do maintenance, farming, and be a Scout, right? … Choop? … Earth to Choop.”

He turned to her, staring. She realized what she had just said.

“I’m pretty sure the Earth is dead by now, Myoki.”

~ ~ ~

Waking the second time was easier for Myoki. She was up and active quickly.

She was looking forward to seeing Choop. The final two weeks of the previous shift had been strange. Choop had obviously been avoiding her; she barely saw him. When she did, he was guarded, wouldn’t talk more than necessary.

When she asked the technician about waking Choop, she was shaken to her core. The technician told her his crew-unit had lost a man and his rotation was now every twenty-three months rather than twenty-four.

She was so upset she had trouble doing the calculation. If he was awake every twenty-three months and she was awake every twenty-four, then they would see each other only after twenty-four two-year cycles. Forty-eight years real-time!

Wait, that was real-time. In her individual awake-time, it would only be two years. She would age two years; he would age two years and one month.

She remembered being told subjective time over the course of the entire voyage would be four point six years. That meant she was only going to be awake with Choop twice. She would age four point six years and he would age four point eight. Thinking about it made her head hurt.

She was depressed. She would only see Choop once every two years, for a month at a time. He was just a sixteen-year-old kid, all alone.

She decided to bring this up in her transition meeting. The crew-unit teammate updating her was Susanna Lee, a strawberry blond from Austin, Texas. They had bonded well; coming from life in Texas was a compelling, shared experience, given the circumstances.

“Susie, I got the worst news this morning. Choop’s schedule has changed. His crew-unit only has twenty-three members now. I’m not sure why. I will only get to see him every two years. He’s just a kid, and he’s on his own.”

“You are not the first to experience that. I have spoken with two others who are losing touch with family members. Apparently the scuttlebutt is that some people are not waking.”

“Oh, my God. I remember Sergeant Stallman talking about that possibility during the initial orientation. I guess I didn’t want to believe it. What a nightmare. I thought he said they would wake other crew members to fill those gaps.”

“He did, but they can’t use someone from an existing crew-unit, it just leaves another hole. It must be more common than they planned for.”

~ ~ ~

Waking from cryo was starting to seem normal to Myoki. This was her fifth time. She didn’t speak to the technician; she knew he didn’t like her.

She went through what was becoming her normal wake routine. She went by Choop’s drawer, she jogged, did yoga, showered. By the time of her transition meeting, she felt human.

“Good morning, Susie. I’m glad you’re still with us.”

“Wow, Myoki, pessimistic much? You expect everyone to wake up dead? You need to cheer up, girl.”

“Sorry, can’t help it. Every time I hear about another missing person, I feel like it’s an epidemic.”

“It’s not an epidemic. My understanding is it’s getting more rare. They think some people are susceptible, so if you’ve been going down and waking up, the odds are good it will continue.”

“That makes sense. Thanks. Maybe I’ll be all cheery next time I wake.”

“We both know you won’t be all cheery until nineteen more cycles when you see Choop.”

“Why are we talking about this? I thought you were supposed to be filling me with transition info.”

“What you need to do is find a guy. Steve, this cycle’s cryo-technician is pretty hot and he’s single. Every time he puts me to sleep, I have dreams of him.”

“First of all, he hates me. Second of all, you don’t dream during the deep sleep, everyone knows that. Third of all, I wouldn’t wanna steal him from you.”

“Wow. Every time we do this, you depress me. Please, get laid sometime this month.”

“Okay, I’m guessing that you don’t have any important new transition info for me since you just want to gossip.”

“Your schedule is the same as last time. In my wake-up meeting I was told nothing has changed and I’m telling you, nothing has changed.”

“Well, okay. I guess the human race is just flying through the universe as boring as ever. I was kinda hoping for something new.”

“I can tell you this. The fifth graders like you best. Since they get to stay awake longer they have a lot of different micro-biology teachers and you are their favorite. I heard’em talking about how they’re glad you’re next.”

“Thanks. It’s nice to know that. I guess I better get to the nursery.”

“You should. Two more Star-Babies while you were asleep.”

“What? Wow.”

“See, some folks can find romance in space. I’m telling you, you should try it.”

Myoki stuck her tongue out at Susanna as they parted.

She was still early so her walk toward the nursery was slow. She was thinking about Susie’s news. Two more new babies meant there would be seven small children in the nursery. Seven new humans who had never set a foot on soil or breathed air coming off an ocean.

When she entered the nursery, she could see one of the new Star-Babies. It must have been born just after she last went to sleep. The little girl was already walking. The other was in Chandra’s arms, being rocked and given a bottle. Chandra was one of the night-shift parents, an unofficial term used by everyone.

“Hello, Myoki. It’s good to see you.”

“Hey, Chandra. You have a good sleep?”

“Dreamed of oceans.”

“You did not. No dreams. That’s what the scientists say.”

“You’re forgetting the first few hours of normal sleep. I dreamed about oceans, by God, and it was great. Salty air, smelled like fish and seagulls.”

“I wish I remembered my dreams; I never do.”

“Here’s a dream for you — little Saoirse. She’s just two months old. Hold her while I get ready to go. I’m really tired. The first day after waking is always the worst.”

Taking the baby, Myoki exchanged places with Chandra, settling into the carbon-fiber rocking chair.

“Saoirse, that’s an interesting name,” Myoki said.

“I think so, too. Irish, I think.”

“She’s so pale.”

“Yes, but no chance of her getting sunburned until we find our new home. Most of the Star-Babies will stay pale.”

“I thought we weren’t supposed to use that term.”

Chandra stuck her tongue out at Myoki, and said, “Oh, lighten up. It’s just me and you.” She added a wink.

Myoki asked, “Are they talking more?”

“They do just fine in their lessons, saying every word. Perfect enunciation.”

“You know what I mean. Are they still quiet until prodded? They don’t prattle on like normal kids; it bothers me. I’m worried what we’re doing to the human race.”

“What, you think we go to colonize a whole new planet and nothing changes? Of course they’re not like normal kids. They’re not normal kids They were born on a spaceship. I have noticed that they seen to communicate non-verbally more than normal toddlers. Maybe they can read minds.”

“Well, they’re ‘raised by a village’. None of us are here more than a month at a time. It’s the new normal.”

“I know. I know. I’ve heard all the theories. Maybe little Saoirse will run at the mouth.”

“Wait until they’re teenagers. God knows what the new normal will be.”

~ ~ ~

Choop knew he wasn’t supposed to call himself a janitor, but that was exactly how he thought of himself when doing maintenance. The main activity — by a wide margin — he performed as a ‘maintenance engineer’ was cleaning air ducts.

One of the things ignored by every science fiction movie involving spaceships he had ever watched was air ducts. It turns out — if you are living in an enclosed carbon-fiber box for a century — one of the critical environmental features is air movement. If you don’t keep the air cycling around the ship, people don’t get enough oxygen.

The ship’s engineers knew this and designed the air flow system for easy maintenance. Ducts were large enough for a human to pass through. They were built of carbon-fiber strong enough to support a man crawling through them.

The system was designed with redundancy so, if Choop was in one of the ducts, essentially clogging it, the air could still get where it needed by another path.

The air exiting the farms was especially full of material that caked the walls of the ducts. They had to be cleaned regularly, or the walls would sprout plants. Fungus was a real problem; the smell reminded Choop of mushrooms. He hated mushrooms and gagged when scrubbing the walls of the ducts.

He much preferred his other duties. When working on the farm he managed to get a lot of idle time and could study his schoolwork. But, his real love was the training for his assignment as a Scout.

In Choop’s opinion, Scout was going to be the most important assignment a man could have when they reached the new planet. He first heard this from the leader of his Scout crew-unit, Sergeant Stallman. He agreed with the reasoning. Exploring the new planet to find the location which would give a colony the best chance of survival is important and irrevocable.

Choop loved Scout training so much he volunteered to supplement another crew-unit which lost four people to sleep-death. It was Sergeant Sneath’s crew-unit. Since it now had only twenty-one members, he knew he would be awake more often than most. Combined with his awake time for his first crew-unit, he would definitely age faster than Myoki.

That excited him. He imagined Myoki — when they were all awakened for the new planet — seeing him as a man and not a boy.

Then he discovered another unit that had multiple sleep-deaths and joined that one as well. In that unit, he helped tend the nursery and assist in the cryogenics lab, as well as study xenobiology.

He knew being a member of three crew-units meant that he was catching up with Myoki’s chronological age quickly, but when he tried to do the calculations to figure out exactly, it made his head hurt.

He did commit himself to avoiding her. If one of his new units was awake at the same time as hers, he made sure they didn’t run into each other. He wanted her first awareness of him as a man to be when he was fully grown.

Sergeant Stallman gave him a handwritten note to take to the other Sergeants under which he served as Scout. He followed orders and didn’t read it, but both Sergeants reacted the same way — they made sure he was enrolled in karate, and they used him as ‘enemy’ in team drills.

The Scouts had managed to procure a large room on level three for training exercises. It only had a gravity of 0.45 Gs, but was one of the largest open spaces on the ship. It was originally intended for large gatherings, but Scout training took priority.

The other Scout squads were led by Sergeant Trythall and Sergeant Sneath. They were not as mean as Sergeant Stallman, but both were tough. Choop suspected Sergeant Trythall resented whatever had been in the note. He gave Choop almost impossible tasks during training.

The training room was frequently renovated. Sometimes it was set up as a desert; other times as a forest; one time as a mountainside.

Even though during training he was the enemy, he loved it. He was very successful at spoiling the squad’s plans during exercises.

His mind wandered so much he was scrubbing the same section of duct repeatedly. It wasn’t until he paused that he heard voices. A conversation floated down the ductwork amid the repellent smell of rotting mushrooms.

His curiosity got the better of him. He was glad the ducts were made of carbon-fiber. Crawling made no noise as he searched for the source of conversation. When he found the grate it was coming from, he discovered he was listening to a hushed, quiet discussion. Not whispers, but close.

He realized he was snooping on a conversation between Colonel Goetsch and his Captain. He wanted to quit listening and scurry away, but was afraid of making noise, getting caught, and facing dire punishment. He froze in place.

“I don’t see how we can make it work, Colonel.”

“Well, we have to recruit more people, obviously. People we can trust.”

“But won’t we need someone that works in cryogenics? I don’t see how else to get the control you need.”

“Exactly. Certain officers have to die and the deaths can’t be suspicious. Cryo-death has become so common it’s the obvious method.”

“People will notice if so many die at once.”

“Not if we can blame the deaths on equipment failure. We are also going to need a way to guarantee that we are awakened just before getting to the new planet. It will take someone in cryogenics to make that happen.”

“That will look suspicious.”

“To keep the focus off of us, I am thinking we get the technician to wake all the people from our cycle. Blame it on some kind of paperwork confusion.”

“Everyone in the cycle isn’t awakened simultaneously. The crew members conducting transition meetings will notice before all have been roused.”

“We’ll figure out a way to make it plausible. Keep the whole cycle together once the mistake has been made or something like that.”

“Seems to me like the kind of complex plan that can go wrong.”

“Don’t worry, we have years to work it out, years to recruit the right people.”


CHAPTER 10

“We think we know what we want, but we don’t even know the choices.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

On the last day of his awake period, Choop wrapped up his turnover session with his replacement. In two hours, he would report for sleep.

Prior to a scheduled slumber, he found intense exercise in the gym seemed to lessen the malaise he felt upon waking. This time he would be down for eight months. Tomorrow being eight months away was normal for life aboard the ship.

Ten gyms were on the lowest level of the ship, and had the highest gravity, 1.1 G. Every crew member was required to exercise at least ten sessions during their month awake. Since all gyms were tiny, only ten people at a time could work out in each gym.

There were three people in the gym when he entered. He entered his name and time on the log and noticed the entry Saoirse Grieve. She had signed in four minutes earlier.

He didn’t recognize the name, but she had to be the redheaded teenager stretching next to one of the treadmills. He thought she was cute and decided he would run today rather than lift weights, and selected the treadmill next to hers.

While he stretched, he sneaked glances. She had thick, straight, red hair cut just above her shoulders. Her skin was alabaster, so white he could see some of the veins through the light freckles that might cover her whole body.

"So, I guess you're Saoirse?" He pronounced it to rhyme with Clarise.

When she turned to look at him his breath stuck in his throat. Her large emerald eyes made it seem like the lighting was playing tricks.

"Saoirse." When she said it, it rhymed with inertia.

As he stared, unable to speak, she got on her treadmill and began to adjust its settings. By the time he recovered, she was running. Not jogging, running. Her machine read nineteen KPH, about the pace maintained by championship marathon runners.

Her gracefulness left him spellbound. He remembered seeing her earlier.

She had been maybe ten at the time; he had been eighteen. Now his physical age was twenty-seven, and she looked to be in her early twenties. Obviously, she had been spending less time than him in cryo-sleep, was gaining on him age-wise. He doubted this was true any longer, since he was now a member of three crew-units.

He regained his composure and climbed on the adjacent treadmill. He knew it was silly even as he had the thought, but he was going to impress her. He set the treadmill for forty-five KPH, sprinter's speed. His shoes pounded the treadmill as he ran.

He ran for almost a thousand meters at that pace, a feat he knew most men couldn’t achieve. As he began to labor, he slowed the treadmill to fifteen KPH, a fast jog, and glanced at Saoirse. Her smile expressed amusement as she reached down and increased her speed to twenty-one. She was barely breathing hard.

His machine read one thousand fifty meters. Hers read seven hundred forty-three meters. Her numbers were flashing by faster. He realized that if they were racing on a track she would catch up to him, so he increased his speed to twenty-one to match hers.

He began to fatigue at six thousand meters and couldn’t keep the pace. At that point she reached down and increased her pace to twenty-two. She was sweating lightly but didn’t appear overly stressed. He finally got the hint and slowed to a cool down jog for two minutes then stopped. She was still running effortlessly.

He sat on the floor against the wall and admired her form. She was lean and nimble, padded in all the right places. He didn't care if she was aware of his ogling. She didn't seem to mind.

At ten thousand meters, she slowed to a jog for a brief period. Then she stopped the treadmill and stepped off. When she turned to face him, he was looking at her breasts. She froze in place, posing for him. He expected some comment from her, some form of "you like what you see?” She didn't appear to be much of a talker.

After a few seconds, she sat next to him on the floor.

"So, Saoirse, I guess that's Irish?"

A slight nod, still no words. Without realizing it, Choop became determined he would draw words from her.

“Born in Ireland?"

"My mother."

"How old were you when you got on the ship?"

"Zero."

"You're a Star-Baby?" He blurted, forgetting most Star-Babies consider the term derogatory. He quickly changed the subject.

"So, how old do they have you scheduled to be when we arrive?"

"Twenty-five."

Even though she appeared incapable of saying more than three words in a row, he was undeterred.

"What are you studying?"

He figured this was guaranteed to lead to an actual conversation since all crew were required to study at least three disciplines that might aid in colonization.

"Chemistry."

"And?"

"Microbiology."

"And?"

"Principles and Practices of Soil Science."

This was so close to a full sentence he giggled. He felt victorious. Most people he knew would've said something like "You find that funny?" Instead, she turned to face him straight on and said it with her expression. He immediately felt bad.

"Sorry, you just don't talk much, and that was a lot of syllables."

This earned him a smile.

"Where you working?"

"Nursery."

"That's all?"

"Hydroponics."

"I thought you looked like a farm girl."

Even this jibe got no reaction. He couldn't tell if this was going well.

"Does Saoirse have some meaning in Irish?"

"Freedom."

"How about Grieve?"

At this question she lowered her head, avoiding his gaze. He leaned forward to see her face. He worried he had touched a nerve.

"Grieve means farm manager,”she mumbled quietly.

He laughed. He couldn't seem to stop. She tried not to laugh as well, but it was contagious.

"Sorry, Saoirse, but you got to admit that's funny."

Unsurprisingly, this got no verbal response, just a nod. He looked at the clock on the wall.

"Crap, I've lost track of time. I have to report for sleep in ten minutes."

"How long?" She said this as she nimbly got to her feet and headed for the door.

"Eight months."

"I will be awake when you get back. Look me up."

He counted on his fingers and thought to himself, "Two whole sentences, eleven words." He couldn't stop smiling on his way to cryogenics.

~ ~ ~

Sergeant Stallman’s voice boomed without the need for a loudspeaker. “Scouts, listen up. Everyone quiet. Today’s exercise will require you to use hand signals. No talking. Not a word.”

The seven-man squad was standing in a side hallway leading to the Scout training room. It was originally an auditorium for large public gatherings but was repurposed for Scout training.

Choop had convinced Sergeant Stallman to refurbish it as a jungle. His reasoning was the thick cover would make the space seem much larger than it really was; make it more useful for training maneuvers.

Sergeant Stallman liked the logic and agreed, but Choop’s real reason was his conviction the new planet would be heavily forested. Best the Sergeant didn’t know about that.

“Here is your assignment. You will enter only after I have taken ten minutes to position myself in the jungle. Your objective will be an orange flag hidden within.

“There will be traps and other obstacles. There will be enemy, me, ready to shoot you. I know this is just a paint-ball gun, but it hurts, and if I shoot any one of you, you all lose.

“You will not speak for the entire exercise. You won’t speak now. You won’t speak for the ten minutes. You won’t speak during the insertion.”

The squad was shifting nervously. No one spoke, but were looking at one another; their discomfort obvious.

“You are probably thinking it unfair you have not been given time to prepare hand signals. The real world doesn’t care if you’re prepared, so welcome to it.”

When Stallman left, Choop turned to the squad and motioned for attention. Using crude hand gestures, he managed to communicate that a closed fist would mean stop, opening and closing thumb and fingers would mean pass a signal down the line.

He spent the entire ten minutes doing the best he could to establish accepted signals. When they heard the subdued gong, they were as ready as they could be in the short time frame.

He made motions pointing to himself and two others, Shen Ao and Kejuon. He then motioned palms down as he squatted. They did likewise. He made a slithering motion with his hands indicating belly-down crawling, and stretched his arms wide indicating they would each follow single-file at arms length.

He held up two fingers, pointing at Sarah and Adam, then motioned them to go to the right after entering the door. Repeated the motions for Scott and Larry to go left.

He then tried his best to make motions they would all understand as ‘move very slowly’. He wasn’t sure that got across, it concerned him.

He entered the room on his belly. He moved as Bipin had trained him, moving forward a short distance and freezing. The two following him had no choice but to do likewise.

Carbon fiber had been used to shape slight hills on the sides of the room. There was a pseudo streambed, minus the water, running through the thickest part of jungle. There were two small clearings and a tall, boulder-covered hill in the center of the room.

“Choop chose to crawl along the high bank of the stream. When he had gone thirty feet and paused, scanning, his eyes caught the glint of a wire. It crossed his path and disappeared into the jungle in both directions.

As he contemplated the best action, it occurred to him Stallman might have set himself up to observe the wire, to judge the team’s response to it, and to shoot them while they were distracted by it.

He put his hand on the small of his back and indicated communication passed down the line. Hoping these complex instructions would make it to their target, he gave orders for the last in line, Kejuon, to alert Sarah, to the right, to fire her pistol when signaled.

He calmed himself, dispersed his awareness — Bipin called it ‘blurring your eyes’ — and focused his attention on his view ahead. He made the signal to fire. He waited.

Ten seconds later, he heard the report of the weapon’s discharge. He saw movement ahead. Not much, quick and then still, but it gave him a location to focus on. His brain finally processed what he was seeing.

Twenty feet ahead, he was looking at the side of Sergeant Stallman’s helmet. It had pivoted to look toward the sound.

He spent several minutes drawing his weapon and inching it forward. The Sergeant’s helmet pivoted to the left, then the right, slowly. When it was as far to the right as possible, he raised his gun and shot Sergeant Stallman in the temple of his helmet.

There was a yelp of pain and surprise. Red paint covered the side of Stallman’s helmet.

Choop slowly rose and motioned for the two with him to do so. He made motions indicating the wire’s location and high stepping over it, then turned and did so.

As he advanced, moving with long pauses, he could see Sergeant Stallman watching him, judging. As he moved to the right, an orange flag came into view on the boulders behind the Sergeant. He froze and absorbed the scene. Something wasn’t right. He wasn’t sure how he knew, but he knew.

He fired two paint balls into the base of the boulder. It turned out the vines covering the front of the boulders was really a net. It sprung up into the air, empty of prey.

He waited, expecting more. He began his slow, four steps at a time, then pause, movement toward the flag.

Sergeant Stallman jumped to his feet. “Oh for crying out loud, Choop. We’re gonna be here all afternoon at the pace you’re moving. Well done. All of you.”

Stallman looked puzzled when no jubilation occurred.

Choop turned and faced the two who had followed him out of the jungle, waiting for the others.

Scott and Larry emerged from the foliage on his right. Sarah and Adam emerged on his left. She held up her gun and wiggled her hips, proud of her contribution.

Choop raised both fists and screamed a war cry. The entire team followed suit; Sarah added a victory dance.

~ ~ ~

Choop hated the way he felt following cryo, lethargic and dull-witted. The mental acuity tests were administered two hours after waking to allow the body and mind to recover. Choop discovered, through trial and error, he performed better on the tests if he spent the first hour exercising.

He made his way to his favorite gym and shuffled toward the treadmills. He was not aware of his surroundings, so he didn’t notice her until she was standing right in front of him.

“Oh, Saoirse, I didn’t see you.”

She said nothing, just grinned.

“I just woke up.”

“I know.”

“Are you stalking me?”

“Yep.”

“I never feel good after cryo until I exercise. Want to run with me?”

“I know a better exercise.” She said with an exaggerated wiggle of her eyebrows.

Choop stood immobile. Her shining green eyes held him transfixed. His mouth gaped like a guppy.

She giggled. “Are you a virgin?”

“No, I’m twenty-seven years old.”

“Being twenty-seven and being a virgin are not mutually exclusive.”

“You just caught me off guard.”

“You don’t wanna nail a star-baby?” Again with the eyebrow wiggle. The first time he thought it was humorous; now he found it erotic.

“Oh, let’s be very clear. I am interested, but not because you’re a star-baby.”

“Follow me.”

She led Choop down the hall. In his newly awakened condition, he struggled to keep up as she jogged. He soon found himself running to keep up. No matter how fast he ran, she ran faster.

She went two-thirds of the way around the first deck before ducking into a farm. She skipped up the aisles, turning this way and that in the vast array of knee-high planters. Choop struggled to keep up. He could see her red hair reappearing behind green beans, okra, and tomato plants. When she went into the corn section, he lost sight of her.

He stopped and strained to hear the sound of her running. He walked slowly, listening.

He came around a corner and found her in an area surrounded by tall corn in planters. There was a thick layer of blankets on the floor. Posed provocatively on the blankets, Saoirse fiddled with the top button of her blouse.

As she undid the button, he said, “Wait.”

“What?”

“Just wait.”

“You don’t want to?”

“Oh, I do, but this doesn’t feel right. No, don’t get upset, it’s just …”

“Just what? You sure can kill the mood.”

“… that, look, I know you didn’t grow up on Earth and maybe this seems normal to you, but, … I barely know you.”

“Okay, I get it. Leave.”

“Leave? … No.”

“No?”

“Saoirse, I am not leaving. We are gonna talk.”

“Talk? You wanna talk? Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I’m not a big talker.”

“Then just listen, I’ll talk.”

“Holy crap, it’s a nightmare. I’m living in a nightmare. He wants to talk.”

“I thought you weren’t much of a talker? Just be quiet and let me explain.”

She folded her arms and stood with no expression, waiting.

“Saoirse, listen. I said I’m not a virgin, and that’s true. But, I have never done this before.”

“What! Then you’re a virgin.”

“You sure interrupted me quick for someone not big on talk.”

She harrumphed, stomped her foot, rolled her eyes.

“Let me explain. I have never cared before.”

“Cared?”

“Yes, cared. For some reason, I want this to be more … than what I’ve done in the past … I mean … more than just sex.”

“That’s not how it works, idiot. Those feelings take time. You don’t just start at the end; you have to start at the beginning. You may not be a virgin, but you are acting virginal, if you get my drift.”

Choop just stared.

She rolled her eyes again. “What now? You’re just gonna stare at me and say nothing? I bring you to my favorite spot, where I’ve never brought anyone, and …? This is the worst first date ever.”

A grin formed on Choop’s face.

“What the hell is wrong with you? I offer myself to you, and you turn me down. Then you stand there just staring and grinning like an idiot. There is something seriously wrong with you. I’m thinking you bumped your head when you were little.”

Choop laughed.

“You think this is funny? Go away. Get away from my spot.”

Choop sat down on the blankets. “Sit down.”

“No.”

“Okay, stand there, but listen. You’re right; we should start at the beginning. And this is a great start.”

She cocked her head a little sideways and waited.

“When I first met you, I could count the individual syllables you used in a ten-minute conversation. Now you’re all chatty. You like me. This is a good start. Sit down, please.”

She sat cross-legged on the blanket, as far from him as possible.

“Let’s play twenty questions. You ask me questions, I promise I will tell you the truth, the whole truth, no lying by omission. Then, I ask you questions, and you reciprocate.”

“Choop, have you lost your mind?”

“First question, an easy one. The answer is no. I am certain I have not lost my mind. My turn.”

“Wait, that’s not fair.”

“I said truth is required, not fairness. Here is my first question: How old were you when you lost your virginity?”

“Fourteen.”

“Fourteen?”

“Yes, fourteen. That’s two questions for you. Now my second one.”

“That’s not fair.”

Saoirse giggled. “Fairness is not required. I think I might be good at this game. I know the original decisions on who were chosen for Inception were based on strict guidelines. Here’s my second question: What qualified you to be included in the crew?”

“Wow, I wish I had been counting the syllables. You are downright blabbering.”

“If lying by omission is illegal, then avoidance should be, too. Answer the question.”

“I was allowed aboard because of a woman. She adopted me to save me. She’s a respected marine biologist.”

“Why would she adopt you to save you?”

“We both lost our families on Day Zero. We lived in the same building.”

“Where?”

Choop paused. “Houston, Texas. It’s in …”

“I know where it is. I’m educated. You lost your entire family?”

“Just my mother; my dad was never around. Myoki lost her husband and her five-year-old daughter.”

“Myoki? I know her, she used to watch us in the nursery. Was you’re mother with Myoki’s family when it happened?”

“A plane landed on my mother. Myoki’s family was on another plane. All the planes …”

“I know. They all crashed. I’m sorry. We studied about it all, but … this makes it real. I’m sorry. How old were you?”

“Twelve.”

“Wow. So she really is like your mother.”

“No! She is not my mother.” Choop tensed his shoulders, stared at the blankets.

“Okay … but, … oh, she’s more than that, isn’t she?”

“She’s my step-mother. That’s all.”

“I thought we weren’t allowed to lie by omission during this game.”

“Okay. The whole truth is I don’t want to talk about it.” Choop focused on the nearest plant, avoiding eye contact.

Saoirse said, “Sorry. I lost count of my questions, but that was a lot. Your turn. Ask me anything.”

Choop was quiet for a while. Without looking away from the corn, he said. “Have you ever been in love?”

“No.”

“Do you ever want to fall in love?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

Choop began to giggle. Saoirse was puzzled about what was funny, but couldn’t help laughing, as well. Soon they were both giggling.

Choop said. “We suck at this game.”

~ ~ ~

At twenty-nine years of age, Choop had filled out, developing into a man. Sergeant Trythall knew Choop was the toughest of his squad of Scouts; Choop proved it regularly when sparring with others on the squad.

He also knew Sergeant Stallman, by way of a note, believed Choop to be destined for great things. Stallman had encouraged Trythall to give Choop assignments which required him to act on his own, stretching both his abilities and belief in himself.

Today, he was the enemy. Better put, he was the local fauna on an unknown planet, a dangerous alien life form.

The Scout squad built a fortification in the middle of the jungle. It was in the clearing near the boulder hill, a fence surrounding a tent representing future buildings of the colony on a new world.

Choop was supposed to attack it. The Scouts would defend it. He would be armed with a paintball gun. An alien might be armed with something unimaginable; letting the alien have a gun seemed appropriate.

The exercise started at 9 AM. By 11 AM the Scouts were getting restless. Choop was buried in the jungle, moving at a snail’s pace.

Two roving two-man patrols had almost stepped on him, as they stomped through the foliage.

Trythall was in the tent. He had cameras high in the trees, observing the fortification. What the hell was taking so long? Choop was known for his stealth in the forest, but this was ridiculous.

At noon Trythall had decided enough was enough. He was standing, intending to call a halt to the exercise, when he heard Choop’s voice behind him, no more than four feet away.

“Looks like I win.”

~ ~ ~

Choop waited for Saoirse to exit the showers. It frustrated him they couldn’t shower together, but the showers were open to all.

They had begun Sunday afternoon, their half day off, in one of the storerooms near the bridge. They had become quite fond of making love in near weightlessness.

She exited the shower, saw him, smiled, and took his hand. She said nothing.

“Saoirse, remember when we first hooked up? You talked a lot. About nothing in particular, a lot.”

She smiled again, said nothing.

“Now you have returned to your roots. You don’t talk. A lot.”

She raised her eyebrow, looking bemused, but stayed mute.

“Okay, then. Nice conversation.”

“Choop … uh … I like weightlessness.”

He laughed, put his arm around her. “Nice try. You don’t gotta talk. I was just kidding.”

Myoki, coming to take a shower, saw them before they saw her. She slipped into an alcove outside a maintenance closet. She thought, “What the hell? Why didn’t Choop come see me when he woke?”

Myoki recognized Saoirse since she had kept her in the nursery, but she barely recognized Choop. He was no longer a teenager. She was looking at a man. He had to be in his mid to late twenties. Myoki chronological age was only thirty-three. She was stunned. He must be working on other crew-units.

She couldn’t make out their conversation, but the familiarity between Choop and Saoirse was obvious. Myoki found it disturbing.

Choop pulled Saoirse to one of the benches lining the hallway leading to the showers. As he sat her next to him, he had a serious look.

“Listen, Saoirse, I have been wanting to talk to you about something … uh … it’s important …”

“Choop, relax. Talk.”

“I overheard a conversation I shouldn’t have. Between Colonel Goetsch and Captain Chambers. … “

As Choop talked, relating the story, he put his hand on Saoirse’s arm.

Myoki could tell the touch was familiar to them both. Comfortable. Expected. She found herself feeling jealous and confused by the emotion. She should be happy for Choop. She didn’t know what she was. She slipped away without being seen.

“Okay, Choop, be quiet a minute and let me think.”

“I’m not like you. Being quiet is not my natural condition. I need to do something.”

“Choop!”

“Sorry. Quiet as mouse I am.”

As Saoirse sat thinking, an idea occurred to Choop. He couldn’t contain himself. “I’ve got it!”

“Choop, come on.”

“No, listen. My main squad only has seven Scouts. We used to have eight, but, well, you know. Anyway, here’s my idea: you join my Scout squad.”

“What? Are you out of your mind?”

“No, I’m in my right mind. Listen. First, we both know you are in better shape than me. Second, we know you are meaner. Third, whatever I’m going to have to do will be dangerous. I need an ally.”

“Choop…”

“You and me … together we have a chance … what do you say?”


CHAPTER 11

“Our ability to screw things up is boundless.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

When Choop woke, he lay in place, resting, taking deep breaths. He was now thirty years old physically, more than a century chronologically. Working triple shifts, he experienced this process many times. He wasn’t sure he could even calculate the number of cycles.

As he walked out the door of the drawer room, he saw Myoki staring though the observation window. Crap, so much for avoiding her this cycle.

The narrow hall running past numerous door-separated observation windows was empty except for Myoki.

“Hello, Myoki, this is a surprise.”

“You’re surprised I finally cornered you, you mean.”

Myoki’s hostility was expected, but still bothered him. They both knew he had been avoiding her, but he didn’t want to argue.

“Myoki, I thought we weren’t scheduled to share a cycle for a while yet.”

“That’s what you were hoping.”

“Myoki …”

“Don’t Myoki me! Don’t pretend you’re glad to see me.”

“I just don’t want to fight.”

“Of course you don’t want to fight, that would involve having a conversation. This must be horrible for you, having to see me.” Her emerald-green eyes were shiny.

She was in her early thirties physically. She was in great shape, very alluring. He had no idea how to act. He looked away because it was easiest.

“Choop, can’t you even look at me? What did I do? Why are you doing this?”

He turned on her so suddenly she flinched. “Okay, you want the truth?”

Another freshly-wakened crewman exited the door nearest them.

“Choop, I want the truth, whatever it is. You owe me that. Let’s find a private place.”

They settled on a gym that was empty when they entered. They went to the back corner and mounted treadmills. The noise from the machines would help keep their conversation private if they spoke softly.

“Okay here’s the truth. I have been working multiple shifts in order to age more quickly than you. I planned to avoid you until we arrived. I wanted to be a man when you saw me, but then something happened.”

“I know, Saoirse, I saw you with her a couple of cycles ago.”

“Speaking of that, why are you awake now?”

“My crew-unit lost a man, we’re down to twenty-three, just like you, but don’t change the subject.”

“Well, there’s not much more to say. Me and Saoirse, we’re, uh, partners. It changed everything between me and you. I have really been dreading this conversation, avoiding you. Sorry.”

“So you’re not in love with me anymore? I’m glad that nonsense is over.” Even as she said this, Myoki couldn’t help noticing his shoulders, his arms pumping as he ran. His very maleness was intoxicating. She hoped he wasn’t aware of her attraction to him.

“Yes, I’ve moved on. I think that is the expression. But I do have something else to tell you. Something important. But we can’t do it here, we need real privacy.”

She was desperate for some time to compose herself. “Okay, let’s meet after lunch, wherever you want.”

~ ~ ~

Choop led Myoki to the most private place he knew, the storage room near the bridge. He was uncomfortable that his and Saoirse’s secret weightless-sex-room was compromised, but this conversation must be private. The entrance to the room was on a seldom-used maintenance corridor, and he saw no one as they went.

“It smells sweaty in here. What’s in these boxes, gym clothes?”

Choop smiled, but he felt it best not to explain his favorite use for the room.

“Myoki, find a place to park and listen. This is important.”

Weightless, she floated to a crate that, when Choop was in the room last, had Saoirse on it. She hooked her feet under a bungee cord holding the crate in place and gave him her attention.

He was distracted by the grace with which she moved in zero gravity. He felt guilty he noticed. He felt guilty he found the loose stands of hair floating around her head to be alluring.

He shook his head, hooked an arm through a bungee, and began.

“One of the duties I perform as a janitor, er, maintenance engineer, is to clean the air ducts all over the ship. You may not have even noticed, but they are designed for a person to crawl through to clean them.

“I overheard a conversation not meant for my ears. It was between Colonel Goetsch and Captain Chambers.”

“Choop! Are you out of your mind. You can’t be snooping on officers.”

“And yet I did. You gonna let me finish?”

“Sorry.”

“They were discussing a plan for Goetsch to become dictator of our new planet.”

“Dictator?”

“I don’t know of a better way to describe it. He was talking about recruiting the right people to help him. To make sure he was awake when we reached our new home. To make the deaths of certain officers appear to be an accident.”

“Deaths? He said that? He came out and said he was going to kill other officers?”

“He said it. I am not inferring, interpreting, or extrapolating. He said it plain as day.”

“Oh, my God.”

“Well, I don’t think we should leave it up to God. I am gonna do something, I just ain’t figured out what, yet.”

“Have you told Sergeant Stallman? Wouldn’t that be the logical first step?”

“Would it? I’m not sure. I like him, but he’s a career soldier, been following orders from officers his whole life.” Choop pinched the bridge of his nose. “I haven’t decided yet. Since I know any actions Goetsch plans to take will happen on the last cycle before arriving, there’s still time.”

“So, you’ve told no one else?”

“I told Saoirse.”

Choop noticed Myoki’s expression change. She scowled and her face flushed. Why would that piss her off?

“I had to tell her, we’re partners.” He was confused as to why he felt the need to defend his decision.

“So, you, me, Saoirse. You’ve told no one else. The three of us are supposed to do what, exactly?”

“I don’t know, exactly, Myoki, but I got ideas.

“I am pretty sure I need to keep it simple and neither you or Saoirse will have to do a thing.”

Myoki shivered. She recalled the slingshot incident when Choop was twelve, remembering how ruthless he had been.

“Choop, no. I hope you don’t mean what I think you mean.”

“Well, the problem is one man. There have been assassinations since the invention of government. If the problem is one man, eliminate the problem.”

~ ~ ~

Choop assumed the room where he had overheard Colonel Goetsch and Captain Chambers was considered by them to be safe. If he was going to hear more, it made sense it would be from the same room. Every day he finished his other duties on his maintenance shift quickly, so he could stay near the vent he had used before.

Two weeks into his cycle it paid off. This time there was a third person in the room. Doctor Dieter Grunwald was speaking when Choop began eavesdropping. He recognized Grunwald’s voice immediately due to the doctor’s stutter. His stutter got worse when he was upset.

“B-b-but it doesn’t work like that. The r-r-refrigeration on selected drawers from a bank couldn’t fail individually, the entire bank would f-f-fail.”

Captain Chambers’ response was blunt. “I can’t believe someone as supposedly brilliant as you, can’t understand that most people could give a damn how the equipment works. They won’t question it.”

“H-h-how d-d-dare y-y-you …”

“Captain Chambers, please. Show the doctor some respect. Were you aware his advancements in cryogenics are the only reason cryo-sleep was available to help the human race survive?”

“Yes, Sir. Sorry, Colonel. I apologize, Doctor. It’s just that we need to come up with a plan sometime during this cycle. Every cycle we let slip by reduces the chance we can make this work.”

“Captain, you are correct, of course, but we can figure this out. Doctor, is it absolutely necessary to put the same crew member in the same drawer every time they go down? I’m in the same drawer every time, but if you put me in a different drawer I doubt I would question it.”

“No, Colonel, the d-d-drawers are all the same. We just do it that way to help with p-p-planning.”

“Well, there’s the solution. We gradually move the officers we are targeting so they are all in the same bank of drawers. It fails, no one will question it.”

“But, it’s not that s-simple. The officers we have t-targeted are spread across all the cycles. I would have to leave instructions to other c-cryogenicists that are quite arbitrary. They would be s-suspicious.”

“Calm down, Doctor. We have time. Do you have the complete list?”

“Y-y-yes, S-s-ir.”

Choop was frustrated the conversation didn’t last longer. He needed to figure out what other room these traitors were using to make their plans. He had to get a copy of that list.

When he thought ‘traitor’, it occurred to him he did not really know his enemy. What did he really know of Colonel Goetsch?

He went to one of the libraries. He had grown up in a world with the omnipresent Internet. Just like the rest of the crew, he missed it. He missed just asking Google for answers. But all of the ship’s records were digitized and the library’s interface was effective.

In a few minutes, he was able to discover some important information. Goetsch went through the Officer Training Program, was commissioned at the age of eighteen, earned a Doctoral Degree in Jurisprudence, and became a full Colonel at the age of thirty-four, a rare feat.

Choop researched the difference between a sociopath and a psychopath. He learned the antisocial personality disorder known as psychopathy was identified by determining certain personality traits. There were seven listed. Someone with three of the traits is considered a psychopath. Goetsch had five.

He wasn’t sure how this information would help, but felt better prepared having more knowledge of his enemy.

Knowing Goetsch feels no remorse, knowing he commonly deceives others to the point he has trouble knowing the truth himself, knowing he is most likely uncontrollably impulsive, Choop thought these things useful to understanding what he was up against.

He considered telling Sergeant Stallman about Goetsch, but couldn’t be sure it was safe to do so. What would Stallman be able to do, in any event? Follow channels? He was becoming more certain assassination was the only answer.

~ ~ ~

As Saoirse was exiting the chemistry lab, she got a surprise. Myoki was standing in the hallway, arms crossed, staring at her. Saoirse walked up to Myoki and waited.

“Saoirse, we need to talk.”

“Figures.”

“In private.”

“Are you busy the next hour? I’m due in Hydroponics next but not for an hour. I know a quiet place.”

Myoki was surprised. Apparently, Saoirse had expected this. “I’m free, lead the way, Saoirse.”

Saoirse turned and bounded down the hallway toward the stairwell. She had taken to the varying levels of gravity like a fish to water. She bounced down the hallway of the third deck, only touching the floor every fifteen feet in the low gravity. Myoki wasn’t as graceful, but she managed to stay close.

She knew Saoirse wasn’t being rude by hurrying. Moving in low gravity is easier at pace. She was, however, thrown off stride by Saoirse’s matter-of-fact attitude about being confronted.

Saoirse led Myoki down the stairs to the first deck. Myoki was amazed by the way Saoirse adjusted to the increase in gravity. The number of steps she leapt gradually decreased as they descended.

Once they were in the higher gravity on the first deck the pace had slowed to a normal walk, and Saoirse didn’t appear to consciously notice the transition. Myoki was reminded Saoirse had never been on a planet. This new reality was her normal.

She led Myoki deep into a farm, zigzagging through crops, to the midst of an area with planters full of corn stalks.

Myoki had not been to a farm in her three-and-a-half subjective years on the ship. She was amazed by the smell. Not just the smell of corn, but oxygen. The air was so fresh she suddenly felt like she had been living in a tin can for years.

“Oh my God, Saoirse, I didn’t know you can smell oxygen.” Myoki drew a huge breath, smiling.

“You can’t, Myoki.”

“The hell you can’t. I smell oxygen.”

Saoirse dropped to a sitting position, back against a planter. “Talk.”

Myoki was so invigorated by the air, she spun in place, grinning. Saoirse was looking at her like she was a lunatic. Myoki reminded herself Saoirse was a Star-Baby, naturally reticent, refused to allow herself to feel an affront at Saoirse’s abruptness.

“I’m sorry, Saoirse, it’s just I’ve never been in one of the farms.”

“Never?”

“No, why would I? I don’t work in them.”

Saoirse just stared.

“Okay, I’m sorry, Saoirse, I’ll get to the point.”

Saoirse just stared, raised her eyebrows.

“Wow. Okay, uh … Choop told me about overhearing Colonel Goetsch.”

Saoirse just stared, tilted her head.

“Crap, uh, okay, I shouldn’t have started with that. I should’ve started by letting you know that I know you and Choop are, uh, partners. I know it’s none of my business …”

“Of course it’s your business.”

“What? No, it’s really not …”

“Yes, it is.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Because he’s in love with you.”

Now it was Myoki’s turn to stare. She couldn’t catch her breath.

“No, Saoirse, that’s not true. He had a crush on me when he was a child, but now he’s a man. I’ve seen him when he’s talking to you. Trust me, he loves you.”

“Yes. He loves me, knows it. Loves you, thinks he doesn’t.”

Myoki drew several deep breaths while Saoirse sat unmoving. Finally she regained her composure.

“Okay, Saoirse, it’s good we talked about that, but it’s not what matters. What matters is that Choop overheard the Colonel discussing killing officers. Choop thinks he’s the one has to do something about it.”

Myoki drew a deep breath before continuing. “The problem is he thinks the way to solve it is assassination. We, you and I, need to work together on this. Choop will listen to you. If we don’t stop him, Choop is going to kill Goetsch.”

“Come on, Myoki. Kill Goetsch? He said that?”

“Yes. Plain as day.”

“Surely he won’t kill someone.”

“No, Saoirse, you don’t get it. I know you love him, but you barely know him. … Let me tell you a story.”

Myoki sat next to Saoirse, stretched out her legs, drew a deep breath of the sweet oxygen, and began.

“When Choop was twelve, an old man who lived near us was encouraging his dog to dig in my flower beds, even as I was demanding he stop. It pissed Choop off. He used a slingshot on the man. Shot him in the head, drew blood. Shot him in the crotch. Would’ve kept shooting him while he was down, if I hadn’t interceded.”

“Sounds like the guy deserved it.”

“Your missing my point. When Choop is convinced his enemy is truly evil, he has no compassion. None. I'm not saying he's evil or a psychopath. He's just ruthless. Able to separate his actions from morality when he deems it necessary.”

“And you think he wants to kill Goetsch?”

“I already told you, he said so. He will kill Colonel Goetsch without even flinching. And then he will be a criminal, a military criminal, guilty of murdering his commanding officer. They’ll probably throw him out an airlock. You have to help me stop him.”

~ ~ ~

“You can just make it out with the naked eye. See it?” Myoki asked.

“Barely, can’t we go use the telescope?” Choop responded.

Saoirse said nothing, of course.

The three had learned something important shortly after waking.

They would arrive at their destination in ten weeks. Their crew-unit would be responsible for the initial surveys and other preparations for landfall. Colonel Goetsch had announced that his crew-unit would stay awake until arriving at our new home.

Those were the words he had used in his announcement: ‘our new home’. It had a dramatic impact when crewmembers heard it. Everyone was very excited.

Three cycles previous, Myoki had been appointed as the ship’s primary xenobiologist. Choop was Squad Leader of the Scout team. Saoirse was on the Scout team. The three of them would be among the first humans to set foot on their new home.

Myoki said, “I already looked before you showed up, but, okay, let’s go use the telescope. I just think it’s neat to see it this way.”

“It seems like a fancy-assed xenobiologist would want to use a telescope.”

“Would you quit teasing me about that? All the stuff I said about xenobiology being all theory and imagination was before I got this job. Don’t you dare let someone else hear you mock me.”

Myoki tore herself away from the viewport, commonly called the ‘porthole’. She led the way into the lab next door, floating gracefully.

“I think Saoirse should get the first look, Choop.”

“What? I’m Squad Leader. Rank has its privileges.”

But it was too late. No one else moves in zero-gee like Saoirse. Her face was glued to the eyepiece of the telescope before Choop could get near it.

“It’s green.”

Myoki laughed. “Saoirse, trust you to sum up our new home in two words.”

“No, I mean really green. Really, really green. Bright green. Green all over.”

Now it was Choop’s turn to laugh. “Wow, getting close to our new home has got Saoirse running at the mouth.”

“Okay, Smartass, I was gonna let you look. Now, I’m not so sure. Myoki, while I hog the telescope, why don’t you tell us more about our new home — I love saying that — I know you’ve been examining the hell out of it with every instrument Inception has.”

Myoki was enjoying Saoirse’s treatment of Choop. “Thank you, Saoirse. Take your time on the telescope, I do have quite a bit of information I think is interesting.”

“Damn it.”

“Choop, such language … Here are some interesting facts I’ve discovered now that we are so close.”

Myoki hooked her feet in the nearest handhold to free her hands, and began to point to fingers as she listed.

“One. The spectral analysis of the atmosphere is great. It shows a lot of oxygen, I mean a lot. The atmosphere is about 25% oxygen. Earth’s was about 21% at sea level. Our new home’s atmosphere — I love saying that, too — has about 72% nitrogen. Earth’s was about 78%. There is more hydrogen, about 1%, but the rest of the gases are about the same. Argon, neon, helium, all in trace amounts. Bottom line, the air looks great.”

“Come on, Saoirse, you’ve made your point, let me take a look.”

Myoki was smiling as she spoke. “Quit whining, Choop, it’s unmanly and I am on a roll. Where was I? Oh, yes. Two. The analysis of the Vegetation Red Edge shows that the planet is covered in chlorophyl, or it’s equivalent, absorbing the energy from the sunlight.”

“Saoirse, if you don’t move over I’m gonna move you over. Vegetation Red Edge? What the hell does that mean?”

“Well, since you are not a trained xenobiologist like me, I’ll explain. VRE refers to how astronomers analyze the light reflected off of a planet and, taking the composition of the atmosphere and the sunlight itself into account, determine if there is a chlorophyl-like substance absorbing energy from the red spectrum.”

“Okay, Choop you can look. Myoki, I don’t want to be a xenobiologist. Can you use English, please.”

“Okay, our new home is so damn green because it’s covered with plants. Our new home, I can’t quit saying that.”

Choop’s eye was now at the telescope. “Wow, our new home is really, really green. We’re going to have to give it a name just so we can quit saying our new home. Myoki, you said one and two. Is that all you got?”

”No, there’s more. Three. Since our new home gets light from three stars, it doesn’t seem to have polar caps, or climate zones at all. We have to get closer to be sure, but it looks like it only has one climate, dense vegetation.”

Still holding to the telescope, Choop turned and glanced at Myoki.

Saoirse caught the look that passed between them. “What? Why the look? Spill it.”

“You haven’t told her about Bipin?”

“What’s a Bipin?”

“No, Myoki, I haven’t told her about Bipin. I haven’t had time to tell her my whole life.”

“What’s a Bipin?”

“Who.”

“Who? What? I’m the one wants to know, that’s who.”

“No, I mean, not what, but who. Bipin is a who. It’s a long story, I’ll tell you later.”

“Come on, give me a clue at least.”

“Bipin was an old Native-American who dreamed of me on a planet covered in forest, a planet not Earth. Before people knew the sun was unstable, he had these dreams. He told me I was going to need to learn to understand the forest for humanity to survive.”

Saoirse paused to consider. “That does sound like a long story. Myoki, three things all you got?”

Myoki’s face lit up in a huge grin. “No, there’s more. Four. I’ll keep this one in English from the start for the non-xenobiologists in the audience. Our new home has a diameter 105% of Earth’s, but a gravitational field only 30% of Earth’s. I’m betting we won’t find a lot of metals.”

Saoirse grasped it first. “Wow, that’s less gravity than deck three. We’ll be able to jump high … on our new home.”

The intercom system came to life with a barely audible hum.

“Attention. Attention. This is Colonel Goetsch speaking. Please give me your full attention.”

“I regret to announce that there has been a major equipment failure in cryogenics …”

Choop extended his arms forcefully, pushing himself away from the scope, but managed to maintain his grasp on it. “Damnit! I thought he would wait until we were in orbit!”

Myoki, with her feet in the handhold, was able to reach out and put her hands on Choop’s shoulders. He needed to stay calm now. She looked pleadingly at Saoirse.

Saoirse moved as only she can in low-gee. With a slight push from a handhold, she drifted to Choop, wrapping him up completely with arms and legs.

“Shhh, shhh, Choop, you didn’t know. You can beat yourself up later. We need to pay attention now. Goetsch is giving us clues to his plans during this announcement, if we listen.”

“Beat myself up? I’m not going to beat myself up. I’m going to kill that bastard, that’s what I’m gonna do.”

Saoirse looked over Choop’s shoulder at Myoki. Myoki shrugged her shoulders in an ‘I told you so’ gesture.

Goetsch’s metallic voice continued, “… I am sorry to have to tell you that two banks of the cryo-drawers failed. Although we were able to wake some, forty-one crewmembers perished, many of them Officers. There will be services tomorrow afternoon in the auditorium. We ask that you keep the families of these comrades in your prayers.

“The equipment failure also forced me into another decision. One other cryo-bank appears to be faulty although it did not fail. We will be waking up an additional thirty-two crewmen to assume active duty as we approach our new home.”

Choop whispered, “He’s hand picking officers loyal to him.”

Goetsch’s voice took on a stern sound. “This will result in crowded conditions. There will be adjustments to work shifts and duty assignments. More information will be provided as we work out details.”

Choop muttered, almost inaudibly, “Adjustments to duty assignments? He’s putting his loyalists in the critical positions. I should've acted sooner.”

Goetsch’s voice now became somber, sadness almost oozing between the words. “We are sad today. It is the time to mourn. These brave souls lost their lives, but we must prevail, and we shall. Our new home calls us.”

Myoki watched Choop during the entire speech. She did not see a man; she saw a boy aiming a slingshot.


CHAPTER 12

“Mankind is funny that way. We’re most alive when we struggle.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

“Get settled Scouts, this is going to take a while.”

Stallman was sitting on a table at the edge of the auditorium. Sixteen Scouts were sitting in nearby chairs turned to face him.

Choop noticed the division between the Squads. Without words, the two Squads naturally sat in two distinct groups, separated by a row of chairs. They were even in formation of sorts, Choop’s Squad behind him and Gerado’s Squad behind him.

“I wanted to make this first full meeting of all the Scouts on duty as informal as possible. Squad 1, led by Scout Leader Choop Miles, has been training for years in this very room, but it didn’t look like this. It was outfitted as a jungle for the bulk of those training sessions. We were lucky there, since New Home is nothing but one big damn jungle. We have Miles to thank, it was his idea.”

Choop could feel the eyes of the newly awakened Scouts on him. He ignored them.

“Squad 2, led by Squad Leader Gerado Gaete, has some catching up to do. The initial exploratory mission will be Squad 1.”

Enrique Valverde spoke, “We’ll catch up quick, Sergeant.”

Choop had done his homework as soon as he realized that eight of the newly awakened crew members would comprise a second Scout Squad. He had checked the backgrounds of all eight. Enrique’s dad worked as an interpreter at the Chilean Embassy in Washington, DC. Choop, reading between the lines, believed Enrique’s family only qualified for colonization because Gerado’s dad was the Chilean Ambassador.

Sergeant Stallman responded, “I appreciate your enthusiasm, Scout Valverde, but when I said I wanted to keep this informal, I didn’t mean we just blurt out whatever comes into our head.”

Enrique looked down, sniffed, avoided eye contact, but the tenseness in his hairy, stocky body betrayed his anger.

“As I was saying, the initial mission will be Squad 1. I want this first mission to be short, you’ll understand why as I explain our orbit.

“As we arrived at New Home and prepared for orbit, we had a decision to make. Our preconceptions, the assumptions we had based our plans on, were that the target planet would appear somewhat like Earth, with continents and oceans. We thought we would have time in the final week of approach to plan an approximate best location for a settlement, allowing us to go into a geosynchronous orbit above it. But, upon discovering all of New Home is covered in jungle, we couldn’t determine a best location.

“As an exercise for the student, so to speak, how about someone tell me the implications. Anyone?”

Sarah from Choop’s Squad was, in Choop’s opinion, the smartest person in the room. She decided to take a shot at the question. “I’m guessing a geosynchronous orbit, as opposed to a polar orbit, is easier to change after the fact if you want to move above a different location, since the new location is likely to be in the same climate band?”

“Very astute observation, Scout O’Hair. Partially correct, it does describe our original thinking. Care to expound in more detail?”

Sarah accepted the challenge, her strawberry blond curls bouncing as she spoke. “Well, first off, I’m thinking the Navigator was concerned with fuel. Having no climate band to follow means the likelihood of modifying the orbit is high, using more fuel as we look for the best location. Also, there is a more efficient way to cover the whole globe with minimum fuel expenditure; use a polar orbit. If, using a polar orbit, you move higher, or lower, in orbit so the duration of an orbit doesn’t exactly match one turn of the planet, as with a geosynchronous orbit, then you can manage to cover all of the planet without changing your orbit.”

Choop smiled, pleased with Sarah. He knew chatty Sarah probably only stopped talking because she had run out of oxygen. He also knew she was right in her analysis, because he knew his Squad, knew their strengths and weaknesses, and she was smart.

But, Leif didn’t know how smart she was. He said, “Couldn’t you change the elevation of a geosynchronous orbit as well?”

Sarah was curling her hair around two fingers continuously as she answered, “If you did that, it wouldn’t be geosynchronous, by definition. You probably mean an equatorial orbit. But then you would be limiting your coverage to the equator, and with no climate bands, the equator isn’t necessarily optimal for a colony.”

Deciding the exercise for the student had gone long enough, Stallman said, “Your analysis is spot on, Scout O’Hair. We chose to enter a polar orbit with a rotational duration 95% of New Home’s rotation. This allows us to cover all of the globe without changing our orbit until we find a location for our colony.”

Choop could see from Gerado’s body language that he didn’t like the way Sarah responded to Leif. He crossed his arms in front of his thin frame and frowned. The neatly trimmed goatee and mustache did not hide the pouty lips.

Stallman continued, “We chose to keep the orbital rotation close to the planetary rotation for another reason, a strategically critical reason. Now we getting to the meat of this issue of our orbit and why it matters.

“We have been in orbit for a week and scanned New Home during seven passes. The jungle not only covers the entire planet, it averages a depth of twelve thousand feet. That’s a bit of an estimation, the jungle is so thick down near the surface that it’s hard to tell where the land actually begins.”

Stallman focused on Choop. “Would you like to share the implications with the room, Scout Leader Miles?”

Choop had rehearsed this, was able to focus not on what he was saying but the new Scouts as he spoke. He could read nothing from the two Star-Babies, Albert Beumers and Romero Pacana, sitting still as one would expect, but the others were all fidgeting.

“Since the forest is so deep, we’ll be unable to find an opening in the trees and take the lander down for insertion. We will have to hover and be lowered into the forest on ropes, picked up the same way.”

This prompted a question from Danielle Braum, the only woman on Gerado’s Squad. “Sergeant Stallman kept calling it a jungle, you say forest. What’s the difference?”

Danielle was the only one of the new Scouts he had a good feel about, based on nothing but instinct. “Danielle, isn’t it? Where you from, Danielle?”

“New York City.”

She cracked her knuckles as she said this, almost a challenge. Choop remembered his research now, she was from a Jewish family. Tough as hell, reputation for being scary tough in the ring, a Krav Maga level five black belt. She looked to be at least five nine, one forty, wiry strong. He wouldn’t want to tangle with her.

“Well, your question makes sense then, neither a jungle or a forest has skyscrapers.”

This attempt at levity caused Sarah to giggle. Danielle cracked her knuckles again.

“Sorry. Kidding. Don’t hurt me.”

Danielle smiled, at least with her mouth, her eyes held no smile.

“The formal answer is that all jungles are forests but not all forests are jungles, but the real answer is I say forests because I have spent a lot of time in forests, training.”

This statement caused everyone in the room, even Stallman, to straighten, but Choop held up his hand, palm out.

“But, let’s don’t get sidetracked. The ultimate answer to your question is it makes absolutely no difference what a jungle or a forest is because those definitions are from Earth. Whatever New Home is, it ain’t Earth. We might wish to hell we only had a jungle to deal with before this is over.”

That quieted the room, so he continued, “Now let’s tie it all together. We are in a polar orbit and we can’t land a lander when we go down. That means we can’t leave at our discretion to return, we have to have the lander hover to pick us up. Due to the limitation of the fuel range of the lander, we will have to stay down until Inception makes a full orbit, or half an orbit over the equator.”

Enrique said, “Huh?”

Sarah said, “I’ll get a globe and show you later how it works.”

Enrique’s bushy eyebrows almost touched. He sniffed twice, looking at the floor.

Choop continued, “So for our first mission we will severely limit the duration. We will use my Squad, all eight of us will participate. We will stay no longer than the lander can hover and still make it back to Inception. Truth is, we will only be testing the procedures for getting out of and into the lander without killing ourselves.”

Stephan Floros, from Greektown in Chicago, said, “That’s all?”

Choop studied Stephan. He was prematurely balding, buzzcut his head to compensate. Dark mustache, dark eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose as he waited for Choop to respond.

Choop said, “We will have thirty minutes to stay, so of course we will take pictures and catalog flora and fauna, get the lay of the trees, you might say. Our main focus will be on staying alive.”

Danielle, mimicking Choop’s Texas accent, said, “Hey, it ain’t Earth. They might not even be trees.”

She hadn’t meant it to be funny. Her meaning was clear, we could handle trees, we knew that, what we didn’t know was what we would face on New Home. The mood of the room was very somber. They were all contemplating the enormity of the task.

Sarah, mimicking Danielle’s Brooklyn accent, said, “Hey, cheer up, New York, the good news is no climate bands means there will be year-round farming.”

~ ~ ~

Choop made the command decision, with Stallman’s approval, that Myoki would accompany Scout Squad A on the first forty-five minute mission. Stallman agreed with the logic — she was the primary xenobiologist, would be responsible for tracking and cataloging life on New Home, and would have to learn how to deal with the lander exit and entrance process. She would be going on many missions as a part of her role and this forty-five minute trial run was probably about as safe as it would ever get.

The original plan was to have a Scout descend on a long, thick rope into the forest until he found a place to perch. However there was significant wind. All the same direction, extremely steady without significant gusts, but, it was a two hundred knot wind.

Choop went first. Saoirse had strongly objected to this. He and Saoirse had the first major argument of their relationship the night before, but he pulled rank. She wasn’t speaking to him.

The lander used rotating jet pods like a Harrier aircraft. It was much larger but the principle was the same. The original intent was to rotate the engines to the vertical and hover over the trees during deployment. However, in order to maintain zero ground velocity the lander had to fly into the wind at two hundred knots.

The bay from which Choop descended was between and behind the wing engines. The lander had to face the wind so it would maintain zero ground velocity.

The trouble was with the rear engine the lander used for thrust. As the rope was deployed Choop just skidded along the underside of the lander, not going down, going sideways because of the wind. He quickly realized this would just put him in the rear engine and called a halt to the descent.

As soon as they reeled the rope back in, Choop removed his helmet and said to the pilot, “You see the problem, right?”

The pilot, Jack Wilson, was an Air Force pilot until he was selected for duty on Inception. He was from Waco, Texas, the son of a West Texas redneck who made his living as a Drilling Fluid Operator on oil rigs in the Gulf of Mexico. Jack was about as rough as they come. His response was what Jack was known for, blunt and kinda funny.

“Hell, yes, I see the damned problem. The damned problem is the Sun melted the Earth and we gotta try to put soldiers down in a bunch of damned trees. That’s the problem.”

“I was thinking a little more specifically, Jack. I know you have to face the wind to stay steady, but it’s blowing me into the rear engine.”

“Oh, hell, that. That ain’t the real problem, it’s just a symptom. The real problem is the Sun melted the Earth.”

“Jack, help me look for a cure to the symptom, then. Could you maybe hold the lander into the wind at an angle so the wind blows me sideways enough to miss the rear engine.”

“Well, Cowboy, explain me this, what good is it gonna do for you to be trailin’ a hunert yards behind me, cause I ain’t puttin’ this bucket down into them trees, no damn way. You need to take that rope down, not out. Plus, I guess it bears mentionin’, I cain’t hold it into this wind on an angle and give you zero ground velocity, no way in hell. Maybe you should just jump.”

“Funny, Jack. How am I gonna jump back up?”

“Well, Cowboy, the symptoms’re just pilin’ up, ain’t they? By the way, I had forty-five minutes of fuel and we been here twenty minutes.”

“Okay, I guess just take us back, we need to regroup.”

Saoirse said, “I can do it, Squad Leader Miles.”

She hadn’t spoken to him since their argument last night, was obviously still pissed, but he didn’t want to disrespect her in front of the rest of the Squad, so he said, “Tell me how you’re gonna do that, Saoirse.”

“I may be a Star-Baby, but I watch a lot of movies. You ever see one where they’re skydiving? You gotta steer instead of just going with the wind.”

“Come on, Saoirse, that’s nuts.”

Myoki supported Saoirse, which Choop had been noticing a lot lately. “Choop, we’ve got fifteen minutes left. We might as well let her try.”

“Okay, Saoirse, get buckled up. I might as well let you prove yourself wrong if you ain’t gonna listen to me.”

Saoirse took the rope from Choop, snapped the clip to her harness, and began toward the bay without a word.

The next fifteen minutes became the stuff of legend. They all watched in awe as she experimented with different body positions angling herself into the wind. She finally learned how to lower herself so the rope was at a thirty degree angle from the fuselage. When their time was up, they pulled her up and headed back.

On the trip back to Inception they discussed the ramifications. Choop said, “That was impressive, Saoirse, but how are we gonna lower a rope to pick someone up from the trees? The empty rope will just go into the engine.”

“Easy. Someone will have to accompany the pilot on the pickup run. That person will fly another rope down to the returning Scout. As long as Jack matches his lander’s airspeed to the wind velocity, it should work. But, we are going to have to practice it a lot.”

Shen Ao said, “We will need a longer rope since you go down at such an angle.”

Saoirse said, “We could have done it this time if we’d had a longer rope and a smarter Squad Leader.”

~ ~ ~

As they went deeper into the forest, the darker and wetter it got. Near the surface, leaves — actually flat spongy structures which provided photo-synthesis — were light green. By the time the team had gone down a thousand feet, light was muted, leaves had darkened, and the air was so humid the massive, intertwined tree trunks glistened with moisture.

As they drifted down, the rate of descent was slow. Helped by the light gravity, at just 30% Earth normal, they could drop a hundred feet at a single jump.

They’d all been trained by Choop on how to move. Each jump was as short as possible. Between jumps, there were long delays during which they remained still.

This trip used only four Scouts. Leif took point and Saoirse came last with Myoki and Stephan in the middle.

Progress was slow because they encountered many creatures, causing long periods of inactivity to allow the wildlife to settle and accept their presence. Leif had been taking Choop’s training on faith but became a believer as he observed how the animals gradually ignored the humans.

Myoki and Stephan used the pauses to write notes on their recorders. Even though they’d silenced the recorders and muted the displays, movement of fingers on glass annoyed Leif. Still meant still, unmoving. The tapping of fingers was quiet, but the motion made the pauses take longer for the animals to calm down.

Near the surface of the forest were creatures that looked like daddy-longlegs spiders, but with three legs. Farther down, they encountered animals that looked like rats with eight legs and two tails, one front, one rear.

Leif smiled thinking that the front tail would be called a trunk. At least they hadn’t seen anything that looked like a cat. He hated cats; they terrified him. He was glad he didn’t have Myoki’s job of classifying what they found.

Leif's job was simple. He was point man. He earned this honor by way of physical prowess. He was 150 pounds of rock-hard muscle. He was the only Scout who could spar with Saoirse effectively. She beat him regularly, but never injured him, which was rare.

Choop made him point for other reasons. Known to have a mean streak, he frequently injured others during sparring, and he wasn’t good at following rules. Both traits might prove useful in someone who was the first human to encounter the unknown on this planet. Snap judgment, in place of blind-rule following, might save lives.

Leif always knew when a pause had lasted long enough because of the sounds. When the forest had ‘accepted them’, as Choop liked to say, the forest spoke, chittering, chirping, screeching, howling, and the occasional growl.

When they’d gone down four thousand feet, the leaves had turned a very dark green. The color reminded Leif of a Porsche he had seen on Earth as a child. Its color was labeled black-jade. The tree trunks were even darker. Water dripped off the leaves and ran in rivulets down the trunks, which were thicker as they descended. Some were fifty feet across.

This massive forest obviously supported itself to such heights by building a latticework of tree trunks. At intersections the trunks wound around each other, similar to how grapevines acted on Earth.

An area at the intersection of three intertwining trunks was overgrown with strange plants they hadn’t seen before. Possibly parasitic, like mistletoe on Earth, the overgrowth was thick with interlocked vines and thick leaves. They either had to go through it or take a long detour.

The forest was silent, ominously quiet even after remaining still for several minutes. Saoirse was in charge, it would be her decision when to head back. His whisper was easy to hear with no interfering forest sounds.

“We can head back, we can go around, or we can see what’s in there. Whatcha think?”

“What's your opinion, Leif?”

The grin spreading across Leif's face was comical. “The rule book says head back or go around. Rules are meant to be broken.”

He turned and jumped toward the trunk nearest the growth-covered tangle. While he was still in the air, a black creature, like a panther with six legs and a tail longer than its body, sprang toward him from the side of the trunk. It swiped at Leif with claws as they passed, sending both spinning out of control.

Leif tumbled head over heels into the spongy tangle of plants, screaming obscenities. The attacking creature emitted a distinctive cry, a mixture between a growl and a howl, as it spun out of sight. Similar cries came from within the mass of growth.

Saoirse, Stephan, and Myoki were frozen with indecision. Any thoughts of rescue faded when they heard human screams beyond the tangled vines. The screams reached a loud crescendo and then terminated in strangling sounds.

Saoirse found her voice.

“Up. Double-time. Now!”


CHAPTER 13

“A planet by any other name will still kill you.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Choop arrived at the last minute, intentionally. He hadn’t had any face time with Colonel Goetsch, by design; too dangerous. He’d been spending most of his time on New Home, looking for topsoil.

The room’s noise level was high as people enjoyed the rare gathering. Choop sat in the farthest corner of the meeting hall, next to Shorty Wanstedt.

Shorty was complaining, as usual. “Ayden, I’m just saying. They should’ve told us we was gonna have to be vegetarians.”

In Choop’s opinion, Shorty was not only short, he was stupid.

Shorty was voicing displeasure to his usual opponent in discourse, Ayden Mahoney. Big, burly Ayden wasn’t stupid. Choop never understood Ayden's tolerance for Shorty.

“Shorty, what the hell did you expect? Cows and chickens running around a spaceship?”

“I’m just saying they should’ve told us, is all. I mighta just stayed to bask in the glow of a Nova.”

“Crewmen! Please settle down. We are still a military organization. Just because we’ve been circling the planet for four months doesn’t mean discipline goes to hell. Quiet!”

Choop didn’t know if Colonel Goetsch was accustomed to yelling, and he didn’t want to find out. The room grew quiet. The Colonel’s voice carried well, Choop could tell he was accustomed to commanding a room.

“This gathering is to discuss progress on our search for land. We’ve looked for four months and still find ocean each time we go to the surface.

"Sergeant Stallman, what’s your situational report? Have your Scouts found land, even a tiny island?”

“Thank you, Colonel. First, I think ocean is a misnomer. The water is deep and vast, but it’s fresh water.”

“We don’t care about the damn water. What about the land?”

“Crewman Wanstedt! You’ll have time for questions and opinions. Let him speak.”

“Sorry, Colonel.”

Sergeant Stallman’s voice didn’t have the volume of the Colonel’s. He spoke evenly, enunciating clearly, people in the room had to quiet down hear him. Choop knew the Sergeant could yell loud enough to burst eardrums. The soft voice was intentional. Choop was impressed. If ever called on to speak in front of a crowd, he’d remember this technique.

“First, let me say, Shorty, I understand your sense of urgency to find land. We’re all tired of living in this tin can. However, our plan for colonization requires land. We brought tractors. We brought seeds. We need land.”

A hand shot up in the far corner. Stallman wanted to encourage civilized approach to interruptions. He said, “Yes, Miriam, you have a question?”

“Half of my family is still in cryo. We don’t have room to wake more people. We need to find land now, I need my family.”

There was a general murmuring of agreement.

Stallman waited for the room to quiet down.

The Sergeant spoke softly in response, “We all feel your pain, Miriam. Most families are still split. We do have to find land.”

“Sergeant Stallman, back to the point. How is the search going?”

“Yes, Sir, sorry, Sir. So far, we’ve sent Scouts down twenty-four times expressly to go all the way to the surface. Early on, there was loss of life. This planet has some dangerous animals.

“However, my best Scout, Squad Leader Choop Miles, devised a better way to attack the problem. Using only three-man teams, trained to move in triangles to cover each other, moving only one at a time, he managed to come up with a way to get to the surface and back without losing Scouts.”

“We’ve been to the surface twenty-four times?”

“No, Sir, only the last sixteen trips made it all the way. All of them found huge tree trunks growing out of water.”

“How frequently are we sending teams?”

“Well, Sir, the limited range of the landers means the ship has to make a full orbit to retrieve the team, unless the mission is going down near the equator.”

“What does the equator have to do with it?”

“Since we are in a polar orbit with a duration of one day, dropping a team at the equator means the orbit will put the ship near the same location after only half a day. Dropping a team near a pole means a full orbit is required to get close enough to retrieve them.”

“I know all this, of course, but just to make it clear to everyone, each mission requires either a full day or a half day. We’re sending down how many teams?”

“We have three three-man teams of our best Scouts. One led by Miles, one led by Scout First Class Saoirse Grieve, and another led by Scout First Class Shen Ao Wei. We’ve mapped out locations all over New Home’s surface. By using our landers in rotation — two active while the third is in maintenance — we’re sending Scouts down nine times a week.”

“Isn’t it obvious we need other options?” This came from Abhay Pawar, a tall, striking Muslim known for his intellect.

Sergeant Stallman seemed confused. “Options other than finding land?”

“Yes, perhaps we need to burn part of the forest. Perhaps we need to move on to another planet.”

This caused an uproar, many talking at once.

“What good does it do to burn forest if you're still looking at seawater?”

“Didn’t we learn anything from what we were doing to the Earth? Burn the forest, are you out of your mind?”

“The next possibly habitable planet is light-years away, no way I’m doing that.”

“Quiet! Quiet!”

The Colonel didn’t have a gavel, but he pounded his palm on the bulkhead behind him, the sound reverberating.

“I will not stand for this! Is that understood?”

In the ensuing silence, Choop forgot his determination to avoid interacting with the Colonel. He spoke softly.

“There is one obvious alternative.”

The Colonel turned his gaze on Choop and said, “You are?”

“Choop Miles, Sir. I’ve been in New Home’s forest more than anyone. I think I might have a unique perspective … Sir.”

“I’m listening.”

“We should begin waking people and sending them down to live in the forest.”

If not for the fear of Colonel Goetsch, this would have also caused an uproar. Murmurs could be heard.

“We ain’t monkeys. Living in trees?”

“People are dying, it’s not safe till we burn it.”

Colonel Goetsch glared until the room was quiet. He focused his stare on Sergeant Stallman.

“You got a Scout going native, Sergeant?”

“I think you should hear him out, Colonel.”

Realizing he had the floor, Choop stood and began to speak quietly, glad for the technique the Sergeant had shown him.

“First of all, Colonel, with respect, New Home is now our world. The term going native is non-sensical. But, that’s beside the point.

“We should complete our search. In another month we can go down thirty-six more times. But, I’m certain we won’t find land. I believe this planet has no land.”

People fidgeted, looking from one to another.

“I know that seems incredible and hard to imagine, but I’ve seen many amazing things on New Home. It’s not Earth; the old paradigms don’t apply.

“This is a world with thirty percent of Earth’s gravity, but it’s larger in diameter. I’d bet against finding metals to mine even if we found a continent.”

At this statement, Choop saw a few nods.

“It has no polar caps. It has an equatorial climate over the entire globe. There appear to be no flying creatures whatsoever. There are parasitic plants that carry light from the surface deep into the forest similar to fiber optic cables. There are massive creatures in the seas. The whole forest appears intelligent.”

He realized he had gone too far when the Colonel held up his hand.

“Are you saying there are intelligent aliens down there?”

“No, Sir, that was not my intent. I was just trying to convey that we need to let go of our preconceptions. I’m not sure what we’ll find once we’ve mapped the entire surface, but I’m certain we’ll never use our tractors.”

“What in the name of God makes you think we should begin sending people down now?”

Choop couldn’t tell who asked this. It came from somewhere off to his right.

“There are three different kinds of nuts we’ve found so far that are edible. Not only edible, but delicious and nutritious. There are many fruits, as well. For those of you tired of eating fruits and vegetables, I’ve eaten some of the animals. Water is no problem, the deeper you go the more it just drips off tree leaves and runs down trunks.

“The wood is very soft, similar to balsa wood on Earth. There are creatures that burrow into the trees for shelter. Near the surface there are tree trunks a hundred meters in diameter. I could carve out an acceptable cave with a pocket knife. We should start sending down some trial groups to stay and learn how to live there. It would free up space on the ship to wake crew and reunite families.”

The room was quiet. Mouths hung open.

Everyone began to talk at once.

~ ~ ~

They learned that the wind was at its worst near the equator, growing less as you approached the poles. Entry into the forest near one of the poles was not only less dangerous but much quicker. So, Choop chose the pole they arbitrarily called the north pole for his clandestine meeting. They had to get in and out quickly.

When they had descended about four thousand feet into the forest, Choop found what he was looking for. A tree trunk forked into three smaller ones, with the main tree seventy-five meters in diameter and the smallest of the three trunks ascending from it twenty meters wide. He settled in the vee formed by the three trunks and waited for the others to drop down.

He was pleased it took several minutes before they all arrived. Their ability to move through the forest quietly was now second nature, each wouldn’t move until some time had passed after the previous Scout had dropped.

The last to join was Saoirse. She had proven to be so aware of the forest, it seemed she had eyes in the back of her head. She was always last in formation.

The Scouts stared at Choop expectantly. This was the largest group he had ever had together on a trip into New Home. He smiled as he thought this, they had all grown use to the phrase ‘going into New Home’, not ‘to’ it or ‘onto’ it. A trip down implied entering the forest just as you would have entered an ocean on Earth.

Might as well get this over with, he thought. Aloud, he said, “Sorry for all the secrecy, but I couldn’t risk what I’m about to tell you being overheard.”

He had told each individual, while alone, to meet him at the Lander bay. He had given no explanation, just told them to prepare to enter New Home. He had Myoki pilot the Lander, it was proving to be one of his best decisions for her to learn to fly it.

He thought there would immediately be questions, but no. These were the best of the best of the Scouts. None of them, with the exception of Sarah, was prone to chattiness. Even she kept quiet. All of them just stared and waited.

He knew they could only stay for thirty minutes, max. Myoki was hovering above waiting to pick them up. They would be missed if they were gone longer, but Choop was convinced Goetsch has spies and listening devices all over the ship.

“I can’t think of any other way to say this, except bluntly. The failure of the cryo-drawers was a ruse. Colonel Goetsch executed all the other officers in his crew-unit. All those having the required rank to lead the colony were eliminated while in still in cryo.”

Still they said nothing. He felt proud to lead these Scouts.

There were seven of them, Saoirse, Sarah, Shen Ao, Larry, Scott, Kejuon, and Adam. Choop knew them well, would trust them with his life. In fact, he just had by revealing the Colonel’s actions.

He knew them well enough to see the outward signs of worry at what he had just said. Adam pursing his lips, Kejuon sucking his teeth, Sarah curling hair around her finger, Scott chewing his fingernail, Shen Ao preternaturally still while staring into infinity, only Saoirse, who already knew about Goetsch, looked him in the eye.

Of course, chatty Sarah had the first question. “I would be extremely interested in understanding exactly how you know this.”

“While cleaning one of the air ducts, I overheard Goetsch talking to Lieutenant Chambers. They were discussing the timing of it. How to do it so suspicions wouldn’t be raised.”

Kejuon, always contentious, said, “That’s bullshit. How can they kill twenty-three officers without raising suspicion.”

“Are you saying my information is bullshit?”

“No, if you say he said it, I believe he did. I’m just saying he’s got a screw loose if he thinks folks ain’t gonna get worked up about it.”

“Well, it gets worse. He was discussing which other officers were close to, and trusted by, those in his crew-unit. They were all on the chopping block as well. Apparently he is thinking they can eliminate all opposition.”

Shen Ao’s voice could barely be heard above the sounds of the forest. “That means Doctor Grunwald has to be in on it.”

“Yes, another time I overheard them discussing their plans with Grunwald. It was Grunwald’s idea to fabricate a cryo-drawer malfunction. I didn’t hear them refer specifically to any others who would be eliminated. But, I did hear some references to having control of the planet’s colony. I think that’s why Goetsch is so frustrated we haven’t found land. He had plans all set to control a traditional colony. He wants to be a dictator in charge of all humanity.”

Larry said, “Please tell me you have some kind of plan. Shouldn’t we tell Stallman?”

“I am not sure what he would do. If he tries to go by the book and approach Goetsch, we might all be screwed.

“I have convinced Stallman we have to reduce the size of the teams we send deep into New Home, just three at once. I have stressed the need for coordination so we can quit losing people. It helps that all three we’ve lost so far came from the other squad. I convinced him they are rookies, so just members of our squad will be going down until we find land.”

“I bet that pissed off Gerado,” Saoirse said.

Sarah snickered.

Choop continued, “So, we will only talk about this when we are in the forest. We will rotate members on the three-man teams so the messages can get passed around. Understood? I know it’s not much of an action plan, but I’ll come up with something. We just all have to stick together, and keep our mouths shut.

“Also, if the other Scouts ask unusual questions, let me know. I know at least some of them have got to be in Goetsch’s pocket.”

~ ~ ~

The constant frustration at not finding a suitable spot for a settlement was wearing on everyone’s nerves. The general mood of the crew was depressive. Goetsch decided something was needed to lighten the mood.

He proposed a contest to come up with an official name for New Home. Presentations were encouraged to be creative and entertaining.

It worked. There were songs, skits, paintings, poetry readings, and dances. One of the funniest was a square dance proposing the name ’New Texas’. Many of the names were frivolous, a few were good candidates.

Choop’s favorite was ‘Emerald’, an obvious reference to the green colors filling the porthole, which had become a popular place.

For two hours the auditorium was like a county fair. The mood of the crowd, all two hundred minus only essential bridge crew, was lively. The room barely contained both the people and the gaiety.

Saoirse took the stage. She signaled and lights dimmed. On the wall behind her appeared a breathtaking image she had taken with her recorder. It was from the forest of New Home, taken at an upwards angle, looking at the canopy over one of the ‘open areas’.

The forest had these open areas; Myoki believed they had an ecological purpose, but wasn’t sure what. The open areas were smaller and fewer as you descended, but always present.

This open area was near the top of the forest. Choop knew this for three reasons. There was much light, the clearing was large, and in the foreground of the photo was four of the three-legged spiders that had become known as Tripods.

The room grew quiet as everyone became aware of the beauty of the image. Choop suddenly felt pity on these folks who had been denied the chance to descend into the forest. This beautiful picture brought it alive for them.

Choop had noticed Saoirse working frequently on her computer for the last week, and now he knew what she had been doing. The image was focused at all distances, the foreground and the canopy both stunningly clear.

The moistness of the forest air caused the photo to have a misty look. The foreground was the four Tripods on a branch as big around as your arm. The middle distance had one of the flying creatures called Spinners.

They didn’t really fly but glided like flying squirrels on Earth. They were six-legged, symmetrical, and would billow their black-and-teal mottled pelt and spin like a frisbee as they steered to their target. It was probably this spinner that had prompted Saoirse to take a picture.

But the most compelling facet of the photo was the far distance. Still in brilliant focus, the canopy was like a ceiling backlit with sunlight, consisting of every shade of green.

Saoirse had manipulated the image. She had chosen certain areas of the canopy and used chartreuse to highlight them. The result was the word ‘Canopy’ written in cursive across this magnificent living awning. A living word entwined in a living tapestry.

The image took Choop’s breath away. He was not alone in his awe. The room was totally quiet, the only sound that of the fans humming as they moved air.

Then a poem, in Japanese Haiku form with three lines, began to scroll up the image. You could still see the forest through the translucent text. Saoirse’s voice read.

There’s shade from three suns, shelter for life, under this:

Canopy of Hope

Saoirse, normally so reticent, became famous that day. No one said much, there was no discussion, people just began referring to the planet as Canopy. When the contest voting was held, the race for funniest skit was close. Three different ballads vied for best song. The vote for the name of humanity’s new home was unanimous.


CHAPTER 14

“If you know, you know. Just because you can’t say how you know, doesn’t mean you don’t know.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Chairs were arranged in a semi-circle in front of the desk. The chairs had velcro straps to pull over thighs and keep the occupant in place.

Choop, Myoki, and Minden Dubberly arranged themselves and got comfortable. At least Choop and Myoki were comfortable; Minden’s six foot five frame barely fit in the chair.

Minden was Assistant Xenobiologist. Myoki was training him in her methods. He had been at it about a month and seemed competent, although his obvious flirtations with Myoki irritated Choop. Choop annoyed himself with his own irritation, he was with Saoirse now. Minden’s attraction to Myoki shouldn’t bother him.

Choop was somewhat distracted by the room’s arrangement. Sergeant Stallman, like most of the Earth-born, sorely needed everyone in the room to be aligned with the vertical as defined by the furniture. He could not read the expression on someone’s face if they were hanging upside down.

Choop thought of Saoirse and smiled faintly. He knew beyond doubt she would hang her feet in a random handhold on the ceiling if she were present. She enjoyed teasing the Earth-born in this fashion.

He pushed Saoirse from his mind and concentrated. This discussion was important. He wished there had been more time to discuss the meeting with Myoki. She and Choop needed to be on the same page.

“Well, Scout Leader Miles, you requested this meeting,” Sergeant Stallman said.

“Yes, Sergeant, let me get right to the point. Our Xenobiologist has pointed out the need to accelerate mapping and classifying of flora and fauna. She requested the Xenobiologists be included in the missions. I agree, and just want your sign off. So, I have come up with a new Squad formation …”

“Whoa, there, Miles,” Stallman interrupted. “Cool your jets. The purpose of the missions to the surface are to find land. I understand the need for her work, but we need to stay focused. If we don’t find topsoil soon, there’s liable to be mutiny. We need to establish a colony now. Not later. Now.”

Myoki opened her mouth, drew breath, and paused when she felt Choop’s hand on her forearm.

Choop, hoping Myoki would play along, said, “That’s just it, Sergeant. She believes that the work she is doing will help point us to the area of Canopy most likely to have land.”

Stallman focused on Myoki. “Is that true, Wakahisa? How do you figure that?”

Choop squeezed Myoki’s arm to encourage her. She was almost incapable of telling a lie. Choop held his breath.

“Well, Sir, uh, I mean, Sergeant, uh, it’s just a theory.”

Stallman shifted his focus back to Choop. “Is this a joke, Miles?”

“No, Sergeant, she’s just nervous in front of authority. Let me help explain, Myoki. Okay?”

The look on Myoki’s face was an odd mixture of relief and anger. “Please do,” she said.

Choop began his pitch. “Sergeant, as you know, we have discovered that Canopy’s forest has three very different ecosystems. The top, about 4000 feet, we call the Overhead. The middle, the next 4000 feet, we call the Jungle, and the bottom, on down to the surface, we call the Shadows. Okay, when I say ‘we’, I mean Scouts. Myoki has Latin words for the ecosystems.”

“Latin isn’t that hard, Choop.” Myoki said. “I wish you would use the correct terminology.”

“Some of the words you’re making up are outlandishly complicated,” Choop retorted. “Like the Latin one you made up for Stickypedes.”

“Stickypedes?” Sergeant Stallman asked.

Choop saw an opportunity to steer the discussion back on track. “Yes, they are an example of the ecosystems I’m talking about. They’re about the size of a Chihuahua. They have five body segments each with two prehensile appendages, one on each side. The appendages act like Velcro on trees, stick to the bark.

The point is that Stickypedes are only found in the Jungle, never the Overhead, never the Shadows. This is the kind of clue that can help us.”

“Is this going somewhere useful, Miles?”

“Yes, Sergeant. It turns out the Shadows vary significantly based on location. Classifying flora and fauna in those areas might give us clues as to what the surface is like.”

Choop could feel both Myoki and Minden stir in their seats at this blatant lie. He continued before one of them ruined his plan.

“So, what I’ve planned, with your approval, of course, is to increase the size of Squads on missions. We’ve learned to get to the surface without losing Scouts. I believe we can increase the size of mission Squads to seven, three Scouts above the Xenobiologist and three on point below.”

Choop could feel Myoki stir again. They had discussed this, and Choop now added one Scout to what he had told her originally. She settled down, understanding Choop was up to something.

It worked, as Choop hoped. Troop movements were something Stallman could sink his teeth into, much more interesting than biology. Stallman said, “So, six Scouts per mission means we’ll have to begin using Scouts from Squad B to have a decent rotation.”

“We’ll need them all, Sir, uh, Sergeant,” Myoki said. “I have been training Minden. We can cover more territory if he and I both go on missions.”

Stallman turned his gaze on Minden. “Minden, what is your background, if I might ask.”

Minden’s voice was so soft everyone in the room leaned toward him as he spoke. “I have a degree in biology from Stanford. I was working at the San Francisco Zoo when recruited.”

“Well, you certainly have yourself a new zoo.” Stallman said. “Miles, your request is approved.”

~ ~ ~

Choop knew Myoki would object, so he asked her to meet him in the launch bay thirty minutes early to talk in private. He needed her acceptance.

Myoki floated into the bay and looked around, “Where is everyone else? Did I misunderstand the time?”

With feet inserted into handholds, Choop perched on the back wall. “No, I wanted to talk to you privately before we head down.”

“Why do I get the feeling I am not going to like this?” Myoki floated slowly across the room.

“Probably because you are not going to like it.”

She settled onto the wall, grabbing a handhold with her left hand and bracing her knees against the wall.

Choop noticed how graceful she was, how beautiful, how fit. He thought of Saoirse’s acrobatics during weightless sex and envisioned Myoki in the same role, anchoring herself on a table, presenting herself to him. He shook his head to clear the image. He needed to concentrate, her acceptance of what he intended was critical.

She was looking at him with raised eyebrows, “Are you okay?”

“Yeah, sorry. Was thinking about something else. Myoki, here’s what you’re not gonna like. On the mission today, when we reach the Jungle, I am going to separate from the group and explore alone.”

“The hell you are.”

“Myoki…”

“No, you are not. Let me make sure you understand. There … is … no … way … in … hell … that you are going on your own to explore a dangerous alien environment. I won’t allow it.”

Choop fought to control his anger at her response. “Myoki, I’m Squad Leader. You’re not in charge.”

“You are in charge of safety, formations, individual Scout assignments. I am in charge of where we go in the forest. You know that.”

Choop paused, took two dip breaths, tried to calm himself. This was going worse than he hoped.

“Choop, we’ve already lost four Scouts to Canopy’s forest. It’s extremely dangerous. Have you lost your mind?”

Her eyes were wet. Her face was flushed. He could hear her knuckles grinding on the handhold; see the sinews in her forearm with stark relief in the harsh glare of the bay’s fluorescent lighting.

“Myoki, calm down. Please, just listen, okay?”

She grew still, but appeared on the verge of breaking into tears.

“You remember when I was twelve and asked you to allow me to go on trips with Bipin? A twelve year old asking you to let him go on long weekends with a stranger? Remember that?”

“Of course.”

“You were afraid for me then, right? But, the fact we both knew Bipin had valuable lessons to teach me took precedent. Now, those very same lessons have saved lives during missions.”

Myoki’s hands had stilled, but a tear spilled over and flowed down her cheek.

“Remember when Bipin first told me of his dreams? He said the human race depended on me understanding the forest? Well, the truth is, to do that effectively I need to be alone. The Scouts, as well trained as they are, make noise and disturb the forest. I need to talk to the forest one-on-one, so to speak.”

She no longer looked at him, staring blankly at the wall, tears now flowing freely. He had never seen someone cry so much without sobbing. He knew he was breaking her heart by putting himself in danger. He almost reached out to touch her shoulder, thought better of it.

“Myoki, trust me, please. I will not be in that much danger. I must do this. Plus, I can turn on my recorder and gather samples for you.”

Larry Miller entered the bay. The carpenter from Texas was still clumsy in zero-gee. He landed too firmly against the bulkhead near them. “Wow, y’all are early, I’m usually the first one here. I ain’t late am I?”

Myoki turned her head from Larry to compose herself.

“Nah, Larry, you’re right on time,” Choop said. “See, there’s Sarah.”

Sarah came flying through the bay’s door at high speed, arriving in her usual athletic fashion. Choop saw the immediate difference in Larry’s body language, and wondered if he was ever going to act on his crush. When Sarah was present Larry’s freckled face would flush with embarrassment and he would get tongue-tied. So far, it hadn’t interfered with Larry’s efficiency.

“Hey, we having a briefing before we go?” Sarah asked.

“No, just arrived early.” Choop could see Myoki had composed herself. “Let’s all get suited up; the others should be here soon.”

As the four of them were donning gear, Saoirse and Shen Ao flew in, leaving only Kejuon still to arrive.

Choop became formal. “Everyone get your gear and form up by the Lander so we can go over some things.”

While they were gathering on the floor of the bay next to the Lander’s rear clamshell doors, Kejuon drifted into the bay. As Choop was waiting for him to get his gear, Saoirse floated over. She hooked her feet in the handholds on the floor close to him. She stared at him, tilted her head to the side, and waited.

‘Damn’, Choop thought. ‘Now she’s going to do her intuition thing.’ He wasn’t even sure what to call it, but it unnerved him. The others had grown still, watching. They had seen this before; it was usually entertaining.

“Saoirse, not now.”

She tilted her head the other way. “There’s something important you’re not telling me.” She spoke quietly.

Choop spoke quietly as well. “You’re right, but I’m about to brief the Squad and tell everyone.”

Speaking louder, in his Squad Leader voice, as he moved past her toward the group, “As you all know, we will be taking our Xenobiologist on the mission today. This is going to become the norm. She will use her recorder to document all that is encountered, and she will take samples. The primary mission is to get to the surface in the hope of finding land, but you’ll be subject to her orders as to how fast you move and where you go.”

Of course, it was Saoirse who noticed the pronoun. “What do mean where ‘you’ go? You meant ‘we’, right?”

“No, I spoke accurately. I will be separating from the group to go alone just before we get to the Jungle. Since this is a polar mission, it will last the full day, all twenty-five hours, before the Lander returns to pick us up. We …”

“Hold on a minute. Did you just say you’re going off alone? Like hell. I’m going with you,” Saoirse said.

“No, Saoirse, you are not. That is an order. Do you understand me?”

“But …”

“An order. Tell me you understand me.”

Choop considered the need to defend himself physically; he had never seen the intense anger he now saw on her face.

“Yes, Sir. I understand, Scout Leader Miles.”

Choop knew she would punish him later, but tried not to let it distract him. He continued, “Sarah, Shen Ao, and Kejuon will be in the normal triangle below Myoki, with Shen Ao as point. Saoirse and Larry will be above Myoki with Larry as Near Flank and Saoirse as Trailer.

“Myoki, are there any instructions you have for them. Any way they can assist you in your work?”

“Yes, Scout Leader Miles, I would like everyone to keep their helmet recorders running for the duration. I need all the videos we can gather.”

Scout Leader Miles? She might be more pissed than Saoirse. No, one glance at Saoirse assured him that was not the case.

Jack Wilson, the pilot, came flying through the door, singing, “I got tears in my ears from lying on my back in my log cabin, crying over yooouuuuu.”

Everyone, even Saoirse, smiled. Jack had that effect on people. Choop was glad for his attitude, for once.

“How long till you’ll be ready to launch, Jack?”

“You boys and girls saddle up! I’m rarin’ to go.”

~ ~ ~

As they dropped in formation through the Overhead, Choop was annoyed by the Squad’s lack of discipline. He had trained them how to move through the forest, short bursts of travel with long pauses to allow observing creatures before being seen. On Canopy, short bursts of travel meant a single jump. With the light gravity, a Scout could descend one hundred feet in a single leap. They were no longer practicing that technique.

From his position near Saoirse, trailing the Squad, he found they were descending too fast to allow the forest to settle. He thought they were becoming complacent about the dangers of Canopy, then reconsidered. Maybe he was too harsh. They hadn’t lost a Scout in months.

They were approaching the point where the Overhead transforms into the Jungle. It wasn’t a sharp divide any more than the difference between desert and forest on Earth, but once immersed in either, it was obvious. Different animals, different plants, difference in moisture levels, other things Myoki planned to define on her classifying missions.

It occurred to him her presence might help explain the Squad’s rapid descent. This wasn’t the first time she had been in the forest, and he knew she found the Jungle and Shadows more intriguing than the Overhead. The Squad was just following her lead.

At 3500 feet down, he called a halt. He signaled Myoki of his intent to go to the left. They had discussed this. He would go at right angles to their descent. He would stay in the Jungle, descending no deeper than 7000 feet. He would blaze the trees as he went, and the Scouts would begin marking the trees from here down to the surface as well. They should be able to relocate each other using the blazed trails.

He turned to wave goodbye to Saoirse. She wouldn’t look at him.

Myoki voiced a command, and the Squad began to drop, too fast. He settled on the branch and waited, curious to see how long he could hear them as they descended. After 15 minutes of stillness, he could feel the forest begin to return to its normal routine.

Tripods, three-legged spider-like creatures, were numerous. If past observations held true, they wouldn’t join him as he descended into the Jungle. They lived in the Overhead.

He saw many Tripods had quit moving. Stationary, they stared at him with big eyes. He looked over his shoulder; they were behind him. He looked up; Tripods were above him. Right, left, forward, back, motionless Tripods watched him from the nearest tree branches, none on the branch he occupied.

He closed his eyes, sniffed, realized Tripods smell like charcoal. Faint, but definite. Charcoal.

He picked out the branch to which he would leap. It was 75 feet lower and 50 feet to his left. In Canopy’s light gravity, he had managed to jump 50 feet vertically; it was a manageable distance. He thought how Saoirse teased him when she was able to jump 80 feet vertically, then pushed thoughts of her away.

The descent was slow. It still amazed him every time he did it. Falling in slow motion through the most beautiful forest he could imagine, he wished Bipin were here.

Thinking of Bipin caused nostalgia, but also made him more disciplined. He froze in place on the new branch, absolutely motionless, moving only his eyes. He expected the forest to remain as it was, he hadn’t moved far, had made very little noise.

He was wrong. The forest didn’t stay the same. All the Tripods moved in unison, settling onto nearby branches. He was in the middle of a cloud of Tripods, all sitting still, watching him.

He suddenly realized, they were sentient. Not sentient like a dog is sentient. More. He wondered how he knew this, wasn’t sure how he knew, but he was certain.

As he pondered this, he heard buzzing. No, not heard, felt. The inside of his head itched.


CHAPTER 15

“People don’t like change. Changing your whole damn planet is about as uncertain as it gets.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

“I say we must do something!” Shorty Wanstedt shouted over the noise, “My wife and daughter have been in cryo-sleep almost two years!”

“Quiet! Order!” Colonel Goetsch’s voice from the podium, even though amplified by speakers, could barely be heard over the bedlam. “Order! Order!”

“Me too! Susan’s been asleep for a year and a half.” Ayden Mahoney was as agitated as Choop had ever seen him. “If we don’t wake her soon, she’ll be brain-dead!”

Someone Choop didn’t know, a large, bald-headed man, threw a chair against the wall, screaming, “We didn’t come halfway across the galaxy to sit on our asses!”

Colonel Goetsch signaled Sergeant Stallman. Sergeant Stallman stood and motioned to a soldier stationed at the back of the auditorium. The soldier opened the doors at the back and shouted orders to someone in the hallway. More soldiers, sixteen of them, glided smoothly through the doors on both sides of the auditorium, eight on each side, rifles held at the low ready position.

This got the crowd’s attention. The noise level reduced.

“What the hell?” Apparently, Ayden forgot he was in the military. He acted as if he’d never seen a rifle. “What, so now you’re going to declare martial law?”

“I don’t want to, but I will if this keeps up.” The Colonel’s voice could now be heard clearly, booming from the speakers overhead. “Everyone, sit down and shut up.”

With much grumbling, the crowd quieted and sat.

“Need I remind everyone this is a military organization? You knew that when we left Earth. I have been lax in discipline,” Goetsch stated. “Apparently, that has to change.”

“Discipline won’t wake Susan up.” Ayden was the only person left standing. “Let’s ask Doctor Grunwald what happens to people who stay asleep too long. He knows.”

“Ayden, sit down. Now. I will make an example of you if you don’t. Sit down.”

“What about the equipment failures? I have to walk halfway around the ship to find a toilet that works properly,” someone said from the back of the room.

“SHUT UP!”

Choop had never seen Goetsch so angry. The veins in the Colonel’s temples stood out, making ugly patterns. Two of the soldiers nearest Ayden stepped forward, menacingly.

“Okay, okay, but ask Doctor Grunwald. You’ll see I’m right,” Ayden grumbled as he sat.

“All in good time, Ayden. I have something to say first.” The veins on Goetsch’s right temple looked like a tarantula. “Everyone needs to understand clearly. I am declaring a state of emergency. All personnel will stay in their quarters unless on duty or in the mess. Free time is suspended. Personnel found wandering the ship will be detained. Personnel failing to follow orders will be locked up.”

Goetsch paused to observe the effects of this statement and appeared satisfied by the looks of amazement and distress. The crowd had the good sense to remain quiet.

“Doctor Grunwald. Please stand.”

Grunwald rose, but appeared to be incapable of straightening completely, as though he needed to stay low to protect himself. “Yes, S-s-ir?”

“Ayden has pointed out, correctly I think, that there is some risk in leaving people in cryo-sleep for extended periods. Please confirm or deny this for us, Doctor.”

Doctor Grunwald’s ruddy complexion was mottled with red spots. His chubby form appeared cowed as he spoke from a semi-crouch. “The original d-decision to limit cryo-sleep periods to two years was b-b-based on the first research done on Earth. It was obs-s-served that cognitive failures occurred more frequently beyond that limit.”

“That is well known, Doctor. What I am asking is your professional opinion of the risks of allowing crew to remain in cryo-sleep longer than two years. You now have several years worth of experience more than the scientists of Earth.”

“Well, S-sir, in my p-professional opinion, we could extend the sleep period to three years with a strong p-possibility of no ill effects.” Choop thought Grunwald’s tone indicated he was giving the answer he thought Goetsch wanted to hear.

“Good. Thank you, Doctor.” At Goetsch’s dismissal, Grunwald sat so quickly his chair scraped.

As Goetsch continued, his prematurely grey, forty-five-year-old presence reminded Choop of films he had seen of Hitler.

“As I see it, there are two important questions we need answered before we can make correct decisions.” Goetsch had grown very straight, chest puffed out, spiders gone from his temples. “First, is Canopy safe? Have we learned to deal with the creatures on it effectively? Second, what are the chances there is no land? And, if there is no topsoil, could we live on it without farming crops in a traditional sense?

“Sergeant Stallman, I believe you can answer the first question for us?”

Stallman stood, speaking as he rose. “We have lost four Scouts in six months, all of those losses occurred in the first month. We have made two hundred and eighteen trips to the surface without loss of life. We rarely have to fire weapons. I believe the animals are afraid of us and avoid us.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” Goetsch seemed pleased with the answer given by Stallman. “As to the second issue, is there topsoil, and, if not, could we live on Canopy? Let’s hear from our Xenobiologist. Doctor Wakahisa?”

Myoki was embarrassed Goetsch had referred to her as Doctor. She had earned her doctorate, certainly, but never enjoyed the title. She rose, composed herself, and began.

“As to the question of land, we have examined the surface at two hundred and eighteen locations, evenly spaced around the globe. I believe there are no continents on Canopy. There might be small islands we have missed, but, for the purposes of creating a large colony, that is moot.

“As to the question of whether we can live on Canopy, I believe the answer is yes. But, rather than just give an opinion, allow me to expand.

“There are three ‘ecosystems’ on Canopy. The top 4000 feet we call the Overhead. It is light and open, light green colors everywhere. It has creatures we call Tripods, like large three-legged spiders, and funny looking creatures we call TreeRats, with eight legs and a tail on each end.

“The second 4000 feet we call the Jungle. It is darker, less sunlight making its way through the Overhead. The colors are shades of what I call forest green. The air is very moist and water collects on tree bark in rivulets. Fresh drinkable water. There are creatures we call SpiderMonkeys. Spider because they catch their food with nets and Monkey because they have long tails, several of them, and make sounds reminiscent of the screeches of Earth monkeys.

The Jungle also has what we call Stickypedes, animals with five body segments that move around using tendrils that stick to tree bark like velcro. There are also Spinners in the Jungle. You all saw one of those in Saoirse’s presentation at the naming of Canopy.”

There was a stirring in the audience at the mention of the photo. Choop was impressed with Myoki’s command of the room. Saoirse’s photo painted a picture of a most beautiful world, one where you would want to live. Referencing it was a stroke of genius, as was leaving out the fact that the pretty Spinners were the primary food source of the SpiderMonkeys. Spinners inhabit two of the ecosystems, the bottom half of the Overhead and the top half of the Jungle. Myoki was keeping it simple for the crowd.

“The lowest 4000 feet we call the Shadows. The lighting is about like dusk on Earth, very little light makes its way down that far. But, there are parasitic plants, living on the surface of the tree trunks, that bring light — like fiber-optic cables — all the way from the Overhead. We call them Lamp plants, they provide enough light to navigate. The air of the Shadows is extremely moist, foggy even. Water is everywhere, running in streams down the tree trunks. The Shadows’ main predator is what we call a Panther. They look nothing like Earth’s panthers, but they attack like panthers. All Scout deaths were due to Panther attacks.”

Someone close to the far wall said, “I don’t understand how the hell trees can grow two miles high. How is that possible?”

“Partly it is due to low gravity.” Myoki was getting more comfortable as she spoke. “Also, the trees support one another. They form a three-dimensional latticework by occasionally wrapping their trunks around each other, sort of like you see grape vines do on Earth. We call these intersections ‘Knots’. They are covered with parasitic foliage and teem with life. Some of the Knots down in the Shadows are huge, hundreds of feet wide.

“The other main animal in the Shadows are what we call Raccoons. They look nothing like Earth raccoons, we call them that because they have hands and wash their fruit before eating it. They look more like large Spinners with six arms, symmetrical, with eyes all around and three mouths. Difficult to tell which side is front.

“The final ecosystem is the ocean. We have observed very large creatures in the water that we, of course, call Whales. There also appear to be massive snakes, although they may just be the necks of something larger. We have yet to enter the water so we can’t be certain. Oh, I almost forgot, what we are calling oceans contain fresh water. Water will never be a problem on Canopy.”

Choop could hear quiet conversation in the crowd, whispering about lots of water. He saw Minden reach over and touch Myoki on the hip to get her attention. She leaned down, and he whispered. Choop was struck by the familiarity of the touch, the ease with which she communicated with Minden and jealousy surged through him.

“Oh, yes, Minden has pointed out two things. There is what we have decided might need to be considered a fifth ecosystem. We are calling them Clearings. Clearings are spaced more-or-less evenly around the planet. They occur at the surface where the trees above make sort of a dome. Big ones are three or four hundred yards across, but many are smaller. We are not sure of their purpose.

The second thing I left out are the Bubbles. There are no flying creatures on Canopy, no insects as such. But there are the Bubbles. They rise from the surface of the water and float, apparently containing a lighter-than-air gas. They are the only creature that inhabits all ecosystems. Upon reaching the Overhead, they burst open and leave a sticky pulp on a branch. We have not been able to stay long enough to reach conclusions about them, but I think they are important.

“Whew, I went on too long. Sorry. As to the most important question at hand, every ecosystem has edible fruits. Every ecosystem has edible nuts. All but the Overhead have fresh water. I realize life would be very different than life on Earth, but without question, we could live there, even thrive.”

~ ~ ~

“I can’t believe Goestch wouldn’t let anyone leave the auditorium without an escort. Bringing us back to our quarters like we’re under house arrest.”

“We are, Myoki.”

Choop was uncomfortable with the situation. He had been staying at Saoirse’s quarters, but his official residence was with Myoki since — on the record — she was listed as his mother. It was to her quarters, then, the two had been taken.

The typically spartan living quarters for two had just two bunks built into the wall, a couch built into the opposite wall, a small sink, and a small closet. No toilet, no kitchen. Myoki was so mad it hadn’t occurred to her how awkward this was going to be.

“Well, that’s just crazy. What am I supposed to do when it’s time to go to work, beg for an escort?”

“Myoki, think it through. He is just using the unrest in the crowd as an excuse to begin whatever plan he has concocted. You might not have noticed, but those soldiers were all new. He is waking troops he considers loyal.”

“What about when I need to pee? I have to signal for an escort to take me down the hall?”

“Myoki, please calm down. This is going to be awkward enough without the hysterics.”

“What? Awkward? We’re under house arrest and you’re concerned with awkward?”

Choop had seldom seen her like this, talking without thinking, running at the mouth. She was normally so composed; the difference was startling. He had to do something to get her to focus.

“Maybe if Minden were here he could calm you down,” he said.

She froze, glaring at him, said, “What does Minden have to do with anything?”

“I just thought if you have to be cooped up with anyone, it should be him.”

“What about Saoirse? Wouldn’t you rather be cooped up with her?”

“Yes.”

The silence stretched. Finally, she said, “Well, we’ll be spending most of our time on missions, anyway.”

“Will we? I’m guessing Goetsch’s final plan is being put into place. We are not in his trusted inner circle.”

She sat on the couch, thinking. He sat at the other end, as far from her as possible.

“Myoki, I have to tell you about the last mission, when I went solitary. My camera didn’t run out of power like I said. I turned it off.”

“What? Why?”

“Just listen and you’ll understand, okay?”

She folded her arms and clamped her lips.

“If you’ll remember, I turned off the camera when I was surrounded by a cloud of Tripods. I did that because I suddenly realized they were sentient.”

He expected her to respond to such an amazing statement, but she sat motionless, arms folded.

“I can’t tell you exactly why I suddenly realized they were sentient, but as soon as I had that thought they started buzzing. At least I thought they were buzzing. Until I payed closer attention. They were not making a sound, the sensation was inside my head. It’s hard to describe. The best I can say is my brain itched.”

Her arms were still folded, but now her mouth hung open.

“It got more intense until it was close to being painful. So, I turned off the camera and screamed at them to stop. They stopped.”

“They stopped when you asked them?”

“Yes. I was freaked out, so I made several long jumps down toward the Jungle. They are surprisingly fast. They stayed close the whole time.”

“But they always move so slow.”

“Apparently they just need a reason to move fast. They are very agile. But, it gets better.”

Her arms had unfolded. She was turned sideways on the couch, leaning forward.

“Get this. They stayed with me the whole way down to where the Jungle starts. There were a dozen SpiderMonkeys waiting for me. The buzzing started up again, but different. I realized the Tripods and the SpiderMonkeys were having a conversation.”

“Okay, Choop, you’ve gone around the bend. Your imagination is powerful, always has been, but this is a little much.”

“I didn’t imagine the SpiderMonkeys escorting me just as the Tripods had. I didn’t imagine them occasionally scratching my brain with whatever it is. I didn’t imagine them stopping the scratching when I asked.”

“How long did they follow you?”

“The entire time I was in the Jungle. They handed me back off to the Tripods when I came back up to the Overhead. The Tripods stayed near as I followed the blaze marks back to where we separated. They didn’t pull back until I heard you and the Scouts approaching from below.”

There was a loud knock at the door. Myoki jumped. Choop sat unmoving, as if it were expected.

~ ~ ~

When Choop opened the door, he faced two Scouts armed with rifles. Enrique was standing across the hall, rifle held at low ready, incorrectly, as his finger was on the trigger. Gerado was standing close to the door, smirking, enjoying the moment.

“You’re required for a mission, Miles,” Gerado said, and seeing Myoki step forward, added, “Just Miles.”

“Of course, your Highness,” Choop said.

He knew Gerado was sensitive about his father, who was the Chilean Ambassado to the U. S.; any inference Gerado only qualified for the mission due to favoritism rankled him. His thin frame and neatly trimmed goatee and mustache did give him an air of aristocracy, but Choop would never acknowledge it.

Gerado, looking down his nose at Choop, pushed his glasses back into place, and said, “Funny. You just keep laughing.”

As Choop turned back toward Myoki, he said, “Give me a second.”

He stepped close to Myoki and whispered. “If I don’t come back, you hook up with Saoirse. You need each other’s protection.”

Myoki was stunned. “What?” she asked.

“Shhh. Act normal. Pretend like you think it’s all good.” Choop spun and walked through the door.

Gerado studied Myoki for a second. She smiled and said, “Bring me back a Tangerana.”

Gerado walked ahead, and Enrique followed several paces behind, finger still on the trigger. Enrique was Gerado’s lapdog; he worshipped Gerado. Thick and stocky, angry all the time, Enrique was the danger.

When they reached the Launch Bay, Choop’s worst fears were confirmed. Squad 2 waited by the Lander, all armed to the teeth. Saoirse floated near them, unarmed, one foot hooked loosely in a handhold.

“Let's get our gear,” Choop said, catching Saoirse’s eye, and pushing toward their lockers.

As Saoirse bent at the waist and crouched to get leverage to push toward the lockers, her movement startled Albert and Bobby. They jerked, but took no action. Saoirse shoved herself toward the lockers as she responded, “Okay.”

Choop and Saoirse had adjacent lockers. They floated side-by-side, shoulders barely touching.

“You know what’s going down, right?” Choop whispered.

“Duh. Oh, look, all weapons are gone from my locker. What a surprise.”

“They left my slingshot. They probably don’t even know what it is. And, I’ve got my knife.”

“Great, we can attack all seven of them with a knife and a slingshot.” Saoirse’s whisper was faint.

“We aren’t gonna attack. Once we hit the Jungle, we’re gonna run and hide.”

“This’ll be fun. I always knew it would be just me and you. Ever since that day in the cornfield.”

Choop turned and looked at Saoirse. Her eyes were wet.

“Don’t get all girly on me,” he said, with a wink.

“Hey, you two, no talking. You got your stuff, let’s go.” Enrique commanded.

As they strapped in, Gerado became formal.

“Our mission today is to search the surface for one of those Clearings, a big one. We are gonna quit messing around and do this right. This is a polar mission so we got all day. We go straight down and then, once we see the water, we skim the surface until we find a Clearing. If it’s a big one, we map it. It might be our first city.”

“That’s your plan?” Saoirse asked.

“Shut up. We will kill any of those Panther creatures that live around it, make the Clearing safe. We will put blaze marks all around the Clearing and mark our way back up, so we can return.”

Choop spent the time during Gerado’s instruction studying the body language of the Scouts.

Gerado, Enrique, and Albert looked angry, dangerous. Albert, a Star-Baby, was Goetsch’s son, so that was no surprise. Romero and Bobby appeared more suspicious than angry, would no doubt follow orders. Choop thought Danielle and Stephan showed signs of doubt, reluctance even.

“We will deploy four Scouts, Albert, Enrique, Bobby and Romero. Then our two guests go down. Then me, Danielle, and Stephan will bring up the rear. We have chosen an entry point directly over the pole so wind should not be an issue.”

Saoirse was seated to Choop’s left. She touched his knee and whispered, “You choose when, and go. I’ll follow.”

She could move faster through the forest than even the Panthers, it was the right plan. She would have no trouble keeping up with Choop. The other Scouts were no match for either of them. He nodded; one bob of his head.

They reached the top of the Overhead.

The jump door opened.

Choop’s heart began to race.


CHAPTER 16

“We all have our limits. I hit mine.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

When the Squad had all settled into the treetops, Choop became more certain Gerado had orders to kill him and Saoirse. The formation was four Scouts below, spread for good crossfire angles, and three Scouts above, also spread for effective crossfire. It was obvious to both Choop and Saoirse they were being escorted down with the intent they never return.

“They aren’t very bright. They shouldn’t have let us stay close together,” Saoirse said softly. “If it was reversed, I wouldn’t let the condemned prisoners communicate.”

“If they were very bright they would’ve shot us while we were hanging on the entry ropes.”

“Wow, Choop, I didn’t know you could talk without moving your lips.”

“How can you joke, now? This isn’t some adventure. They mean to kill us.”

“When do you think they will do it? You think we’ll get all the way down into the Shadows?”

“If it was me, I would do it up here in the Overhead. Better light, less foliage in the way.”

“So, what the hell are we waiting for? Do I have to say ‘go’?”

Choop turned to look at her. She was grinning. Only Saoirse would find this entertaining.

Choop yelled, “Look!” He pointed up at to the right, paused a beat, and jumped down and to the left. He didn’t target a specific tree, he wanted the jump to be a long one.

He had trouble believing his ears as he heard Saoirse scream, “Eeee Haaa,” as she followed him through the air.

The low gravity made the escape attempt more difficult. They were floating slowly as they fell, and several shots were fired by the Scouts in the lowest part of their formation. Fortunately, the members of Squad 2 were poor shots, especially when surprised while sitting on, or hanging from, tree limbs.

The first tree he ran into was a trunk about 8 feet in diameter, slanted at about a forty-five-degree angle. Choop hit it, caught his balance, and went over the trunk intentionally sliding down the far side. This allowed him to make his next jump by pushing down, speeding his descent. He aimed this time. His aim was the largest gap in the trees he could see below them. If they didn’t injure or kill themselves, he was sure Squad 2 would be unable to keep up.

His focus was down, preparing for impact with whatever came at him, but he knew Saoirse was still close when he heard her say, “Nice.” She approved of his method of speeding their descent.

The next trunk he encountered was larger, fifty feet in diameter, and almost vertical. He was moving much too fast to do anything but ricochet off it. His descent slowed significantly.

He heard Saoirse say, “Gotcha,” as she hit him from behind, speeding their descent. He didn’t want to hear her brag, so he said nothing about her ability to maintain control at high speed.

They were entering the Jungle. The foliage was getting thicker, and the light was fading. He heard no gunshots.

The next tree trunk in their path was huge, over a hundred feet across, and was almost horizontal. Saoirse pushed him lightly to the side and said, “Let’s stop for a second.”

They both hit the tree hard but managed to maintain control and stay on the tree. Saoirse held her finger to her lips, and they sat motionless, listening. The forest itself was silent due to their noise, so any sounds made by the following Scouts should be easy to hear. They heard nothing.

“Let’s keep going all the way to the Shadows,” Choop said.

He lead the way, moving more quietly, as they made many long jumps. When he saw the first glimpse of water below, he stopped on a small side branch of a massive tree trunk. The branch, 5 feet in diameter, was just a twig by comparison to the trunk itself.

They were surrounded with foliage from some of the parasitic growth common to the Shadows. The opening in the leaves they had entered to get on the branch would allow them to hear sound from that direction, and the opening ahead would give them a quick exit.

They sat facing each other, straddling the branch like they were sitting in saddles. Saoirse was flushed bright red, grinning like a kid on a roller coaster.

“Saoirse, please don’t giggle. If you keep acting like this is fun, I’m gonna get pissed.” He spoke quietly, still listening for sounds of pursuit.

“I do think it’s kinda fun, but I won’t giggle, I promise.”

“We have to keep in mind they have all day to look for us. The Lander won’t return for a full day.”

“Are any of them adept at moving quietly? Any of them good shots?”

“The two best are Bobby, the Cajun, and Danielle, the NYC girl, but I don’t think she’s really into this execution. She’s just going along to survive. Bobby is a pretty damn good shot. Next best is probably Romero.”

“Well, we covered a lot of distance quickly. Fastest time down to the Shadows so far,” Saoirse said with a grin. She swallowed a giggle.

“Saoirse, I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself. Have you thought about what we’re gonna do? We’re alone on an alien planet, cut off from the ship. I know there’s plenty of food, and shelter is not a concern, but how are we gonna communicate with the ship? How are we gonna fight back against Goetsch from here?”

Saoirse put a finger against his lips. She then took both his hands in hers, and said, “You are not the savior of humanity, Choop. It’s not all up to you. There are good, honest people on that ship that are quite capable of fighting back without you.”

“That’s not the point …”

“That’s ‘my’ point. You need to calm down, okay?”

They sat in silence for a while. Choop was concerned that the forest had not resumed its normal noise level, but said nothing.

Still holding both his hands, Saoirse said, “I always knew it would come down to me and you. Us against the world, Choop. I know you don’t like me getting all emotional about it, but I’ve known all along. Ever since we played twenty questions, we …”

The bullet entered her head at the left temple and exited out the lower right rear of her skull, spewing brain and bone in a pink mist, slowly in the light gravity, an indelible image that would haunt him forever.

After a split second that was an eternity, a bullet went into the back of Choop’s shoulder. It passed between the juncture of the triceps brachii and ripped through the deltoid muscle. A through and through, hitting no bone.

The impact knocked Choop sideways. He still gripped Saoirse’s lifeless hands as they slipped off the branch and fell towards the black waters two-hundred feet below.

~ ~ ~

Myoki was awakened by a knock at her door at 6:30 in the morning. She was already awake. In the day-and-a-half since Choop had gone on the mission, she hadn’t slept. She couldn’t stop thinking of his last conversation, “If I don’t come back …”

Choop wouldn’t have knocked, he would have just entered. She opened the door with a sense of dread. She was greeted with Gerado’s smirking face. His solemn words didn’t match his expression.

“I’m sorry to inform you, Miss Wakahisa, that Scout Leader Choop Miles was killed by a Panther on his final mission.”

He looked so pleased with himself, it was all she could do to keep herself from spitting in his face. She said nothing, showed no expression. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“He didn’t go alone, if that helps. The Panther got Scout Saoirse Grieve, as well,” he said with a solemn voice and a twinkle in his eye.

“Thanks for informing me, Scout Gaete. I guess this means a promotion for you.”

He appeared to be drawing breath for a response when the door slammed in his face.

Her strict Japanese upbringing prevented tears. She felt angry and numb at the same time. She was overcome with an intense feeling of helplessness.

She sank onto the couch and stared at the floor. She sat unmoving for so long her legs went to sleep.

The knock at her door was soft, a gentle tapping. “Go away.”

The door opened and Sarah slipped through. “Sorry, I can’t do that.”

Myoki sat stunned, staring in amazement.

“Myoki, I know you are devastated and you want to be alone, but I have to say this now. They just relaxed the orders for confinement to quarters, but I don’t trust’em. I might not get a better chance to say what I have to say.”

Myoki burst into tears.

Sarah sat next to Myoki, and put both arms around her. Myoki turned her face into Sarah’s shoulder and sobbed uncontrollably. This continued for several minutes, and only subsided from physical exhaustion.

Myoki pulled herself away from Sarah’s embrace, embarrassed by her lack of self-control.

“I’m sorry for your loss. I know you loved him. I wish I could have waited a few days before coming to talk to you, but it’s obvious Goetsch is putting his final plan into place. Are you okay? Are you going to be able to listen and hear me?”

Myoki, drew a deep ragged breath. “Yes.”

“We, and by we, I mean the remainder of Choop’s Squad, idolized him. Me and five guys. They are pissed and ready to take action, no matter how ill advised. The only way I can think to prevent stupidity is you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. You may not be aware of this but your relationship to Choop borders on sacred to them. Now, your status will be iconic. If you can remain focused and logical in planning action in spite of your grief, they’ll listen to you.”

“Me?”

“Myoki, you’re not filling me with confidence, just saying ‘me’. Come on, think about it.”

Myoki put her hand up, palm out. “Give me a second.”

Sarah scooted back on the couch. She waited a few seconds, then she stood and began to pace.

After several minutes, Myoki straightened, stood, shook herself. “What about the other Scouts? Anyone in Gerado’s Squad that we could count on? It would be good to have someone on the inside.”

“So. You’re on board? Hot damn!”

“You didn’t answer my question, Scout O’Hair.”

Myoki’s formality sobered Sarah. “Sorry, Ma’am. I believe that Scout Danielle Baum would be my choice for an approach.”

“Here are you orders, Scout O’Hair. Inform the others that I wish to address them. Use Storage Room C. It’s near the bridge, has zero gravity. It’s access is through on a seldom-used hallway. Choop liked it for privacy. When you get that set up, come back and get me. I’ve got some thinking to do.”

~ ~ ~

Choop regained consciousness floating on his back. He felt strong hands pulling on his collar, other hands gripping his pants, hands pushing on one foot. Pushed through the water fast enough to leave a wake, his shoulder throbbed with intense pain, but not enough to replace the torment he felt remembering that awful image of Saoirse.

He heard distant yelling. “Anyone have eyes on him?”

Choop saw a hand on his sleeve, one of the many pushing him through the water. It wasn’t a human hand. It had only three fingers, all opposable. One was narrower and more flexible than the other two, but they were all opposable, closing into a furry palm.

When he first focused on the creatures, he didn’t recognize them as Raccoons. Their circular bodies collapsed into a pointed ellipse for swimming. Three hands on the side nearest him were gripping his clothes, while all six feet and the three hands on the far side were busy paddling, propelling them rapidly.

“I see blood.” It was Enrique’s voice. “Over here.”

The Raccoons submerged Choop. When they pulled him back to the surface, he was no longer in the Clearing. He was in a cave chewed or clawed out of a tree.

Choop estimated the Raccoons lair was roughly spherical, thirty to forty feet across. There was a ramp at the edge of the water where the wood of the tree rose gradually from the water, much like a human boat ramp.

The three Raccoons pushed and pulled him up the ramp until he was clear of the water. Then they pulled back against the walls of the lair and stared at him.

This was the closest he had been to a Raccoon. It’s body — while not swimming — was circular with six legs below and six arms above. All the arms and legs were evenly spaced around the body. There didn’t appear to be a ‘front’. They smelled like charcoal.

On top of the circular body was a wide dome with six eye stalks evenly spaced all around, no obvious front there either. The eye stalks could swivel. Each Raccoon was stared at him with four of their six eyes.

“Here’s Saoirse’s body. Headshot. Told you I could make that shot. Did you hit Choop?” The voice sounded muffled, but Choop recognized Enrique’s voice again.

“Yeah, I hit him. Keep looking,” Gerado said.

Choop tensed at the sound of their voices, tried to sit up. Pain flared through his shoulder. He felt faint, laid back, moaned, tried to keep quiet.

He wasn’t sure how long he was out of it, but when he regained awareness the sound of the voices was gone. Two Raccoons were gone, one remained, motionless, staring at him with four eyes.

It sat on a ledge carved from the side of the cave. The interior of the cave was quite dark, but Choop saw six ledges, at various heights from the water. By each ledge was an opening. The openings were dark. Whether they led to rooms or tunnels, he could’t tell.

A Raccoon entered from a door, startling Choop. He jerked, pain shooting from his shoulder. He looked down and saw a lot of blood, both on his shoulder and on the wood underneath. Another Raccoon joined the first, near Choop. They each had four of their arms cradling a huge ball of moss and leaves.

They dumped the moss near him. The other Raccoon got up and dived into the water, submerged, gone. They each sidled up to his shoulder, alert for sudden movement.

They jumped back when he said, “Just do whatever you’re gonna do, I can’t stop you,” and closed in again when he was still.

They used the moss, highly absorbent, to soak up the blood from the wound and the wood below his shoulder. They turned him on his side, injured shoulder up. One of them used two hands to hold Choop firmly, and two hands to separate the ugly opening in his deltoid muscle, while the remaining two hands stuffed leaves into the wound.

The pain was excruciating, Choop passed out.


CHAPTER 17

“I admire people who can forgive the unforgivable. I’m not one of them.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

As Myoki finished typing the report and saving it, there was a knock at the door to her office. It wasn’t really a report, it was a summation of the classification structure used to list the flora and fauna of Canopy, and it wasn’t really an office, it was a test lab, but everyone knew she used it as an office. After all, what good was there to being the official Xenobiologist if there were no perks.

Sarah slipped in and closed the door. “Got a minute?”

“Sure.”

Myoki was relieved to see an ally. She was feeling more and more isolated without Choop. Minden had become distant after Choop’s death, hadn't touched her in days. He couldn’t compete with a ghost, and her unrelenting sadness didn't help.

Sarah glanced around the small lab, “We alone?”

Myoki smiled at her paranoia. “No microphones, I check every time I come in.”

“The team is all in as far as supporting and following you as our boss. Congratulations, Myoki, you’re a General in the Revolution.”

Thoughts of Minden faded and Myoki sat back in her chair, trying to relax her shoulders. It didn’t work.

“Just let me know, Ma’am, when you want to get the team together. They’re not using us much, we all have more free time than ever.”

“Sarah, I appreciate the formality and why you call me Ma’am, but when we’re alone I’d rather you not.”

“Sorry, Ma’am.” Sarah grinned.

“You’re incorrigible. If you can’t follow orders any better than that, the revolution is doomed.”

“Hey, if you want me to understand what you mean, you might keep the words to three syllables or less.”

Myoki’s malaise lessened in the face of Sarah’s playfulness. She arched her back, rotated her head, then stretched her arms as wide as possible. She took a deep breath, “Did you talk to Danielle?”

Sarah’s face went slack. “She’s in, too. She thinks Stephan will be with us, as well, but she hasn’t talked to him yet.”

“That’s good news. Why the solemn face?”

Sarah no longer made eye contact, seemed interested in the floor.

“Sarah?”

“Danielle shared some information with me that you need to know.”

“Sarah … come on, out with it. I’m a big girl.”

Sarah’s words rushed out, spilling over one another. “Choop wasn’t killed by a Panther. Gerardo shot him in the head. Enrique shot Saoirse.”

Sarah’s breathing was loud in the silence. Myoki’s face hardened as Sarah watched. Myoki closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then let it out slowly through pursed lips.

“Well, that’s no surprise. But, it’s good to know for certain. Have you told the others what Danielle said?”

“No, Ma’am, uh, sorry. I mean, no, I thought you might want to do that.”

“Thank you. I do want to be the one to tell them.”

Sarah leaned in close, whispered, “I’m gonna kill Enrique when the time comes. You gotta let me have that job.”

Myoki stood. “It might not be that simple, Sarah. No promises. But, I think that is a grand idea.

“I have a couple of hours free. Get the team together in Room C at 1600. I want to wash up and gather myself, but I’ll be there at 1600. If anything goes wrong and we need to abort, text me and ask if I want to have drinks.”

~ ~ ~

The pain in Choop’s shoulder had lessened to merely excruciating. The constant throbbing was bearable if he didn’t move.

Raccoons placed moss under his neck and head to make him more comfortable. Choop wondered how they knew to do that; they didn’t have necks or heads.

He tried to talk to them as they cared for him. When one brought a Tangerana, he managed to sit up slightly, onto his elbows. “How do you know I can eat this?”

It froze in place, staring at him. The buzzing in his head increased to the point it was painful. He fell back from the disorientation and dizziness. Pain shot through his shoulder and he screamed. The buzzing ceased.

After that, they would never ‘buzz’ when near him. When it did happen, it seemed muted to Choop, as though they were whispering in his presence.

They brought more of the healing leaves, inserted them under their body into a mouth, chewed them, spit them out, and then applied the resulting salve to Choop’s wounds.

He tried communicating in a simple sign language, making motions to indicate he was thirsty, or that he needed to move to the water to relieve himself, but no matter how simple and obvious the motions, they never appeared to work. It was as though they had no concept of body language as a means of communication.

Choop thought about this as he observed them. They never gestured in any fashion. There were six of them living here and — though it was difficult to be sure since they had eyes all around — they never seemed to look at one another. For certain he never caught them doing the four-eyes-in-one-direction thing towards each other.

He slowly felt better but lost track of time. There were no sunrises in the Shadows and, since Canopy had no moon, there weren't even tides to use as a calendar.

He began to swim in the ‘indoor pool’ of the Raccoons’ cave for exercise. The first time he did it, he could feel them buzzing. Maybe they were glad he was healing. Maybe they were amazed he could swim. He had no way of knowing.

One day he submerged and swam underwater to exit the cave. He could feel the buzzing even underwater. They must have orders to keep him in the cave. Orders from whom? This was a puzzle he was determined to solve.

He swam to one of the water-level ledges they had chewed into a large tree trunk and made himself comfortable. The buzzing reduced to barely perceptible levels. Maybe they had thought he was trying to escape, would stop him if he tried to leave. If he was considered a prisoner, they were sure nice to their prisoners.

He sat and watched them work. They spent time trimming branches back to keep the Clearing open. They could climb as well as they could swim, and they made forays to the top of the Clearing to trim branches.

Choop had thought the Clearings were a natural part of the forest but now realized they were not; they were man-made. As he had this thought, he smiled and corrected himself: ‘Raccoon-made’. Then he thought how fascinating Myoki would find this and his smile vanished. He knew she would believe him to be dead and would be grieving.

He concentrated on the Raccoons’ interactions to distract himself from dark thoughts.

The Raccoons appeared to have no leader. Their markings were slightly different, so he learned to tell them apart. At least there were three of them he could distinguish. One had an injured foot, moved with a weird limp. Choop named him Crip. One had a double ring of brown fur around the base of the dome where the others only had a single ring. Choop named him Bullseye. On another, one of the eyes was a different color, olive as opposed to brown. Choop named him Codgeye.

He watched their interactions carefully but could find no clues indicating one had more rank than another. At times they would move in unison with a grace that was eerie.

One day a Panther appeared unexpectedly on the far side of the Clearing from Choop. It looked at him, made one of those strange strangled-sounding cries, and began to move around the trees of the Clearing. Choop could not move fast yet, but scooted on his butt towards the water. He hoped the Panthers couldn't swim.

It didn’t come to that. The Raccoons attacked the Panther in unison. All six went at it, swiftly and coordinated in a way that was hard to believe. They didn’t kill it, but they convinced it to leave.

It was on that day that it began to dawn on Choop. They didn’t seem to understand words or gestures because they didn’t communicate with one another at all. They shared a brain. They were like the fingers of a hand, and the buzzing was like the nervous system of a human.

Every observation supported this conclusion. Three of them would not even be in sight of one another as they chewed on separate sections of a large limb, but would finish in unison and move towards the next limb without hesitation.

He saw them catch an Earth-like fish near the surface. Four of them were up in the heights of the Clearing when they spotted it, and they dived simultaneously to catch it. Choop thought it looked less like the actions of a pack and more like the hand of a giant grabbing the ‘fish’.

~ ~ ~

Myoki felt guilty deceiving Sarah. She wasn't going to go wash up. She had something much more important to do.

The prospect of leading a resistance movement where lives are at risk weighed on her. She asked herself, “What would Choop do?”

The irony of Choop — who she raised as a child — being her role model for decisiveness was not lost on her, but he had been able to make decisions and accept the responsibility. She wasted a few precious seconds wishing he were here.

She finally gathered herself and left her office. She was going to take a huge chance, risk the lives of over 4000 people on her intuition. She was sweating and could feel her heart pounding.

She made her way to the office of Sergeant Stallman. It was on deck three next to the large auditorium space used to train newly available Scouts. Goetsch had ordered two Squads awakened, and Stallman used the auditorium on the third deck because it had gravity most like Canopy’s.

He was alone when she arrived. His door was standing open. She entered and closed the door. She leaned against the door and drew a ragged breath.

“Hello, Myoki, this is a surprise. How have you been doing? I know you've been, uh, coping. You okay?”

“Sergeant Stallman, do you believe in taking risks with little data to make a decision? I don’t, but I’m about to risk my life and the lives of thousands of colonists on my intuitive opinion of you, based mostly on things Choop said. Please don’t interrupt, let me get it all out.”

Sergeant Stallman looked surprised but just folded his hands together on his desk.

Once the words began to tumble out, she couldn't stop. She told it all; Choop overhearing Goetsch’ conversations; the murder of officers who were still asleep; the news that Choop and Saoirse were assassinated; the formation of a resistance which she had been asked to lead. When she finished, she was sweating profusely.

Stallman was silent for a short time lasting hours.

“Myoki, what are you asking of me, exactly?”

“We face an almost impossible task. I know I can inspire and lead the Scouts, but that’s not enough. We need military thinking, military leadership. We also need as many people on the inside as possible. Choop’s squad is out of favor.”

“I’m a Sergeant, Myoki, not a General. You are talking about an organized resistance, not a military action. If you expect me to know what to do, you're going to be disappointed.”

“Sergeant, I don’t need you to know what to do. I just need someone who can lead the Scouts when it gets ugly, and it is going to get ugly.

“I also need someone inside Goetsch’s command structure. I’m making this up as I go along, but I'm pretty sure that will be important.”

Sergeant Stallman leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling. His eyes glazed over and he closed them. He held this position so long Myoki was afraid he had fallen asleep. When he moved, it was a violent jerk forward, pounding his forearms onto his desk.

“Well, count me in. You’re right. There is gonna be a fight. If there’s gonna be a fight, I want to fight on the right side. You can count on my help; just let me know what you need.”

“I need you to be outside the door of Storage room C at 16:10. If you encounter anyone in the hallway other than members of Squad One or myself, leave. Otherwise, tap on the door twice, pause, and tap once; then wait until I let you into the room.”


CHAPTER 18

“I knew for a long time before I could explain it.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

The Raccoons and Choop settled into comfortable familiarity. They were no longer afraid of him nor he of them. He even helped them sometimes in moving the larger branches they cut. The first time he did it, they seemed surprised how strong he was.

When he thought they acted surprised, it occurred to him maybe he was learning to read their body language — as a group, not singularly. He thought the Scouts should have named them beavers rather than Raccoons, but in his head they were Raccoons. He considered coming up with a new name.

Choop didn't notice the first time his hand gestures were acknowledged by Crip. He had healed enough to move without much pain and was in the habit of going up into the trees for exercise. From the back of the cave he signaled to Crip, who was between Choop and the water, of his intention to go up into the trees. He had become accustomed to making hand gestures even though they were never acknowledged.

It wasn’t until he was a couple of hundred feet up into the forest he realized. Crip had stepped aside before Choop moved toward the water. He had moved in response to Choop’s hand gesture, not Choop’s movement.

He was so exited by this development that he almost turned back, but he was on an important errand. He had lost his slingshot. He had no idea where it went, and he felt naked without a weapon.

He still had his knife, and was sure he could find materials to make a slingshot. The webs of the SpiderMonkeys seemed elastic enough for slingshot bands. There was very hard wood in some of the parasitic plants he thought would do for the fork. The pouch would need to come from the skin of an animal, maybe one of those rats.

Killing a rat without a slingshot in order to make a slingshot was a catch-22 proposition.

When he neared the boundary between the Shadows and the Jungle, he slowed, became cautious, moving as he had learned from Bipin.

He saw the SpiderMonkey before it saw him. He was trying to decide how to go about cutting the SpiderMonkeys web without a fight when it spotted him. It stopped moving and buzzed inside Choop’s brain, but faintly. Several other SpiderMonkeys appeared, clustering around the first one.

Choop had a bet with himself, counted, sure enough there were six of them.

They were similar to Raccoons in that they were circular with six legs and six arms. But they were much smaller and leathery-looking rather than furry. They had three tails evenly spaced around their bodies. The tails mostly stayed folded until they needed them, but were prehensile and long enough to wrap around the web farther than their arms could reach. Their color was all brown to match the surrounding trees.

Their legs had no feet, but two-toed hooves which slotted over the web. The arms didn't have hands, but ended in two-fingered appendages which looked like they could pinch.

They also had six eyes, but the eyes were not on stalks, they were set into the dome atop the circular body. As with Raccoons, there didn't appear to be a front, from any direction they looked the same.

He approached cautiously, wondering if they would attack when he touched their web. They moved back, allowing him access.

He discovered that the strands of the web were not sticky at all. They were stretched to the limit very tightly. In the center of the web were long straight rods which looked brittle. They were in the shape of a hexagon. Choop had seen SpiderMonkeys attacking Spinners caught in the center of the web. Apparently, when the prey hit the web, the rods snapped and the web collapsed around its victim.

Keeping one eye on the SpiderMonkeys, he pulled his knife and reached out to cut one of the strands of webbing attached to the branch he was on. One of them screeched and ran towards him. He pulled back and raised the knife to defend himself.

The creature stopped on the branch near him, squatted, made an odd keening sound, and spewed a strand of webbing from a hole between two of its legs.

It coiled the short strand of webbing, about a foot long, and laid it on the branch near Choop. It then backed off to join its mates.

Choop was amazed. They were helping him. He could think of only one explanation. If the Raccoons were a ‘hand’, the SpiderMonkeys were another hand. They must be connected — through the buzzing — to the Raccoons, so they knew him and trusted him.

He picked up the coil of webbing and stretched it out. It was about a quarter of an inch in diameter. The SpiderMonkeys must be warm-blooded, it was warm in his hands.

He put the strand of webbing down on the branch, pointed to his right leg, and said, “One.” He then pointed to his left leg and said, “Two.” He repeated this with his ears and his shoulders, trying to show plainly what ‘two’ meant.

Then he pointed to the gifted strand and said, “One.” Then he waited.

The buzzing grew louder but not painful to his brain. Then the same SpiderMonkey scrambled forward, spewed another length of webbing, and laid it beside the first. It scrambled back to join its mates and they stared at him.

Choop coiled both strands together, put them in his pocket and said, “I don’t know how to signal thank you, but maybe you'll get the gist.” Bowing from the waist, he said, “Thank you.”

When he went in search of hard wood for a slingshot fork, they didn't follow. After moving laterally, looking for promising wood, he stopped to rest. He still had no stamina.

He stretched one of the strands and was astonished at its strength and elasticity. He knew if he could find a good fork and pouch, this would make a powerful slingshot band.

He resumed moving and encountered another SpiderMonkey web. He veered to pass closely by it and was surprised when confronted by six very agitated SpiderMonkeys. They were jumping and hissing in what could only be considered a threatening manner.

He pulled back and mulled this over. If a group of SpiderMonkeys or Raccoons were like a hand, then this group were obviously the hand of a different entity. Was each Clearing associated with an entity? He would be willing to bet he was above a Clearing with a group of Raccoons that shared consciousness with these SpiderMonkeys, but not with Crip and Codgeye.

He came to a huge Knot covered with parasitic growth where he found what he was looking for. One of the flowery-looking plants was pretty but very tough. The flowers were displayed two at a time on a fork of tough wooden stalks. The wood was not like the soft wood of the trees, it was thick and heavy.

When he tried to bend it, he couldn't. When he tried to cut one from the plant with his knife, it took him thirty minutes of sawing to make it through the one inch plant.

He was very tired and decided the pouch would have to wait. He needed rest. He headed back to see if BullsEye missed him.

As he neared the Clearing, he realized he thought of it as home. He ached to see Myoki and let her know he was alive, but he had no desire to return to the ship. It was inanimate carbon-fiber, this forest was alive.

When he landed on the low branch near the cave, the Raccoons rushed out of it, all six of them. They each swam to one of the ledges close to the water and sat facing the water. They were all still, even their eye stalks didn’t move.

He noticed Crip had not settled into the center of his ledge, but was scrunched up on one side. There was enough room for Choop next to him.

“I can take a hint,” Choop thought. He jumped to the ledge beside Crip and sat with his back against the tree, facing the water as the Raccoons had done. He had never seen them act this way and it seemed significant.

He closed his eyes and listened to the forest. The once strange sounds were now familiar. He thought of Bipin, wishing the old fart could have experienced this.

Lost in thought, it took him a minute to become aware of new sounds. A splashing sound reminiscent of small ocean waves on rocks filled the Clearing. He felt the sensation he called buzzing, but at a much lower frequency. It didn't buzz in his brain, it rumbled.

He opened his eyes to see if he was going to experience Canopy’s first earthquake. Instead, he saw eyes. Two of them, each at least two feet in diameter.

They weren't set in the head of a creature as one would expect when seeing two eyes. They were in the side of the biggest snake he had ever seen. The eyes weren’t side by side, one was over the other vertically.

Maybe not a snake, maybe a whale. He couldn’t see how much was below the water but could sense it was massive. It was bowed into an arc with the body disappearing into the water in each direction. The part above the water was shaped like a dark grey earthworm on its side, rolling over and over in the water. He smelled charcoal so strongly he felt like he had just opened a bag of it and stuck his face in.

It had to be at least twenty-five feet in diameter. He estimated the eyes were about ten feet apart. He could see only two eyes at a time as it rolled. One eye would disappear over the top and another would rise from the water as it rolled. He had another one of those bets with himself, he was sure it had six eyes.

The eyes had no pupils, looked like human eyes when totally dilated. They could rotate in the socket like human eyes, stayed focused on him while passing from water to the horizon of the massive creature.

His mouth hung open; he snapped it shut. He felt no danger, simultaneously feeling insignificant.

“Wow, you are one impressive critter.”

He had no idea why he started talking to it. He knew it couldn't understand, was pretty sure it had no ears. It just seemed like the thing to do.

As soon as he spoke, it quit spinning, was still, staring at him. He had the strangest feeling as he continued, knowing that talking to this thing was useless and outlandish, but at the same time feeling as though it was the most natural thing.

“I knew you were down there somewhere. I’m glad you came for a visit. Wait, this is your home, I'm the visitor, thank you for having me.”

He looked at the Raccoons. They were still motionless, he couldn't even detect breathing.

“I have this theory about you. I think you connect to these Raccoons with that buzzing, er, rumbling, I feel in my brain. I think they are actually an extension of you. Blink once if I'm right.”

The Whale didn't blink. Choop laughed.

“What's more, I think you're connected to the SpiderMonkeys, too. Not connected, really, they are a part of you.”

The creature resumed its rolling, but more slowly.

“Even better, I think the Tripods are a part of you as well. I think you’ve been watching us ever since we entered Canopy above this Clearing.

“The Clearings are each for a different one of your species, right?”

Choop suddenly felt silly. He quit talking and just watched the creature roll. It was mesmerizing, like watching waves crash on the shore or the flames of a campfire. He was quiet a long time.

“I can’t believe I’ve been telling you what I think I know about you. I should’ve been telling you what you need to know about me. If you can understand me, listen carefully to this part.

“We, and by that I mean humans, are not nice. We treat each other with disrespect. We kill other creatures just for being in our way. We even kill for sport. We were rapidly exhausting the resources of our planet before our sun went nova, unable to stop ourselves from consuming it all.

“From how things are going on Canopy, I fear we will do the same to you and your world. … I just thought you should know.”

He resumed watching the slow roll, eventually falling asleep. He never saw the hundreds of bubbles rise from the water and float upward.

~ ~ ~

Myoki floated through the door of Storage Room C, but had no room to proceed far. The small room was crowded with eight people hanging from every surface, packed in. Myoki knew six of the eight well, could see the signs of tension in their posture.

Sarah, nearest the door, toes hooked in a light fixture, was curling a strand of her hair around her fingers, with the remainder of her hair spread out in zero-gee, forming a strawberry-blond halo.

Shen Ao hung with his arm hooked in a bungee cord strapped around a storage container, his compact body motionless with his attention laser-focused on Myoki.

The loudest sound in the room was Kejuon sucking on his teeth as he floated near the corner farthest from the door.

Adam pursing his lips, Larry avoiding eye contact, Scott chewing his fingernail. All showing the signs Myoki knew as nervousness.

Although she didn't know them as well, she was pretty sure Danielle cracking her knuckles and Stephan pinching the bridge of his nose were also signs of stress.

“Hello, everyone. I am not going to drag this out with rhetoric. Our world is about to get ugly and you deserve better. So, excuse the bluntness, but here are some facts of life, parts of which some of you already know, but let’s be clear.”

She held up her hand and extended a finger as she made each point.

“One, the so-called accident with the cryo-chambers was no accident. Goetsch was purposefully eliminating officers in order to insure his control. I know this because Choop overheard him planning it.

“Two, Choop was not killed by Panthers. He and Saoirse were executed by Squad 2 while on a mission. I know this because Danielle saw it. She was smart enough to act as though she was loyal to Squad 2, but is righteous and shared the truth with us.

“Three, Goetsch plans for Canopy’s colony to be governed by his dictatorship. We won’t be free on our new world. This is simple inductive reasoning.

“Any questions?”

The room was silent for a beat, then Shen Ao said, “There’s only one question that matters. What the hell are we going to do about it?”

“I can tell you what I’m going to do. I'm gonna kill Enrique. Anyone else shoots him, I'm gonna be pissed.”

“Sarah! Enough.” Myoki’s words were harsh, but her tone was soft. “What are we going do about it? We’re going to form a resistance. We’ll intelligently and secretively undermine Goetsch. We’ll see to it that humanity’s new world has a free society.

“You people are the core. We’ll have to work out secret communication channels, methods for recruiting new members, come up with plans of action, but you people are the core. I don't mean to be dramatic, but coming generations will call you forefathers.”

This statement quieted the room. All nervous twitching gone. The loudest sound was air blowing from the vents. Shen Ao was smiling.

The first to speak was Sarah. “Wow, for someone trying not to be dramatic, that was sure dramatic.”

This caused smiles and chuckling all around.

There was a gentle tap on the door, two taps, pause, one tap. Everyone shifted, squarely facing the door, tense and ready for action.

Myoki nudged herself from her handhold, drifted to the door, opened it, and pushed herself floating backwards to give Stallman the floor.

He checked the hall before entering, closed the door, turned to face the room, said, “Count me in.”

Shen Ao responded, “You knew all this about Goetsch?”

“No, I didn't. Myoki informed me earlier today.”

“So you're now a General, leading the revolution,” Kejuon said.

“No. I was listening at the door while Myoki spoke. Surely, you heard. She has the vision, she has your loyalty, she has my admiration and loyalty. This is not a military action. If it was I could lead it. This is a resistance movement, so I am just her military commander. When people need shooting, I will help plan that. Until then I add value by being inside Goetsch’s command structure. Choop’s widow is in charge, period.”

Myoki almost objected to the reference. She was Choop’s adoptive mother, not widow. But, the reaction of everyone in the room told her she had been fooling no one but herself all this time. What she and Choop had felt for one another wasn't something that could be hidden.

“Thank you, Sergeant Stallman. As you all heard, he is my military commander. I have two others I want to be performing specifically.

“Sarah will be my aide, assistant, whatever you want to call it. If she shows up and tells you I said to do it, do it. She has my proxy and will be my liaison to you all. She and I will cultivate our friendship very publicly so there is never any suspicion generated by our being close.

“Shen Ao will be Squad leader of the only Squad that matters going forward, this Squad. I think we’ll call it Squad 0. Danielle and Stephan will also be on Squad 0 even as they remain active on Squad 2. Having them ‘behind enemy lines’, so to speak, will be invaluable.

“Now, let’s get to work. I’ve been thinking about how we can communicate secretly, but there may be better ideas…”

~ ~ ~

Choop was glad the SpiderMonkey had given him two short pieces of webbing rather than one long one. He couldn’t cut it with his knife. No amount of sawing with the blade made an impression.

He could stretch the one-foot strand out to three feet, but it was difficult. The webbing snapped back with much force.

He found a suitable pouch by using one of the flowers from the same plant that provided the slingshot’s fork — he now thought of that flower as the ‘slingshot flower’. The petal of the flower was very tough, but he could poke a hole in it with the tip of his knife’s blade.

Practice taught him a petal would last for about fifty shots before it began to tear. That was good enough for Choop, it just meant he would carry extra petals with his ammunition. He found that — with much practice — he could install a new pouch in just a couple of minutes.

His practice also revealed something else important, the Tangerana seeds made excellent ammunition. He knew why because of an incident from his childhood.

Back in Houston, before his mother’s death, he and his only close friend, Oren, loved to practice with their slingshots, trying to best each other. Oren gained an advantage when he began stealing bullets from his older brother’s cache of reloading equipment. It turned out the shape of the bullets, as opposed to Choop’s spherical stones, gave them a spin resulting it straighter flight.

The Tangerana seeds were thinly pear-shaped. As ammunition, they flew straight. They were dense; he could bury one a foot deep in a tree trunk when shooting from fifty yards.

Of course, shooting at distance required much practice. He spent time every day, in the Shadows above his home Clearing, practicing. He had to roam further to find clusters of Slingshot Flowers to make new pouches.

One day, having roamed far, as he was aiming at a flower sixty yards away, slightly downhill, calculating the drop in the low gravity, he heard a faint sound that sounded like yelling. He paused, quit breathing for total silence, and strained to hear.

He heard it again and he abandoned his target practice, moving towards the sound. He moved stealthily, cautiously, for several minutes, traversing eight or nine hundred yards of Shadows, staying about two hundred feet above the water.

He came to one of the larger Clearings, at least three hundred yards across. It was filled with Scouts building something and yelling to each other.

He hid himself in a thick tangle of growth to observe.

Most of the Scouts he didn’t know, but he recognized Gerado and Danielle. They appeared to be leading the construction.

The Scouts were hauling barrels made of carbon-fiber down from the trees into the water and connecting them with struts also made of carbon-fiber. Then carbon-fiber planks — shaped similar to 2x12 boards — were bolted on top, creating floating islands. These were being connected to make a larger island. They were building an island that would almost fill the Clearing.

This must be their colonization plan. They were going to build islands in the Clearings on which they could put habitats. What a stupid idea. The trees themselves were great habitats.

He moved closer. When he was almost above the Scouts, he found a cluster of plants in the vee of two branches that provided excellent concealment. He found a perch from which he could shoot and hide quickly.

The nearest Scout was about sixty yards away, downhill at a forty-five degree angle. The Scout was cranking a wrench, bolting a plank on top of the fake island, with his rifle slung over his shoulder. Choop knew he had to go into hiding quickly after the shot.

He didn't miss. The Tangerana seed buried in the Scout’s temple. The Scout immediately collapsed and his rifle fell toward the water, wedging in the barrels underneath, as he went down.

Choop heard a yell as someone saw the Scout collapse. Choop dived into his hiding place and stayed quiet and still as he listened to the commotion.

“What the hell happened to him?”

Choop was sure he recognized Gerado’s voice.

“He just went down. No sound, no animals, no nothing.” An unknown voice responded. “Holy shit, there’s a bullet hole in his temple.”

“Quiet! Everyone quiet!” Gerado yelled.

Choop lay still hearing only his own breathing for a full minute.

At last Gerado broke the silence, “Why do you say bullet hole? There wasn't a gunshot.”

“Well, look at it. Don’t take my word for it. It looks like a bullet hole to me.”

Again there was extended silence as an examination of the corpse took place.

“Okay, everyone, let’s put all the barrels, struts, and planks on the island we have made so far. Lash them down, we're heading back up. You two, bring Henry’s body.”

Choop lay still, listening to the sounds as they secured the unused building materials. Even after it was quiet, he waited to be sure they were gone. Then he heard a voice speaking at a normal conversational level.

“Choop, I know that was you. I know you're here. This is Danielle. Please come out. I don't have long before they miss me. Please come out. It’s only me, they've all gone. Please come out.”

Choop was frozen with indecision. Danielle was on Squad 2, the one that had killed Saoirse. No way was he going to fall for this trick.

“Come on, Choop. Please? For God’s sake, come out. No, not for God’s sake, for Myoki’s sake. She is so depressed. Let me know you're alive so I can tell her. Please come out.”

Choop didn't move.

“Well, I tried. I’m not going to tell Myoki that I know you're alive, she'll think I'm delusional, and, if I'm wrong, it would break what’s left of her heart.”

Without moving from hiding, Choop said loudly, “Wait.”

There was a few seconds of silence. Then Danielle said, “I can’t wait long Choop. I'm going to tell Gerado I stayed to look for Henry’s rifle, but couldn't find it. I did find it, by their way, so can you.”

Choop said, “What are you doing Danielle? You helped kill Saoirse. Why should I trust you?”

“I most certainly did not help kill Saoirse. If you’ll haul your cowardly ass out in the open, I’m gonna kick it for saying that.”

Choop stayed motionless and said nothing in response.

“Well, thanks anyway for letting me know you’re alive. I’ll tell Myoki. Also, in case you care, she is our new leader. We have formed a resistance movement to fight Goetsch. We could sure use your help.”

“How the hell can I help? All I've got is a slingshot.”

“No, I'm pretty sure you've got a rifle, it's stuck down in those barrels. And, I just accidentally dropped two magazines of ammunition. And, you've killed one Scout more than I've killed, so you're already helping.

“They are going to autopsy Henry, find whatever you shot him with, and know you're alive. Contacting you again is going to be hard, but at least Myoki will know you're alive. By the way, you can trust everyone on Squad 1, me, Stephan, and Sergeant Stallman. Gotta go, bye.”

“Wait, Danielle. Where are the Raccoons that live in this Clearing?”

“We shot three of them, the rest ran away. Choop, I really gotta go.”

Choop stayed hidden for a long time before going down to get the rifle and ammunition. Standing on the fake island, it suddenly occurred to him he was near a multi-ton creature who was likely to be incredibly pissed. He decided his own Clearing felt safer and hurried home.


CHAPTER 19

“I like having friends who can't talk. They never lie to me.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Myoki was the last to arrive. Stallman, Shen Ao, and Sarah were worried something had gone wrong; sneaking around in a ship crammed with people was difficult. Goetsch awakened two more squads of Scouts as well as the families of some of the more vocal — and loyal — crew. The increased crowding led to more complaints about the delay in sending people to the surface.

The equipment located in Storage Room C was all weaponry and gear used by the Scouts, so Stallman was the one who would send someone to retrieve equipment. This made it continue as the best place for meetings. There was more room now since the two new Squads had been equipped.

Myoki tapped on the door with the agreed upon pattern and paused before drifting into the room.

“Sorry I’m late. Minden wanted my attention. It was tricky to get away since my schedule shows free time.”

“You and Minden … still a thing?” Sarah asked.

“Uh, well, … that’s not what we came here to discuss,” a flustered Myoki said. “Let’s talk about our communication protocols. Has anyone encountered problems that might endanger us?”

“Sorry, Myoki, my question about Minden was inappropriate, but you’ll understand why I asked when I give you the news.”

Sometimes Sarah’s chattiness annoyed Myoki, but she seldom allowed it to show. She paused, taking a deep breath while trying to avoid appearing to do so. “Okay, Sarah, share your news.”

“Choop is alive.”

Myoki’s eyes closed and she grew pale. For a long moment the others hesitated. The room was silent as they waited for her to compose herself.

“Sorry to blurt it out, but I couldn’t think of a way to be delicate.” Sarah was flushed and twirling a strand of hair like mad.

Myoki’s color returned. She asked, “Sarah, how do you know this? Are you certain?”

“Danielle spoke with him on her last mission.”

“What? How is that possible?” Myoki’s voice was squeaky.

Stallman said, “He killed one of the new Scouts with a slingshot.”

Everyone stared at Stallman.

Shen Ao was the first to grasp the significance, he said, “So, not only is Choop alive, but Goetsch knows.”

Myoki began to giggle. No one had ever heard Myoki giggle. She giggle-talked, “Choop is alive. Count on Choop to survive a gunshot to the head. He killed someone with his slingshot? Of course he did, what else would you do with your time when abandoned on an alien planet?”

Myoki’s loss of composure was unsettling, so Stallman took over the discussion, saying, “Choop shot Henry as he was working on construction of the artificial island. When they ascended with Henry’s body, Danielle slipped away, saying she was looking for Henry’s rifle. She not only spoke with Choop, she left him Henry’s loaded rifle and two magazines of ammo. She told him he would be the ground force of the resistance. He didn’t object.”

Myoki’s giggling turned to high-pitched laughter. “Ground force? We’ve got’em where we want’em now.”

“Myoki! Get it together!” The exclamation was forceful and, coming from Sarah, stilled the room.

Myoki reacted as though slapped. Her face flushed red as she thought her Japanese ancestors would be ashamed at her loss of control. Everyone waited while she composed herself.

“Sorry, I guess that didn’t instill much confidence in my leadership.”

Shen Ao responded, “Just shows me you’re human. I don’t want to follow a robot.”

“Yes, well, while I’m being human, I guess you all agree I’m going down to see him. How do we make that happen?”

Stallman’s baritone filled the room, “That’s a really bad idea, Myoki. No way that’s possible.”

Having composed herself, the stare she turned on Sergeant Stallman would have made her ancestors proud. He was intimidated, had no doubt who was in charge. He chose his words carefully.

“Goetsch is making it the highest priority to locate Choop. He’s sending three full Squads on the next mission. While one works on the construction at the Clearing, the other two will perform a grid search for thousands of feet around the Clearing. There’s no way we can get you there and keep it a secret, and there’s no way I can think of to justify your presence on a mission.”

Myoki’s features softened. “Thank you, Sergeant. It sounds to me as if your conclusion is correct. Tell me, is there some way we can warn Choop so he makes himself scarce during the grid search? Did he and Danielle have time to discuss communication protocols?”

“They did not, but, with Gerado, Danielle feigned anger at Choop, pretending she cared for Henry. Squad 2 thinks she hates him. I have assigned her to lead one of the Squads conducting the search. That might help.”

“I don’t think they can find Choop if he doesn’t want to be found,” said Shen Ao. “He has a rifle and three full magazines and he’s in his element in the forest. I think they’ll be in more danger than he is.”

Myoki considered this, pursing her lips and nodding her head. She said, “Let’s move on. Sergeant Stallman, what can you tell us about Goetsch’s plans?”

“He realizes he has to start getting families off the ship or he’ll have mutiny on his hands. He has decided to use some of the larger Clearings as settlements by building floating islands on them. This is only a first move, he sees the settlements as temporary. He believes we can find a way to clear a huge area in the forest, enough to allow sunlight to make it to the water, and use the lumber from the clearing to build permanent settlements.”

Sarah’s voice was a high-pitched squeak. “What? Has he even talked to anyone who’s been in the Shadows? That will never work. It would completely change the ecosystem, no telling what would happen. That’s crazy.”

“Sarah, calm down.” Myoki’s reproach was gentle. “Hysterics won’t help.”

“Well, no one else seems ready to state the obvious, so I guess I will,” Shen Ao said. “We need to assassinate Goetsch.”

Conversation paused as everyone absorbed his statement.

Stallman said, “I think the resulting chaos and leadership vacuum would lead to much harm. It would make things worse.”

“Leadership vacuum? Why would there be a leadership vacuum?” Myoki asked.

“Captain Chambers would be in charge, but he’s as bad as Goetsch. Worse, he doesn’t have the loyalty of the troops. Gerado would almost certainly take over, probably with use of force. Trust me, killing Goetsch would make things worse, much worse.

“Isn’t it obvious? We must appear to be compliant. Goetsch must believe we are all on board with his plan. There is no other way any of us get to go into the forest. We need to find a way to contact Choop, make plans for how we ‘lose’ people to join him. We will come up with a larger plan, but first we need to get a feel for how things are going to be done in the new reality of fake island settlements.”

Sergeant Stallman paused for breath, appeared embarrassed by his outburst. “Sorry, Ma’am, didn’t mean to overstep.”

“No, Sergeant, you’re right. Always give your honest opinion, especially when I’m wrong. Baby steps, that’s what we need right now, baby steps. We need to appear compliant, at least the rest of you, I would never be able to fool anyone. They would never believe I’m okay with what they’ve done, but the rest of you — operation compliance it is. Let’s brainstorm what that means in terms of practical action…”

~ ~ ~

Choop was swimming when he heard them. He knew they would be back to finish their floating island. He was examining the construction of the floats when he heard voices.

He was lucky they were undisciplined. It was one of the new Squads, and apparently moving quietly in the forest had not been a part of their training. They were yelling to one another about their plans.

He knew he was in trouble. Goetsch would have figured out he was alive and they would be looking for him. Being under the very floats they were working on was not good.

He scanned the trees, looking for the probable location of this Clearing’s Raccoon lair. Assuming they also had a cave with an underwater entrance, the largest tree was an obvious choice. The trunk was 100 yards in diameter and sloped from the water at an extreme angle. He had to get out of the Clearing, so it was worth a shot. He was about 70 yards away from the tree.

He took a deep breath and pushed away from the bottom of a barrel, forcing himself deep and swimming underwater toward the tree. He was very buoyant in the light gravity and struggled to stay deep enough to avoid detection, but the dimness helped.

As he approached the huge underwater trunk, bright lights glared from the surface of the water. They had brought portable lights for the construction. The light both scared him, fearing detection, and aided him in seeing an opening in the trunk.

He rose from the water of the indoor pool slowly, afraid of an attack from Raccoons. The Raccoons were there, three of them, but they didn’t attack. They spread in what seemed to be an attacking formation, but then calmed when they saw him.

It seemed they recognized him and knew he was no threat. Choop wondered whether — if his theory of the Whales and Raccoons as a single entity was correct — the Whales talked to each other and these Raccoons viewed him as an ally.

The cave was almost identical to the one Choop now called home. There were six openings, each with a shelf by it. The layout was not exactly the same, but the essence was the same.

He chose the shelf farthest from the Raccoons and settled in to wait. He knew he couldn’t move from the cave until the Squads had given up the search for him and returned to Inception. If their plans were to get the construction to a point where some would stay, he was in trouble.

He spent the hours listening carefully to their conversations, trying to glean as much useful information as he could about their plans. Eventually, he fell asleep.

When he woke, it was quiet. The Raccoons were gone.

He slipped into the pool and swam into the open water of the Clearing. He rose from the water cautiously. There were no Scouts in sight, no lights, no sound of humans. The artificial island was now large, as big as a football field.

He swam to the island and climbed onto it. Listening for sounds of danger, he walked around on the floating structure. Like a sailor getting his sea legs, he gradually became steady.

He saw light fixtures attached to trees in three places. He found tools lying on the deck. He put a discarded tool pouch around his waist and fastened it in place. The pliers and screwdrivers would be very useful.

He looked up and saw a blaze on the side of one of the branches. The blaze was in the style he had taught to Squad 1, but it was faint, easy to miss if not looking carefully, which defeated the purpose of a blaze. That made no sense unless it was intended only for him.

The blaze was about six inches long, pointing to his right. It was so shallow in the wood it would be gone by tomorrow. He was convinced it was meant for him. He had heard Danielle’s voice shouting instructions, maybe she had left it.

He looked in the direction the blaze pointed, carefully searching for other blazes. His eye caught something.

He jumped toward it, only to be surprised by the motion of the deck giving way as he jumped. He didn't go as far as he intended and fell back to the deck.

He laughed and recalculated the distance. The mark was about sixty feet above him, near the limit of his jumping ability, so he leapt with all his might. He barely managed to grab onto a Slingshot plant near the mark.

From up close, he could tell the mark was an X accompanied by a blaze pointing up towards the top of the branch. These marks were also quite faint and would not last long.

The branch, twenty feet in diameter, forked upward from a massive trunk at a sharp angle. He swung himself to the top of the branch.

In the vee formed by branch and trunk was a growth of Slingshot plants. Just visible among them was a very deep X mark beside a three-inch hole carved into the branch.

He probed the hole with his knife, dug out paper wrapped around a short pencil. He unrolled the three-by-five-inch papers, discovered one was covered with small writing. The other was blank.

On the top of one side, the paper with writing had the salutation “Dearest Choop.”

He felt faint. Only Myoki would call him dearest. His hands trembled as read the note.

~ ~ ~

Myoki floated in Storage Room C reading the note from Choop for the fourth time. Her eyes teared up as she read.

The penciling of the note was smeared with moisture from the Shadows. It was obvious he had written it with the paper on an uneven surface, as the writing was jagged even though it was precise and legible.

She pictured him perched on a branch, legs folded, paper on the side of his boot as he wrote. On the branch of an alien tree, on an alien planet, all alone, thinking of her as he wrote.

She cried.

He had divided the note in two parts, one on each side. In the first part he asked whoever read the note to please not read the other side as it was meant for Myoki only. On the side meant for Myoki, he opened with the same plea: please give us privacy. He had to know others would read it, but he made it plain they were intruding.

Even though the note was available to others, he poured his soul out onto a three by five sheet of paper. The minuscule writing spoke of his loss of Saoirse. It spoke of a man’s capacity to completely love more than one person, a seeming contradiction. It spoke of retribution.

He didn't write the words she longed to read, didn't declare his love for her. It saddened Myoki that she was unsure of his implied message.

The other side of the note was a confirmation that he understood their plans. He accepted that he would lead a ground force in this fight. He acknowledged the communication protocols Danielle had suggested. He confirmed his commitment to stopping Goetsch, although he didn't use the politically correct terms like ‘stopping’.

He promised death for those responsible for Saoirse’s death, whether they pulled the trigger or they gave an order. Even those who just looked the other way and accepted what was done were guilty. There was going to be blood and he was going to draw it.

She was dry-eyed by the time she heard the tap-tap at the door. Sarah was the first to arrive.

Sarah’s expression when she looked at Myoki told Myoki being dry-eyed wasn't the same as being composed. Myoki’s faced was blotchy, and her eyes were blood-shot.

“You've been reading that damn note again, Myoki. Why do that to yourself?”

“Did you read it?” Myoki’s tone made it plain the answer better be no.

“I read about half a sentence. No one else saw it before I gave it to you.”

“Danielle saw it.”

“Yes, that's true. But at least it's just us girls.” Sarah’s grin was forced.

“I must look a mess.”

“You do, but don't worry about it. We all know what's going on.”

As Myoki opened her mouth to question this, there was a tap at the door. It opened and Stallman and Shen Ao drifted into the room.

Myoki became all business.

“Good, we're all here. Okay, first order of business. Shen Ao, I want you to tell Danielle she is to aid us in promoting the ‘Choop is like a ghost’ myth. It will help sew fear into the ranks of the Scouts and explain disappearances where no body is found. She is to make him seem like a combination of Dracula and Superman. You know, moves like a ghost, kills with stealth, strikes from anywhere and everywhere when least expected.”

“Danielle will enjoy that.” Shen Ao was getting comfortable with his arm hooked into a bungee chord. “She’s scary herself.”

“Also, have a discussion with Kejuon. He will be the first to ‘go missing’ and join Choop on Canopy.”

“Wait! What?” Sarah objected. “I thought you told me I was first.”

Myoki looked confused. “I remember saying no such thing.”

“You told me I get first shot at Enrique.”

“Sarah, I am not sending Kejuon to kill Enrique. I am sending him to be Choop’s first recruit in a ground force. You are invaluable in the function you perform for me here.”

“But you promised!”

“Sarah, I did not. Even if I did, you're a soldier which means following orders. Let it go.”

Sarah clamped her mouth shut.

Myoki knew Sarah wasn't about to let it go, but keeping quiet about it for the rest of this meeting was good enough. She asked, “Sergeant Stallman, do you have a report about Goetsch’s plans for temporary settlements?”

“I do. I wrote nothing down, as you asked, but my head is full of details of his plans. Which Clearings are next in his plan, the supply routes he has planned, etc.”

“Supply routes?” Asked Shen Ao.

“Yes. He plans to establish storage locations in Knots as high in the Jungle as practical, each stockpile will be equidistant from three of the settlements. They will be manned around the clock with Scouts.”

Shen Ao pursed his lips, thinking, then said, “We both know they will be called storage and supply locations, but will, in reality, be military bases to watch over and control the settlements.”

“Yes, my conclusion as well. I think we should call them forts.” Sergeant looked at Myoki. “We need to get Choop the locations of the forts as soon as possible. He might be able to set up hideouts nearby or some such. I’m sure he’ll be creative, but he must know where the forts will be.”

“I agree, Sergeant. I need to instruct him not to destroy them, that's short-sited. We need to monitor them, or, better yet, be able to pilfer supplies from them. Shen Ao, have you discussed Danielle’s progress on communication protocols?”

“Yes. Next mission she is going to leave a short note for him at the previously used location. She will propose an alternate location which she will describe and blaze. At the second location will be a lengthy note. It will propose a tricky method she read about in a spy novel to manually encrypt communications.”

“Spy novel?”

“Yes. It seems that back in the twentieth century the CIA had a manual method, no computers, to encrypt notes. If both parties had an agreed upon pass-phrase they could communicate securely. To other eyes the note just appearded as gibberish.

“She claims she can leave him obtuse instructions in the note — the one defining the encryption method — which require him to leave evidence of confirmation which only Choop would understand and only she can recognize. If he doesn’t then we abandon the encryption technique as compromised.”

“Wow, Danielle is turning into quite the spy,” said Sarah.

Not in the mood for Sarah’s playfulness, Myoki responded, “I need to talk with Danielle and learn this technique. We could use it for any documentation we have on the ship, such as the location of the forts. Sergeant, for now I am going to ask you to write down the locations, for my eyes only.”


CHAPTER 20

“One should feel bad about taking human lives. I may not be a nice person.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Choop decided to emulate the Raccoons and carved a shelf similar to theirs from the side of the home cave. Above it, he planned to carve an alcove to hold his belongings. Meanwhile, his rifle and ammunition lay on the shelf.

Choop was putting the finishing touches on his shelf when he heard it. Barely audible, it sounded like an Earth dove. It was one of the signals he taught Squad 1 during their early training.

All he knew was humans were near. He picked up the rifle, checked the magazine and safety, and exited the cave through the tunnel near Crip’s shelf.

He stayed in the opening of the exit from Crip’s tunnel, just his head sticking out, until he heard the whistle again. It was not close, but did appear to be coming from low enough to be near the water. He moved cautiously and slowly in that direction.

He moved so slowly that it took him several minutes before he saw the source of the whistle. It was Kejuon! He was sitting in the open on a branch parallel to the water, making no effort to hide.

Choop went up above Kejuon and searched for signs of others. Kejuon continued to whistle every couple of minutes.

Choop found no signs of any other humans. So, to leave the impression he came from the opposite direction, he moved below and beyond Kejuon to approach from the other side.

He hid about 40 yards from Kejuon and whistled the same dove call.

“Choop? That you? I sure hope it’s you.”

“It’s me. Are you alone?”

“Alone? I’ve never felt more alone in my life. I faked my death and abandoned my Squad to join you. I can’t go back, and I thought I might not be able to find you. Alone doesn't describe it. Just me and a whole alien planet. I was kinda freaking out a little.”

Choop came out from hiding and jumped, landing on the branch about fifteen feet from Kejuon.

“I see you kept your rifle when you faked your death, that’s good. How did you fake it?”

“I’ve been drawing my own blood for a while, saved up a lot. Smeared it all over the planks near the edge of the construction, screamed my ass off and disappeared. Hid and waited for them to go back up after failing to find my body. Then I came to look for you. Man, are you a sight for sore eyes. You and me are now the ground force of Squad 0.”

“The last note I got from Danielle didn’t tell me this was gonna happen.”

“Well, we knew we would be sending you recruits, but it happened a little sooner than we expected. We just took advantage of an opportunity.” Kejuon, long and lanky, had turned sideways on the branch to face Choop, sitting cross-legged. “Oh, that reminds me. Here’s a note for you. Danielle said to tell you ‘Saoirse lives’, I’m not sure why.”

He stuck out the note and waited for Choop to come near and take it, aware that Choop moved cautiously and defensively in doing so.

“You don’t believe me, do you?”

“Kejuon, let’s just say I’m the suspicious type. Getting shot by your own people will do that to you.”

“Take your time trusting me if you gotta, but I’m here for the duration.”

Knowing that the phrase ‘Saoirse lives’ must be the pass phrase for the note, Choop was anxious to start decrypting it. He said, “You must be tired, let me show you your new home and you can rest.”

He lead Kejuon to his home Clearing. As they approached it, Choop saw Crip and one of the other Raccoons near the top of the Clearing. He intentionally made noise to avoid surprising them.

Crip saw Kejuon, and the buzzing intensified. Four more Raccoons emerged from the forest, coming from different directions. They froze, staring at Kejuon.

Choop moved near Kejuon on the branch. He told Kejuon, “Don’t move.”

Choop put his arm around Kejuon’s shoulders, and said, “I’m still not sure how much dialog they understand, if any. Hey, Guys, he’s a friend, see. I’m not much of a hugger, but surely you can see he’s a friend.”

“Follow me,” Choop said, and went into the tunnel he knew led to Codgeye’s shelf in the cave. Two Raccoons entered through their own tunnels.

Choop and Kejuon settled into comfortable positions, sitting cross-legged on the ramp near the water. The two Raccoons sat on their shelves watching. Choop realized he wouldn’t be reading the note anytime soon, rest was the farthest thing from Kejuon’s mind.

“Choop, what the hell? You live with the Raccoons? You joined their tribe?”

“They’re not a tribe. They are a single being.”

“What? That makes no sense.”

“Kejuon, this is hard to explain because they’re aliens. Their basic life form is not like us, so it’s hard to get your mind around it. Do you feel that buzzing in your head?”

“Buzzing? No, but the inside of skull itches. Every time I come down to Canopy I feel it. It drives me crazy.”

“That is their, I mean its, nervous system. They communicate ‘wirelessly’, for lack of a better term. If you watch them closely, sometimes you’ll see ’em moving with unbelievable coordination. I like to think of these six Raccoons as being the fingers of a hand. The hand belongs to a huge being living in the sea. You know, the ones we call Whales.”

“We think they’re there just from seeing shadows and waves, no one has really ever seen one.” Kejuon laid his rifle to the side and extended his arms back, leaning on his hands.

“I’ve seen one. The one that lives in this Clearing.”

Kejuon leaned forward, placing his hands flat of the wood in front of his crossed legs. “Really? What do you mean ‘this Clearing’? These Clearings are their homes? What did it look like?”

Chooped laughed. “Whoa. One question at a time. If you’ll quit talking, I’ll explain.”

Kejuon resumed his laid-back posture, arms straight with elbows locked, reclining on his hands. “I’m all ears, Boss.”

For the next thirty minutes, Choop lectured. He explained his theory of an entity which consists of Raccoons, SpiderMonkeys, and Tripods — all connected by the mysterious buzzing — as extensions of a massive sea creature. He shared his opinion that each Whale had a home Clearing. He told of the Bubbles he had seen in the overhead which leave a sticky pulp when they pop, and from which he had seen baby Tripods emerge. He recounted his conversation with the Whale, describing the creature as well as he could manage. When he quit talking, Kejuon sat staring.

Choop laughed at Kejuon’s expression. “Your mouth’s hanging open.”

Kejuon’s mouth snapped shut, and he leaned forward, hunching his shoulders and crossing his arms. “Do you think these Whales are intelligent?”

“Yes.”

“Based on what?”

“My gut.”

~ ~ ~

Sarah nursed her coffee. It was almost cooled to room temperature before Myoki arrived in the cafeteria. Sarah had chosen seats in the corner, farthest from the door. She had her back to the wall. She waved at Myoki.

Sarah watched Myoki scan the room, note every face, observe each person’s location, before she joined Sarah at the table.

“Did you read the note? It was a long one.”

“Well, hello to you, too, Sarah. I’m fine, thanks, nice of you to ask.”

“Yeah, yeah, pleasantries. Did you read the note?”

“Yes, my day has been fine so far. It’s good to see you again.”

“Myoki, you are not funny. Don’t try to be funny. You have never been and will never be funny. Tell me about the damn note.”

Myoki pulled a piece of paper from her purse, slid it across the table, and rose to get coffee.

The note was written in Myoki’s precise handwriting. It was much shorter than the encrypted note from Choop which Sarah had given to Myoki yesterday. Myoki had obviously omitted parts which were private.

Sarah scanned the room to see if anyone noticed, and began to read.

She read that Kejuon successfully joined Choop. Choop shared his theory of the life-cycle of the aliens. He wrote of using Knots rather than Clearings as locations for settlements. He discussed a plan for infiltrating any forts built by Goetsch.

Myoki sat back down before Sarah had finished reading. She selected a chair to Sarah’s side, so she could survey the room as they spoke.

Myoki picked up the salt shaker, sprinkled a pile of salt on the table, and began pushing it around with her finger. As Sarah read, she formed a daisy with the salt. Her eyes were unfocused.

“Myoki, this is incredible. He says that he talked to a Whale. He says it is telepathically linked to the Raccoons and the SpiderMonkeys and the Tripods. He thinks the Bubbles are the offspring of the Whales. He says …”

“Keep your voice down.” Myoki’s tone was strict, but her voice was quiet and conversational.

Sarah looked around the room. No one was looking at them. “Sorry. But this is incredible.”

“The term telepathic is not correct, I think. That implies direct communication between two beings. He is saying that a Whale, as an entity, is composed of Whale, Raccoons, SpiderMonkies, and Tripods all at once. A distributed being, so to speak.” Myoki’s voice stayed low during her statement.

“But, more important, Sarah, is his proposal that we use Knots for our settlements. He thinks we should avoid the Clearings. They are the homes of the Whales.”

Sarah tensed up and pulled the note under the table. Myoki turned her head to see a smiling Gerado approaching.

“Hey ladies. What’s up?”

“Sarah was just telling me you were not an impotent, murderous creep, and I was having trouble making a counter argument.”

Gerado quit smiling. He leaned forward and put his palms on the table. “You need to be careful. That mouth could get you in trouble.”

Sarah’s voice was barely above a whisper. “We know you just shoot from ambush. We’re safe as can be when we’re facing you.”

Gerado stiffened, stood straight, seemed unable to compose a reply. He walked away and took a seat across the room, facing Sarah and Myoki. If looks could kill, his weapon was loaded.

Sarah passed the note to Myoki, keeping it down by their thighs, out of sight. She said, “Choop says he’s thought of a way to infiltrate the forts Goetsch builds if we can tell him their locations ahead of time. I think that should be your second priority.”

Slipping the note into her pocket, Myoki asked, “What should be my first priority?”

“Send me down to join Choop before I go berserk and kill Gerado.”

~ ~ ~

Kejuon woke to find Choop gone. There were three Raccoons in the cave, but that was no help, they still creeped him out. Choop had made it clear they wouldn't attack him, but they were so weird that he wouldn't turn his back on them.

Choop’s head suddenly rose from the water of the indoor pool.

“Thank God, I thought you had left.”

Choop laughed. “Chill out, Kejuon. This is your new home. You need to settle in. Get with the program. Go with the flow.”

“Why the hell are you so happy?”

Choop’s grin widened as he walked, dripping, to sit on his shelf. “Because today we are going to kill some Scouts.”

“Damn, Choop. You’re talking about killing humans. We kinda need all we got on this God-forsaken planet.”

Choop froze in place. He turned a relentless stare onto Kejuon. “Does this present you with a problem?”

Kejuon gulped. He began to sweat. “Well, uh, I mean, uh, …”

“How can I be so casual about killing people?”

“Yeah, it seems pretty cold-blooded to me.”

“Like when Enrique put a bullet in Saoirse’s brain? That what you mean by cold-blooded?”

Kejuon raised his hands, palms up. “I’m on your side, Choop. Tell me what you want me to do, I’ll do it.”

Picking up a handful of absorbent moss from near his shelf, Choop said, “Let me get dried off, and we’ll head out. No guns today. Too noisy.”

When they left the cave, they headed up 4000 feet, halting their ascent when they saw the first SpiderMonkey web.

Choop whispered, “Now we go horizontal until we’re over the fake island. Their lookouts won’t be this high.”

“I’m with ya, Boss. How do we handle it when we get there?”

“I kill a couple of ’em and we make off with one of the bodies. The other one we hang in plain site. Accomplishes two things. First, they know I’m here and they’re not safe. Second, their Scouts keep disappearing.”

“Sounds like you don’t need me.”

“You can help me hang the one we leave and keep lookout while I do the deed.”

They began to move horizontally, using short, quiet jumps. When they reached the forest above the fake-island Clearing, Choop stayed still a long time, scanning the trees.

He found what he was looking for about 200 yards below him at a steep angle. It was one of the lookouts. He signaled Kejuon to stay put and watch for others. He jumped a short ways toward the lookout and paused, repeated the process, taking a full ten minutes to get close.

From about 30 yards he could see the Scout plainly with no intervening foliage. The man was asleep! The Scout’s sloppiness made it a lot easier for Choop to objectify him. He loaded his slingshot, took aim, and put a Tangerana seed through the Scout’s eye.

He suddenly heard movement and spun to defend himself. It was a Raccoon. It had scrambled up the tree with that scratching sound they made when they climbed. Another appeared beside the first.

Choop looked up at Kejuon and was surprised to see a Raccoon on the branch near him. Choop was confused; this was not normal Raccoon behavior.

The two Raccoons near Choop made their odd warbling growl and raised all their arms, pointing up. They pumped their arms up and down repeatedly. Choop looked up. The Raccoon near Kejuon was making the same gesture. It was on a more level trunk and was also jumping up and down as it pointed.

Choop was nonplussed. He had never seen this before. If it were any other creature, he would have sworn they were gesturing for him to run, go up, get away.

But Raccoons never gestured. Ever.

Choop made a decision. He jumped vertically as far as he could manage, and said loud enough for Kejuon to hear, “Run!”

He and Kejuon each jumped many times. The Raccoons, unable to jump like a human, scrambled after them, moving with surprising speed. When Choop passed a web, SpiderMonkeys also began to climb.

As they approached the openness of the Overhead, Choop could feel the low-pitched rumble-itching in his brain he associated with Whales, which made no sense; Whales could not be in the Overhead.

They stopped climbing. He and Kejuon shared a branch with a diameter of four feet, and the Raccoons and SpiderMonkeys were spaced around them, scattered on smaller branches. They all did the ‘dead’ thing, appearing lifeless and settling onto the limb.

The rumbling intensified. Choop’s head hurt. Kejuon screamed.

Choop grabbed Kejuon with both arms and hooked his hand in Kejuon’s belt. He wrapped his legs around a smaller branch, crossing his feet and hooking them under him.

The rumbling increased until Choop thought his head would explode. He and Kejuon both passed out.

When Choop regained consciousness, the Raccoons and SpiderMonkeys were moving around. They were all nearby, looking at the humans, apparently concerned.

“Kejuon, you awake?”

“Huh?”

“Can you move?”

“Huh?”

“Come’on, wake up.”

“My head hurts.”

“Mine, too. Come’on, we gotta go down and check the island.”

“What? They’ll shoot us.”

“I kinda doubt it. Let’s go.”

Choop led Kejuon down, moving slowly. He expected no lookouts, but took no chances. About 200 feet above the island, his suspicions were confirmed. Scouts lay dead everywhere, scattered across the island. At least 20 dead Scouts. Some were floating in the water. A few were draped over branches close to the Clearing. They all had blood coming from their ears, eyes, and mouths.


CHAPTER 21

“When the shit hits the fan, it stinks.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Choop wrote a note, unencrypted, and put it in one of the dead Scout’s pocket, sticking halfway out. In the note Choop explained the Whale had killed the Scouts. He implored the colony planners to put their settlements in the Knots rather than using Clearings.

While he was gathering more ammunition from the dead Scouts, he heard Kejuon’s whistle signaling that more Scouts were coming. He quickly took the magazines, as many as he could carry, and went into one of the Raccoon lair’s openings.

He listened as the Scouts found the dead. They were angry and afraid. One of them found Choop’s note and read it aloud to the others. Danielle was leading the Scouts, he heard her tell three of the Scouts to take one of the bodies and ascend to their rendezvous point in hopes of getting the dead Scout picked up for autopsy before Inception was out of range.

She and the other Scouts stayed to examine the site. Choop knew this meant they would be staying for most of a day, so he settled in to wait them out. He knew Kejuon would do likewise.

Choop slept fitfully, joined by the Raccoons. The Raccoons had learned to stay in hiding when Scouts came in force. He couldn’t tell if their bodies actually slept, it looked more like the Whale just disconnected from them. The result was the same, silence in which he could hear the Scouts talking.

Choop was roused from sleep at one point by Danielle’s voice.

“Wake up, William!”

“Oh, sorry, I nodded off for just a sec.”

“Bullshit. I’ve been sitting here for two minutes. You’re supposed to be on guard duty. Now you’re going to sit here and keep me company since you already got your nap in.”

“What? Come on, I just nodded off. Okay, okay, you don’t have to threaten me, I’m awake.”

Choop smiled as he pictured the look Danielle must have given him. William was naive if he thought it was a mere threat.

When Choop next woke, he could hear Danielle shouting orders. “Tie the bodies together, two at a time. Make sure the arms are tight to their torsos so they don't catch on branches on the way up. Use ropes to make slings to haul them, two bodies to each sling. Hurry up. We need to get these bodies to the Lander rendezvous point before it returns.”

When they were gone, Choop waited. He didn’t hear Kejuon coming. The lanky Scout entered quietly through Crip’s tunnel.

“Come on, Kejuon. Let’s go check if Danielle left us a note.”

The paper Choop dug from hiding was the longest note yet. It was on an eight-and-a-half by eleven sheet of paper.

Hastily written near the bottom, unencrypted, was, “Whale attack will change this message slightly, use your imagination.”

He and Kejuon returned to their home cave so Choop could use his ‘desk’ during the decryption. He had used the skin from one of the Stickypedes tendrils as sandpaper to smooth part of his shelf for writing.

Kejuon kept asking, “What does it say?” Choop had to tell him to go be lookout in case the Scouts returned just to get privacy, promising to whistle for Kejuon when the note was decrypted.

It took him fifteen minutes to finish the decryption. He surprised Kejuon by whistling from only a few yards.

Kejuon said, “I thought you were going to whistle for me to come down?”

“We don’t have time. Listen up, and don’t interrupt. They have created a foldable basket to drop thirty people into the trees at once, so they can send larger groups. Apparently, this trip down was intended to prepare the Scouts already here, you know, the dead ones, to stay. Then they were going to send several more Squads as well as civilians to set up for permanent residence.”

Kejuon’s voice barely contained the satisfaction he felt. “The Whale killing them all will probably change their plans.”

“Exactly. That’s why we don’t have much time.

“Danielle wrote on the bottom of the note that things would obviously change due to the deaths. She was in a hurry and couldn’t be specific, but the encrypted part of the note indicated their original plan called for Danielle to lead Squad 1 — since they are viewed with suspicion — in assisting five other Squads with a more exhaustive grid search looking for me. She thought it would be a good opportunity for all of Squad 1 to defect and join us.”

“So, that’s a good thing,” Kejuon said.

“Yes, but surely they will now switch to settling in one of the Knots. They might want to avoid the Clearing with the pissed Whale. There’s no telling exactly what they’ll do.”

“So, that’s a bad thing,” Kejuon said.

“Sure, the death of his Scouts will anger Goetsch. Who knows what they’ll end up doing. If they can send down a whole lot of Scouts at once, that might be what he does. We might be overrun with enemy shortly. We have a couple of effective hides above their island Clearing. We should hide and wait for them.”

“Okay, but then do what once surrounded? I think I have a better idea. We should go high into the Jungle above the island Clearing — almost to the Overhead — and hide there. When they come, we let them pass by and then follow. It gives us mobility and we can figure out what they’re up to.”

Choop nodded. “Good idea. Our highest priority should be locating Squad 1 and freeing them.”

“I agree. But, assuming there’s a whole bunch of hostile Scouts close by, that might be kinda hard to do.”

“Okay, right, we have to play this by ear. How about we use this bird call, which will mean ‘I have Squad 1 safely tucked away’. If either one of us hears it, we run or hide to fight another day.”

Choop whistled the call of an Earth bird known as the Bob White. He had heard the call many times in New Mexico. It was quite distinctive.

Kejuon practiced the call until he had it down pat. Then they went up into the Jungle to find good hiding places. They each hid alone — several hundred yards apart — so being discovered wouldn’t compromise the other.

They waited in hiding for several hours before the Scouts came. Choop could hear them but not see them. They passed close by Kejuon’s hide.

Choop emerged from hiding and moved as close as was safe to the yelling, undisciplined Scouts. He noticed one group not yelling, moving quietly. It was Squad 1. Danielle was leading them, but Enrique was also with her. Apparently he didn’t fully trust Danielle to watch the untrusted Squad.

Choop followed them as they went on a tangent from the main group, moving laterally before getting to the Shadows. He followed them for five minutes before they stopped to discuss the patterns they would follow in their search. This was when Choop was certain Enrique was in charge, Danielle would have prepared them ahead of time and the stop would have been unnecessary.

Choop was hidden in what he called ‘milk plants’, because when crushed they leaked a sticky-white substance that was difficult to get off clothes. He pulled one of the vines loose and coiled it up in his pocket.

Choop saw his chance. He jumped for Enrique, coming from behind. As Enrique was going over search patterns in excruciating detail, he was interrupted by Choop’s knife slicing through his throat. Blood squirted from the severed jugular vein in a low-gravity slow-motion arc.

Training for killing and experiencing it are two different things; the members of Squad 1 all sat stunned, wide-eyed, unmoving.

Choop just had time to mumble, “Sorry about that,” before Sarah threw up. Her lunch joined Enrique’s blood in the low-gravity dance toward the forest below.

Danielle found her voice first. “Holy crap, Choop.”

Choop held his fingers to his lips. He grabbed a small branch about two inches in diameter on the side of the larger branch he and Enrique were on, and cut it off, leaving only about six inches sticking out from the tree. He used his bloody knife to cut a hole in Enrique’s uniform below the collar at the back of his neck. He hung Enrique by the hole in his uniform from the severed branch.

He then snapped the milk plant and used it as a makeshift writing instrument. He wrote ‘TRAITORS’ on Enrique’s chest, looked up at Sarah and said, “You alright?”

As she was nodding, her face showed surprise when Choop suddenly contradicted his own quiet behavior and began whistling loudly, repeatedly, ‘Bob White’.

~ ~ ~

“Good morning, Myoki. You’re up early.”

“Good morning, Stephan. You don’t normally use this cafeteria. I hope you’re here for breakfast and not something ominous.”

“Well, it started out as an equipment problem, the coffee maker in my cafeteria is on the fritz. You notice that’s happening a lot lately? Stuff is wearing out all over the ship. But, that's not the only reason. Since it’s just the two of us, I’ll be honest. I miss Squad 0.”

Myoki’s smile disappeared and she looked down at her oatmeal.

“Myoki, I’m sorry. I was just running at the mouth. Missing my squad is nothing compared to missing family. I mean, uh, you and Choop, uh. Crap, I’m not good with words. I’m just sorry I opened my mouth.”

Myoki’s expression was blank as she said, “Do we know anything about Squad 1? What does Goetsch think of their disappearance?”

“My rank doesn’t include access to official info, but the scuttlebutt is Goetsch thinks they’re all dead. They found Enrique with his throat cut and the message TRAITORS, plural, written on him.”

Myoki’s head snapped toward the sound of footsteps approaching the cafeteria door. Stephan quickly moved to the coffee machine. Susanna Lee entered the cafeteria.

“Hey, Myoki, I thought I might find you here. Oh, hi Stephan, this is not your normal neck of the woods.”

Stephan was busy preparing himself a cup of coffee as he spoke. “Hello, Susanna. The machine in my cafeteria is broken.”

“We’re lucky this one still works. Things are broken all over Inception. I've even been hearing they're running low on fuel for the landers. Is that true?” Susanna asked.

“It's not critical yet, but yes, the large number of missions spent looking for land were not part of the original plan.”

Susanna said, “That's terrible. It will take many trips to get everyone down when Goetsch gives the go ahead.”

“That's why they built the cage to lower 30 people at once. That many will barely fit in the lander, but it helps with fuel.” Stephan gestured with both hands. “The original plan called for landing farm equipment and construction supplies. That's not happening, so fuel’s not critical, just has to be managed. The more critical issue is the mechanical failures on the ship and its degrading orbit.”

Myoki’s head snapped around. “What!”

“Don't get too excited. It's really a good thing, kinda. It means Goetsch will be forced into a decision to send everyone. We won't have to wait much longer.”

“But can't we correct the orbit?”, Myoki asked.

“We can, but it's a question of priorities. Using the Ion drives means using electricity intended for the living quarters. Goetsch has enough problems without dealing with how people would react to that.”

Stephan went and sat at the table farthest from Myoki, and ignored the two of them.

“Myoki, I really miss working with you in the nursery. This whole thing of keeping you confined to just your quarters, the head, and the cafeteria is silly. They're treating you like a traitor.”

“No offense, Susanna, but we shouldn't discuss it. I like you. I don't want to get you in trouble by association.”

“Well … this is awkward. We can't be friends anymore?”

“Of course we can, but I'm always afraid they're listening. Let's just not discuss my traitorous inclinations.” Myoki gave a bright smile to indicate this was a joke.”

“Okay. We could really use your help in the nursery these days. They've been birthing some of the babies from the fertilized eggs.”

“What? I didn't even know they had started implanting them. When did they start that? Why was it done in secret?”

“Well, I don't know about the secrecy, but it was started a little over nine months ago, silly. They haven't figured out how to streamline that process yet.”

“Were the birth mothers ordered to keep it quiet? How did I miss this?”

“I think maybe you've been preoccupied with you own troubles we can't talk about,” Susanna said. “My shift is about to start, I'd better go.”

After Susanna was gone, Myoki went to the sink nearest Stephan and spoke softly. “Is there an attack coming?”

“Yes. More than an attack, really. That's the real reason I came to talk to you. Tomorrow morning Goetsch is sending 100 settlers down to occupy the artificial island, accompanied by six Squads.”

“What? I've heard nothing about that.”

“They swore everyone to secrecy, suggesting the people selected are privileged.”

“But what about the Whale attack? He's going to ignore that?”

“That's the disgusting part. He doesn't completely believe the attack was the Whale, and is willing to risk the life of 100 people. Worse, this is really just a trap. The settlers are bait to draw Choop. They intend to kill him once and for all.”

~ ~ ~

“I know we went over the layout, but blueprints sure would be nice,” said Scott Humbolt.

He and Choop were digging a tunnel into a tree trunk, which was part of the largest Knot above Home Clearing.

“What? North Carolina trailer trash don't need no plans,” responded Choop.

Scott stopped working and said, “Reminding me that my home is now on a charred rock is really not helping.”

“Sorry, Scott, I was just trying to lighten your mood. You seem kinda down. And your home is not charred. Your home is right here. On Canopy. Best home ever, you’ll see.”

“Yeah, well, maybe. At least using my spare uniform pants as a bag to dispose of the wood chips fits with my trailer-trash upbringing. Why can’t we just let the chips fall into the forest?”

“Because Knot City needs to be hidden. Wood chips all over the place would advertise its existence. This Knot is big enough we could hide several Squads here easy.”

“Knot City? I like that…”

A shout interrupted Scott. Danielle’s voice drifted down ahead of her as she flew through the gloom of the Shadows. “Choop. Heads up.”

She landed hard, grabbing the stalks of a Slingshot plant to stop; the rifle slung over her shoulder rattled against the tree. She was breathing hard to catch her breath.

“Danielle, what the hell?” Scott stumbled as he spun in surprise.

“Choop, there’s a whole lot of people coming down. Look’s like they’re headed to their island. Settlers with many Squads escorting them.”

“How many Squads? How many civilians?” Choop stuffed his tools and makeshift chip-sack into the hole they were digging into the tree.

“Not sure. Multiple Squads and a bunch of settlers. I didn’t stick around to count heads.”

“Round everyone up and get’em here quick, Danielle. Everyone armed and ready. Scott, go get our rifles, yours and mine and at least three mags for each of us. I’ll be in the spot we cleared out in the middle of the Knot.”

They had gone into the heart of the Knot’s thicket and created a clearing, which could not be seen from above. It was entered by three different paths through the brush, each hidden by overhanging branches. They had cut the vines of what had been dubbed Lantern Plants and ran several of them into this clearing. Choop was removing the rags that covered the ends of the vines to allow the light carried all the way from the Overhead to brighten the place when Danielle entered.

“You’re back already. Where is everyone?”

“I delegated, silly. I sent Sarah and Adam to get the others. I figured you might want my official report before they all show up.”

“Official? What you told me wasn’t true?”

“I just didn’t want to get Scott all worried and start the rumor mill. Everyone needs to stay level-headed. I’ll let you break it to ’em how you want.”

“Say what you got to say, Danielle.”

“There are at least five Squads, six I think. There are a hundred settlers, maybe more. Five of the Squads are spread around the settlers maybe 200 yards out. I’m guessing there’s a Squad following from above as well, that’s how I would do it. They’re not moving very fast, the settlers are pretty clumsy.”

“A hundred? There’s less than 200 crew awake on the ship at a time. How could there be a hundred?”

“They were very clumsy and there was a lot of grumbling and complaining. I think Goetsch might have awakened crew just to send them down. Poor bastards. They’re in space, not even sure what the new planet will be like, and then the next day they’re pitched into a low gravity forest. Also, I heard babies crying. Seemed like a lot of them.”

“I had heard rumors that Goetsch had a lot of the prefertilized eggs birthed a while back. Must be true,” Choop said, but he was more focused on the danger. “Are the settlers armed?”

“Nope, they’re carrying all kinds of supplies. Got what look to be big tents that are about half the size of a human when rolled up. They must think they’ll just erect them on the island and the Whale — you know, the one that killed a couple dozen Scouts — will say ‘Look, I’ve got visitors, welcome Earthlings’.”

Scott entered the enclosed space carrying two rifles. Sarah followed closely with Shen Ao and Larry.

Sarah said, “Adam went to get Kejuon. He was scouting to the east, pretty far out. They might be a couple of minutes.”

“Okay, let’s gather around. Clear this surface in the middle. Get the wood as clear as possible. Danielle, draw us the formations they are in as well as you can remember.”

“I’d love to. Draw with what?”

“Here, use my knife.”

Danielle scratched at the wood with the knife. “Here in the middle are all the settlers. And around them were five Squads, like this.”

Sarah giggled. “You’re drawing a pentagram.”

“Well, when you put five things equidistant around a circumference that’s what it looks like.”

Sarah giggle again. “Does sticking your tongue out like that help you draw?”

“Sarah, enough,” Choop interjected. “Danielle, what are the approximate distances?”

“Each Squad is at least 200 yards out. Many of the Scouts seem to be new, probably their first trip down. They’re clumsy and noisy.”

Codgeye dropped through the overhanging foliage. He landed softly near the edge of the cleared area. Everyone but Choop reacted by raising their weapon.

“Whoa! Everyone cool your jets. He’s not a threat.” Choop was about to explain why when Crip and Bullseye dropped slowly on either side of Codgeye. Choop could see the other three Raccoons in his peripheral vision as they floated down to his sides.

Larry was the first to speak. “How do they drop so slow? I mean I know it’s only three-tenths of a gee, but can they fly?”

Choop closed his open mouth, swallowed, and said, “I don’t know, I’ve never seen them do that before.”

Sarah said, “These friends of yours, Choop?”

“Yes, I’ve been living with them. That’s Crip, Bullseye, and Codgeye. The other three I never named. It doesn’t really matter, they’re all just extensions of the Whale that lives in the Clearing below. They’re not individuals.”

“Wait, what?” Sarah was about to ask more questions when Adam entered.

Seeing the Squad surrounded by Raccoons, Adam raised his rifle. It was jerked from his grip and floated upward, hovering in the air above his head. He tried to jump for it, but his boots seemed to be stuck to the floor.

“Adam, stop! Just stop trying to get to your gun.” Choop looked at the Raccoons in astonishment. “He’s with me. He didn’t mean you harm, he was just surprised and thought you meant me harm.”

Adam’s rifle floated back down to him just as Kejuon entered. “Wow. What did I miss?”


CHAPTER 22

“Even an easy decision can cost you a lot.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Myoki gave the encrypted note to Stephan in the cafeteria. She put it by the coffee machine as he approached and walked back to her own table. He picked up the note as Gerado and two other Scouts lunged into the room.

“I knew it!” Gerado’s voice was as giddy as a child getting a Christmas present.

Stephan tried stuffing the note in his mouth, but Gerado struck in the cheekbone with his rifle butt before he could complete the motion. Stephan slumped to the floor.

One Scout covered Myoki with his weapon while the other rolled Stephan onto his stomach and cuffed him with a plastic tie.

“I knew you were a traitor.” Gerado sauntered over to Myoki's table, sat down in the chair across from her, and smirked.

Myoki stared, said nothing.

“This note looks like gibberish. You wouldn't be encrypting state secrets and passing them to the enemy, would you?”

Myoki stared, said nothing.

“You're going to help me decrypt this, Myoki. If you think I'll take no for an answer, you don't understand the nature of being an enemy of the state.”

Myoki smiled. Gerado slapped her so hard her chair went over, dumping her on the floor. Myoki struggled to her knees, wiped blood from a busted lip, righted her chair, and sat back in it. She smiled again.

Gerado raised his fist and feigned a direct punch at Myoki's face. She didn't flinch. Her smile didn't falter.

“Lee, cuff her and take her to detainment. Put her and Stephan in adjacent cells.”

~ ~ ~

“Choop, I’m hoping you can explain what the hell is happening.” Danielle’s voice was a little shaky.

“I wish I could. This is new. What I can tell you is that me and Kejuon have been living with these Raccoons and they’re not a threat.”

“Apparently they like you, at least. They gave Adam back his rifle when you asked.” Sarah’s voice was also a little shaky.

Everyone except Kejuon seemed nervous. He said, “They took Adam’s rifle?”

“You didn’t see it floating like a balloon?” Larry said.

“Floating? What? That I’d like to see.”

“Kejuon, enough.” Choop said this while holding his palms out for calm. “Let’s all just take a breath. I think I have theory, but it’s only a theory.”

“You’re the one said from the beginning we need to ‘listen’ to the forest. I’ll take your theory any day.” Sarah said it, but everyone nodded.

“It is obvious that the Whale’s power is incredible, we have dead Scouts to prove that. It’s also obvious he can somehow control gravity, we have a floating rifle to prove that.”

“They also stuck my feet to the tree.”

Choop continued without pause. “That too, Adam, but not they, it. Remember they’re just extensions of the Whale, body parts if you will. What I think is implied is that the communication between the Whale and the Racoons uses gravity somehow.”

It was Sarah’s turn to interrupt. “Gravity? How can gravity be used to communicate over distances?”

Again, Choop was so intent on what he was saying the interruption didn’t slow him down. “Well think about radio waves we use to communicate over distance. We know they are part of what we call the electro-magnetic spectrum. They are not electricity. They are not magnetism. They are waves associated with the spectrum.”

“Huh?” Larry contributed.

“I know that is oversimplified, but stay with me. What if there’s such a thing as a, I don’t know, magnetic-gravitational spectrum? And the Whales use it. It’s the thing that tickles our brain when they communicate.”

“Or kills us when they’re pissed.” Danielle was eyeing the Raccoons with suspicion.

“You mean kills us when we threaten their lives.” Choop corrected. “The Clearings exist for a reason. Reproduction, I suspect, maybe they even have religious significance. Either way, I think we need to leave their Clearings alone.”

Kejuon said, “But we’ve been living with the Raccoons in a Clearing. And, while I’m at it, how come they had us helping them move branches if they can control gravity?”

“I don’t think the Raccoons can control gravity. I think the Whale can control gravity. When it disappears, who knows how far it goes. I suspect the Raccoons can act on their own without it, sort of like performing automated tasks. Some times they don’t seem as in sync as other times. Of course, like I said, this is all theory.”

“And, as I said, I trust your theories. I think I speak for all of us.” There were nods all around in response to Sarah’s statement.

Danielle said, “Well, this is all very interesting. But we have a ton of clumsy settlers headed to visit a pissed-off Whale who can explode their brains. What say we focus on that?”

“You said they were moving very slowly, so I think we have time, but point taken.” Choop turned to look at Codgeye and bowed respectfully.

“I should have named you earlier. I am going to call you Moby. I think you understand me, at least on some level. When I said Adam was not a threat, you understood that. Maybe you just understand emotions or maybe you can read my mind no matter what I say. Maybe you have mastered English or maybe I’m delusional, but what I know is this: we need your help.”

The rest of the group watched in awe as the other five Raccoons sank to the floor and ‘shut-off’ while Codgeye walked slowly towards Choop.

“We humans aren't built like you. We are each individuals. Each our own Whale, so to speak. We are varied, some good, some bad. We disagree among ourselves. Many more are coming to the Clearing of your brother who killed some of us before, but they are not a threat to him. We will get them to leave his Clearing alone. Please tell him to spare them and give us time to handle this problem.”

Codgeye stopped five feet in front of Choop and stared at him with four of his six eyes.

“We could also use you help in handling our situation. The innocent humans are accompanied by evil humans we must defeat in battle. I do not know how far your power to alter gravity reaches but it might help us in our battle. I ask for your help, but know this: I will be your advocate in all future Whale-Human relations regardless of your ability to help us. You have lived with me. You know me. You know humans and Whales can coexist peacefully.”

Codgeye floated upward about three feet then settled gently back to the floor, spinning one revolution as he settled to the wood.

“What does that mean?” Shen Oh asked.

“You got me. I hope it means, ‘okay’. We need to come up with a plan no matter what it means. Gather around Danielle’s map.”

As the eight humans gathered around the map scratched into the wood, the six Raccoons joined them, each between two humans, watching intently with four of their six eyes.

~ ~ ~

They took Stephan first.

Myoki sat on the carbon-fiber bench in her cell with the two-inch bars and waited. She occasionally got up and paced back and forth the four strides she could manage in the grey room with grey bars, grey toilet, grey bench.

She hadn't realized in her travel across the galaxy how much the paint used in the rest of the ship shielded the nose from the smell of carbon-fiber. The smell was so overpowering, she felt like her head was in a plastic bucket.

She heard faint voices and stopped pacing to listen. She could barely make out a conversation from the hallway. Gerado was talking to one of the guards.

“Goetsch told me that I get to kill Choop. He thinks that he can use Choop as leverage to get information from her, but, regardless, I get to kill Choop. Goetsch hates Choop and how he symbolizes the resistance.”

Myoki sat on the bench, closed her eyes, and meditated.

When they brought Stephan back, her nose was filled by the coppery smell of blood. His shirt was drenched in blood. He had dried blood on his nose, lips, and hair. One eye was swollen shut.

They dragged him into his cell and dumped him on the bench. Gerado unlocked her cell door and grinned.

“Your turn, Princess.”

She stood and crossed her wrists in front of her, waiting for the cuffs. She was the picture of compliance, looking at the floor submissively. Her face was swollen, turning purple from the slap in the cafeteria.

Two Scouts accompanied Gerado. One put handcuffs on Myoki and then each grabbed one of her elbows and roughly shoved her out the door of the cell and through the door of the room into the hallway. They turned left and marched her down the corridor to the interrogation room.

In the room, they reattached her cuffs with the chain through a ring in the top of a sturdy table. The Scouts left the room and Gerado sat across from her, still grinning.

“This is gonna be fun,” he said. “Let's start with you begging for mercy.”

“I will confess to everything and even sign a confession, but only to Colonel Goetsch.”

“You're not in charge of your fate, idiot. We'll do this my way.”

Myoki looked toward the upper corner of the room, at a small glass dome. “Colonel Goetsch, I know you're there. You can let this fool torture me and I will tell you nothing. Or, you can come to interrogate me yourself and I will tell you everything I know. I will even sign a confession and testify to what I have done publicly, if you wish. I only ask that you promise not to kill Choop. But I will tell this moron nothing.”

Gerado reached out and slapped her, hard, hitting her directly on the bruise on her face. She would have fallen off her chair if she wasn't cuffed to the table. She screamed, slumped over the table, gathered her wits, raised her head and smiled at the camera.

From a speaker in the ceiling came Goetsch’s voice. “Stop.”

Myok thought he must have been watching from his private quarters, it took several minutes before he entered the room.

“I’ll give you all the information you want, Colonel Goetsch, but not in front of him.”

“She thinks she’s in charge,” Gerado said.

Colonel Goetsch turned so quickly Gerado flinched. “I told you to keep her under surveillance weeks ago and she’s been in communication with Miles under your watch. You might want to keep quiet. In fact, leave us.”

Gerado’s effort to hold his tongue would have been comical in a different setting. Red-faced, he stomped from the room.

“Okay, Myoki, let’s start at the beginning. Have you been passing encrypted notes to Miles?”

“Yes.”

“Have these notes contained information about our missions?”

“No, Sir, they were love notes. How would I know anything about missions?”

Goetsch tilted his head and raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “Are you forgetting we just interrogated Stephan?”

Myoki knew she had to make Goetsch believe she was going to spill important information for her plan to work. She had to appear to be holding back something valuable.

“Okay, yes, I was giving all the information I could get about the missions, but it wasn't much.”

“Other than Stephan, from whom were you obtaining this information?”

“First, I want the agreement I talked about.”

“Agreement?”

“I will confess, in writing, but I want your word, in writing, that you will not physically harm Choop.”

“That easy?”

“There's nothing easy about it. But without it, I say nothing.”

Goetsch sat thinking for a few seconds as though it was a difficult decision, but Myoki was certain it was theater to convince her he was sincere. She did not believe he would keep his word.

“Okay, Myoki, you win. Let me get paper and pen.”

He opened the door and ordered the Scout guarding the door to fetch pen and paper. Myoki took deep breaths and remembered a conversation she had with Choop.

She had been upset with Choop over his propensity for cold-blooded violence. In trying to explain himself, Choop insisted what appeared to her as cold-blooded was really focus.

His stance was the decision to take a life was possibly cold-blooded, but once the decision was made, the seemingly calm way he went about it was just focus. Separating the decision from the action allowed him to objectify his target and act without emotion.

She remembered him talking about his attention being on things like his breathing and the fork of his slingshot and the pressure of the bands rather than emotion. She had told him he was, in fact, defining what it meant to be cold-blooded.

She thought about the irony that she now drew on those memories to help steady her for what she had to do. “The decision has been made, that’s done, now I just have to focus,” she thought.

Goetsch closed the door and came to stand to her left with pen and paper in hand.

He said, “You will write exactly what I tell you to write.”

“Okay, but remember our agreement, Choop gets to live.”

“Of course.”

“I will need my right hand free.” She rattled the cuff to make her point.

As he inserted the handcuff key to free her right hand, she took a deep breath and thought of Choop’s description of focus. When he released her right hand and moved to connect the empty cuff to the metal ring, she picked up the pen.

She remembered Choop saying, “Slow is smooth, smooth is fast.” He was making the point that staying under control was faster than hurrying.

She remained focused on Goetsch’s neck as she smoothly raised the pen and jammed it into the vee just above the sternum and below the larynx. He let go of the handcuff and grabbed his throat.

She tried to stay calm and focused on two simultaneous actions: stirring the pen around to do as much damage as possible and raising her left cuff-encased hand to his neck to pull his hands away.

She managed to get his right hand, nearest her, pulled down. She then pulled the pen from his throat and began jabbing it repeatedly against the side of his neck where she imagined the jugular to be.

She hit the vein.

Goetsch’s blood spurted in her face. He fell on her and the chair fell over to her right. Her ability to remain calm and focused failed as she was pinned by a two-hundred-pound man bleeding and convulsing as his life ebbed.

Near hysterics, she managed to roll his body off her and scrambled to position herself so she would be behind the door when it opened. She slipped in the large pool of blood and almost fell.

She then thought better of trying to fight with nothing more than a pen and went to his body to see if he was armed. She found a small revolver in his waistband and took it out.

She was not trained with firearms but saw no safety. It was just a simple revolver, point and shoot she figured. Her hands shook so badly she almost dropped the gun. She moved back to a position where the door would shield her if someone entered.

The door opened violently, slamming her back against the wall and knocking the gun from her grip. It went sliding into the corner as Gerado rushed into the room.

He swung his rifle toward her as a young teenage guard followed him into the room. Myoki stopped in the corner and turned to face them. She could feel the revolver with her right foot as she blocked it from their view.

“Cover her, Eric.” Gerado laid his rifle on the table and knelt beside Colonel Goetsch’s body to feel for a pulse, but one look at the damage to the neck stopped him. He stood and turned on Myoki.

Gerado’s hand was shaking as he pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and faced Myoki. “What have you done? Do you realize what you have done?”

Myoki ignored Gerado and focused on the Eric’s rifle. It was aimed at her heart.

From the open door Sergeant Stallman said, “What I should have done long ago.” He had a pistol aimed at Gerado.

Stallman said, “Scout, lower you weapon.”

The young guard looked at Gerado, confused by the contradicting orders. But, Stallman held rank in the room so he slowly lowered his rifle.

Then three things occurred in unison. Gerado lunged for his rifle, Myoki dropped to her knees and grabbed the revolver, and Stallman fired three rounds rapidly.

All three bullets hit Gerado, one in the chest and two in the abdomen. He slumped to the floor curled in the fetal position. Eric dropped his rifle and raised his hands.

“Put your hands down, Scout, you were just following orders.”

“But, she’s a traitor.”

“No she’s not, she’s a hero. You've been lied to. We all have.”

The adrenaline caught up with Myoki. Her hand holding the gun was shaking. Her entire body was shivering.

“Myoki, please put the gun down before you shoot one of us.” Stallman said. “Take some deep breaths and compose yourself. We need to plan next steps.”

Between deep breaths, Myoki said, “Next steps?”

“We need to get you off Inception. I think I’m going to promote Stephan to Corporal and have him in charge of a half-Squad to escort you down. If I know Choop, and I do, there’s a war raging down there. Eric, how about you? You interested in seeing Canopy up close and personal?”

“Yes, Sir, er, Sergeant.”

Myoki had quit shaking, although she was still pale. “What are you going to do?”

“I am going to go relieve Captain Chambers of command, throw him in the brig, and organize everyone to prepare for debarkation. We need to get everyone down to Canopy before this old bucket of bolts disintegrates around us.”

“But, Sergeant, Captain Chambers went down with the settlers,” Eric said. “He is supposed to set up a permanent camp under Goetsch’s rule.”

“Well, that makes my job on Inception a little easier, at least. I think Captain Chambers is in for a surprise if he thinks Choop will stand aside and let him set up a dictatorship down there.

“Myoki, I have little doubt Choop will be victorious, so you can tell him to expect settlers, probably 90 at a time, every day. It will be a few days before we can get organized, but then every orbit we use all three Landers.

“Right after you hug him, you tell him that.”


CHAPTER 23

“There are things you can’t live without, and there are things worth dying for. Same difference.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

Choop and Kejuon were well concealed in thick foliage. Codgeye squatted on a branch in plain sight, about halfway between them.

"What's he doing, Choop?"

"I don't know, Kejuon, but he worries me."

Choop also worried about their plan.

Choop and Kejuon would wait in the Knot above the island Clearing for the settlers.

Danielle would go above the settlers to search for the Squad she suspected would be following them down. Each of the five remaining Scouts would go out to engage the five Squads surrounding the settlers.

"Codgeye will stay with me and Kejuon. Crip, I'd like for you to go with Shen Ao, and Bullseye, please go with Sarah. You, Nameless One, go with Adam, Nameless Two with Larry, Nameless Three with Scott."

Choop pointed as he made requests, to signal the couplings.

“I don’t get a Raccoon? How in the world will I cope?”

“Danielle, you’re too mean to get a Raccoon. I don’t want them learning how callous humans are.”

“You’re funny.” She stuck out her tongue at him.

He continued, looking in the faces of his warriors. "You and your Raccoons will be on your own, engaging a full squad from Inception. Our odds of success are not good, but we have to do this. We shoot first. Target the Squad Leader with your first shot."

"That's cold-blooded," Larry said.

"It might be unsettling for you, Larry, but it's got to be done. Consider it my order, okay?"

"Listen," Adam said.

Choop heard the settlers now. He could not see them yet, but they were clumsy and loud. There was much complaining. He needed to wait until he could see them before he acted.

“Go, Scouts. Good luck.”

~ ~ ~

Shen Ao ignored Crip. He had no idea how Crip was going to help him and no clue how to communicate. Crip went with Shen Ao several hundred yards to the east of the suspected location of the settlers and up into the forest almost to the Overhead before heading back toward them.

He was the best of all of them at moving fast while staying quiet, so the extra distance was worth the advantage he had when he found the invading Squad.

He came at them from an elevated position. They were moving slowly to stay abreast of the settlers, who could be heard in the distance.

Shen Ao was glad he didn’t recognize any of the Squad’s members. He didn’t relish shooting someone from concealment without warning, but Choop’s order had been plain.

He located the Squad leader, above the Squad in the trail position. The fool wasn’t looking up to check his back trail as the trail position should.

Shen Ao settled into a sitting position, his rifle resting on a branch that provided concealment and cover. He aimed at the Squad leader and tried to still his breathing. He squeezed the trigger and watched as the Squad leader jerked and fell from his perch, descending slowly into the Jungle.

The other Squad members spun and fired his direction. The closest round whined past as he crouched behind the branch. Most of the return fire was nowhere near on target.

He heard confused yelling and the shooting stopped. He peeked over the branch to an astonishing sight.

Seven rifles were floating, seemingly in formation, away from the Scouts. As he watched, the rifles aligned themselves in the same direction and bundled together into a single group before settling on the widest branch near him.

“Crip, I wish you would have done that before I had to kill someone.”

~ ~ ~

“So, BullsEye, I like your name.

“When Choop told you to go with me, you understood. So, I’m guessing you can understand me.”

Sarah didn’t feel silly talking to BullsEye. She knew she should, but she didn’t.

She was making jumps that kept her close to BullsEye. He didn’t jump like a human but scrambled along the trunks of the larger trees.

At one point she needed to leap across a wide span to the trunk of a different tree. BullsEye did his version of a jump, which took him back down with gravity more than horizontally, but did get him to the other trunk. He caught up quickly.

“You’re pretty fast for a critter that looks like you're designed to spin in place.

“I want to apologize ahead of time for what you’re about to witness. I have to shoot another human. I have my orders.

“Do you Whales follow orders? Do you have other Whales that tell you what to do? I sure wish you could talk.

“Shh, quit running at the mouth, BullsEye. I heard something.”

Sarah saw Scouts and knew she had located the Squad she was to intercept.

The only Scout she recognized was Astrea Katsaros, the Squad leader. Sarah liked Astrea. She was funny, kind, and dependable. The kind of leader a soldier could count on.

Sarah wasn’t sure she could follow Choop’s orders. She wasn’t like Choop, but she was a soldier, and she had to try. She chose a good place to rest her rifle and took aim.

A gunshot sounded in the distance. The Squad all spun to face the sound. Astrea was partially obscured behind foliage. Sarah could barely make out Astrea’s curly hair above the leaves, but had no shot and felt guilty at her sense of relief.

“Did you hear that? It’s started, we should go help.”

“Quiet, Robert!” Astrea’s voice was loud, full of authority. “Our orders are to maintain position relative to the settlers. Freeze in place. Make no sound.”

Sarah decided the best course of action was to wait. If the Squad was not moving, she would wait until they did. She could taste bile in her mouth and felt like she was about to throw up.

After some time, Astrea stood and cupped her hands behind her ears, straining in the direction of the gunshot. Sarah had a shot. She raised her rifle. The barrel was shaking.

Sarah felt a push upward on the rifle’s barrel. An unseen hand moved it up to forty-five degrees from the horizontal. She almost squealed in bewilderment but bit down on the exclamation.

The Scouts cried out in surprise. Their rifles were jerked out of their hands and floated up and away. Two of the Scouts leapt after their rifles only to come to a halt as they were grabbed by an invisible force. They floated in place, watching helplessly as the rifles continued drifting farther from them.

“What the hell? What’s happening?”

“I can’t move.”

“Something grabbed my rifle.”

“Quiet!” This time Astrea’s voice was a loud bellow.

The force holding up Sarah’s barrel dissipated as the rifles all moved into formation, and aligned themselves the same direction and bundled together. The rifles drifted down, and disappeared into the Jungle.

“Wow. Thanks, BullsEye. I like your way better.” Sarah’s voice was soft, then she shouted. “Astrea! This is Sarah. Y’all just hold your position. You’ve been lied to. Let’s talk.”

~ ~ ~

Kejuon was hidden in the midst of a thick tangle of slingshot plants. He could see out but was well-concealed.

He nervously sucked on his teeth, caught himself doing it, and drew a deep breath to calm himself. The last thing he needed was for Choop to hear him sucking on his teeth. He had received many lectures on the unnecessary sounds it made.

He smiled to himself, thinking there was no way any sound he made could be heard over the volume of noise generated by the settlers. Much complaining, rattling of equipment, and babies crying drifted down from above.

“Halt! Stay where you are. You are making a serious mistake.” Choop’s voice was so loud it seemed to be coming from a megaphone.

The noise of the settlers took a full minute to quieten, but not completely. Babies still cried, children asked what was going on, adults cussed, but the downward movement ceased.

“Who’s in charge?”

As Choop spoke, Codgeye moved closer to him. While Choop waited for a response to his question, Codgeye took up a position right next to Choop.

“I am, if you mean who can speak for the settlers,” Abhay Pawar responded. He jumped onto a branch in plain site, landed clumsily.

“What else could I mean?”

“If by in charge, you mean militarily, then that would be Captain Chambers.”

Captain Chambers voice came from above and behind Abhay, emanating from dense foliage. “Damnit, Abhay!”

Choop’s mind reacted slowly in processing this. The realization came that the only reason for Chambers to be upset by Abhay’s statement was that it was a trap.

Choop jumped back into cover, unslinging his rifle as he went.

Kejuon moved to get a better view, looking for Captain Chambers. He saw a SpiderMonkey crawling along a branch near the settlers.

Surprised by this, he pivoted his head to take in more of the scene to his right. He spotted another SpiderMonkey creeping along a branch above Abhay.

Once his eyes knew what to search for, he located three more SpiderMonkeys, all among the settlers. They moved slowly, hard to notice unless you looked carefully.

Kejuon jumped and landed a few feet from Codgeye, standing in plain view of the settlers.

~ ~ ~

Danielle fought the urge to turn back when she heard the gunshot, but she knew they had to follow orders to have any chance of success.

When she got to the boundary of the Overhead she concealed herself and waited.

She noticed Tripods, many of them, seemed to take an interest in her. They followed along at a distance as she climbed and became stationary when she hid.

She heard the voices before she saw them.

“Did you hear that? Sounded like a two-twenty-three round to me.”

“Yes, I heard it, Eric, keep your voice down,” Stephan responded.

Danielle shifted her position slightly to see better. She saw Stephan, his head heavily bandaged, motioning for a teenager — obviously Eric — to get low and hug the branch he was on.

“We need to get down there and help.” Stephan said and turned to motion to the Scouts above him.

There were three other Scouts above Stephan, two flanking Myoki and another in trail position above her.

Danielle was torn with indecision. Her orders were to initiate contact by shooting the Scout leader, but Stephan was part of Squad Zero.

The fact that he led this Squad escorting a captured Myoki must mean he had been an imposter all along. Anger burned within her, and her indecision passed.

She raised her rifle.

“Stephan, wait. We should pause up here in the Overhead rather than rush into trouble.” Myoki jumped down next to Stephan and put her hand on his shoulder. “Calm down, Stephan. You’ll get your chance.”

Danielle eased her finger off the trigger. Myoki wasn’t a prisoner at all! Air whooshed from her lungs in relief.

She whistled the recognition call she knew Stephan would understand. The other Scouts tensed and faced her direction, raised their weapons.

“At ease! That whistle is friendly, guys.” Stephan responded with a whistle, acknowledging the contact.

“Stephan, it’s Danielle. Are there more coming down behind you?”

“No. We are alone. We escaped custody after some serious interrogation. Please show yourself. I want to give you a hug.”

~ ~ ~

Larry heard the gunshot, muted as if from a long distance. He thought it must be Shen Ao, since he and Shen Ao had been assigned Squads on opposite sides of the settlers.

The Raccoon Choop called Nameless Two kept up with him, staying close.

Larry thought, “Why did Choop name him anything? When One, Two, and Three get back together, we won’t be able to tell them apart.”

He saw the Squad he was to intercept. He hid among some plants with broad leaves that provided good concealment.

Nameless Two did not hide.

Two crawled along the largest trunk in the area, in plain sight, as if he were inviting them to notice him.

Larry deliberated, thinking hard. “Will they know that the Raccoon is intelligent, or will they think it is just another animal?”

Just as he decided they wouldn’t perceive it as a threat, only another part of this strange environment, they saw it.

“Freeze.”

“You see that?”

“It’s just one of those Raccoons.”

“Don’t they live down close to the water? What’s it doing up this high?”

“What about freeze do you gentlemen not understand? Did you think I meant have a chat about the wildlife?”

Larry could see them clearly now, at least the lowest seven of them. He assumed they had someone in the trail position, out of his line of vision.

Nameless raised all six of his arms and began to wave them around.

“Hey! Something has a hold of my rifle!”

“What the hell?”

“I can’t move!”

Seven rifles were torn from the grasp of the Scouts and floated down toward Nameless Two. All of the Scouts remained in place, unable to jump after their weapons.

A shot rang out, and splinters from the trunk Nameless was on erupted behind him. Suddenly, the rifles dropped rapidly out of sight, accelerating toward the Shadows below. Nameless Two scrambled around to the side of the trunk.

The sound of the shot gave Larry a good idea of the location of the trailing Scout. He fired three shots in rapid succession into the foliage where he knew the shooter must be located.

He heard an anguished cry and then silence.

Larry yelled loudly, “Throw your rifle out or I’ll shoot you again.”

The rifle came flying out into the open, paused as the Raccoon took control of it, and then went down swiftly into the dusky Shadows.

~ ~ ~

Nameless One kept pace with Adam. When Adam heard the first shot, he said, “Okay, Nameless, it’s started. I apologize for the human race ahead of time. We don’t get along too well.”

The shot would surely have warned the descending Scouts. Adam began to move more slowly, freezing in place for long periods.

Nameless One did not move more slowly. In fact, it seemed to Adam as though it was moving faster. Soon he lost sight of it.

This made him more nervous, so he stayed hidden for a long time.

He heard a shot, followed by three more in a quick sequence, which convinced him to remain hidden.

From high above him, out of sight in the dense Jungle, he heard many voices yelling. They appeared to be getting closer.

“What the hell is happening?”

“Help!”

“I can’t lift my arms.”

“Ahhhhh!”

Floating into his field of view was a strange sight. First came eight rifles, in a bundle, floating downward. Next came the Scouts, all eight of them if he counted right, also in a bundle. They squirmed and wiggled, but couldn’t manage to do anything else except whine and complain.

Adam jumped out into the open, landing on the largest branch in the area.

The bundle of complaining Scouts floated close to him, as though the Raccoon was offering him a gift.

Adam, not normally a witty guy, couldn’t help smiling as he said, “Don't move.”

~ ~ ~

Choop said, “Kejuon, what are you doing? Take cover.”

Kejuon turned toward Choop, hooked his thumb toward the SpiderMonkeys above the settlers, and said, “We’re covered.”

Choop looked where he pointed and saw a SpiderMonkey. It hadn't occurred to Choop to use them as well as the Raccoons, but he was glad to see them. They provided more eyes for the Whale. Choop wasn’t sure if the power to control gravity was ‘relayed’ through them and the Raccoons, but it made sense.

Choop raised his voice, yelling, “Settlers! You need to know the truth. Captain Chambers has been helping Colonel Goetsch set up a dictatorship. The failure of the cryo-chambers which killed many officers was no accident. I overheard them making the plan to slaughter helpless officers.”

“That’s a lie!” Chambers was still hidden from view. “You all know Miles is a traitor. He’ll say anything to save himself.”

A group of Scouts came floating into the open space between Choop and the settlers. They were clumped together, stacked like firewood, squirming but unable to separate themselves.

One of the trapped Scouts yelled, “Watch out, Captain Chambers! They can control gravity.”

Another bundle of Scouts floated into view from the other direction. And then a third group floated in, coming from behind Choop.

This last group was accompanied by Sarah. She jumped onto the wide horizontal branch with Kejuon and Codgeye, yelling as she flew, “Captain Chambers is the traitor. He’s the liar. You all know me. I say Chambers is the traitor.”

A bullet struck Sarah in the left shoulder and spun her around. She fell off the branch, but an unseen force kept her from falling far. She floated behind the branch, safe from further shots.

Kejuon jumped back into cover.

Codgeye raised all six arms and waved them around.

Exclamations came from the foliage where Chambers was hidden.

A group of rifles came floating from the foliage and then accelerated in a blur down into the Shadows.

Choop thought, “I think Codgeye is as pissed am I am.”

Captain Chambers emerged from hiding, standing in plain view on a branch five feet in diameter. He said, “I’ll kill her!”

He had a small child, a grade-school-aged girl with blond hair, clutched in front of him. He held a large knife to her throat.

He addressed Codgeye. “You! You hideous creature. The first thing you’re going to do is free my Scouts. The next thing you’re going to do is return their rifles to them.”

Captain Chambers’ head exploded. Skull fragments and a pink mist expanded into the air.


CHAPTER 24

“Humans are weird. We can’t just be happy, we need a reason to be happy. I found mine.”

— From the Journal of Choop Miles

The surrender of the remaining Scouts went smoothly. Once they heard the full story of the slaughter of the sleeping officers, they were willing to listen to reason.

Choop didn’t have to explain the power the Whales wielded, Chambers’ exploding head accomplished that better than any words. He did point out the Clearings were home to the Whales and warned of the foolishness of using the Clearings for settlements.

He suggested using a Knot for the first settlement and offered the one already under construction as the best start.

“The Knot in question has some tunnels already started, the construction of some caves already started. It is about two miles that way.” Choop pointed to emphasize.

Abhay responded. “Everything you say makes sense. You’ve been living on Canopy for months. No way am I going to question your judgment. We will organize everyone and get started moving in that direction.”

“Great. I will leave the Squads that came with you for protection — there are panthers around — and take my Squad to start enlarging the cleared space in the middle of the Knot. We will need a large area to meet for planning.”

Myoki came flying down and landed about twenty feet away.

Her arrival distracted Choop as he spoke. “Also, uh … we need to … uh…”

Abhay looked around to see what held Choop’s attention. “Oh. I’m going to go be somewhere else.”

From Choop’s perspective, Abhay had already gone. The 20 or 30 people within 100 feet of Choop didn’t exist, either.

Myoki’s gaze was unwavering. “Stallman said to tell you that he will be sending settlers down as fast as they can be awakened.” Her green eyes were moist. “Ninety every day, starting in just a few days.”

“Okay.”

“Goetsch is dead. I killed him with a Bic pen.”

“Okay.”

“Gerado is dead. Stallman shot him.”

“Okay.”

Tears were streaming down her face as she said, “That’s all you have to say to me — okay?”

“Nope.”

She put her hands on her hips, cocked her head to the side, and waited.

Choop said, “Come here.”

~ ~ ~

The newly expanded space could hold 30 people comfortably.

There were 50 people gathered around Choop and Abhay.

“Abhay, in my opinion, one of the most important things we need to do is get a library set up. I know y’all brought many books and the settlers still to come will bring more.”

“Yes, I agree. With no power, digital files are useless.”

“We will be learning many things from scratch, living like humans in the 1800s. We need to have a section of the library devoted to survival, you know, Earth sciences and such.”

Ayden Mahoney asked, “Earth sciences?”

Choop said, “Okay, I’m not sure what to call’em. You know, books that show how to make a bow and arrow. How to tan leather. How to use animal bladders for water bags.”

“Oh … you’re right, those books will be priceless. The ecology is all different, but the principles are the same,” Ayden said.

Abhay said, “Yes, that's true. We will be learning how to survive and then prosper from the ground up. We need every advantage as we get started. My suggestion is that we use the largest cave, the one your people started with, as the initial library. I will ask for volunteers for librarians to catalog and organize.”

Choop said, “Great. I also suggest this first Knot is only a temporary base for family dwellings. We should have some ‘city planners’ work out the best way to convert a Knot into a city and do that work on neighboring Knots. Then move families to them in an orderly fashion.”

“But then the work here will be wasted,” Abhay countered.

“Not if we leave this Knot as a ‘government center’. You know, libraries, town hall meeting places, maybe the equivalent of a flea market to exchange goods,” Choop responded.

“That's a good idea,” said Shorty Wanstedt.

Choop said, “I can help with the ‘city planning’ part of things. In my time on Canopy, I’ve learned a lot. Using the lamp plants to light a cave for instance. I can help get the folks you appoint as city planners up to speed on the possibilities.”

“I just assumed the first order of business would be to set up a government. Draw up a constitution, elect leaders, things like that,” offered Abhay.

“That’s important, but I think getting people settled in should come first. Many of them are in a shocked state, decision making not at it’s best. And bringing down the newly awakened will only make that worse.”

“You’re right, Choop. So, we just start with you as our Mayor.”

“Whoa! We certainly don’t. I am no leader. You are the man for that job.”

“Choop, I have to disagree. You are the de-facto leader of this colony.”

“I refuse the position. I nominate Abhay Pawar as provisional Governor. I shout it from the treetops. You say the people will follow me; my first command is for them to follow you.”

~ ~ ~

Choop and Myoki laid intertwined in each other's arms. They were provided one of the smaller caves for their own, a luxury considering the crowded conditions of Knot City.

Myoki stretched and said, “We need to teach the Whales sign language.”

“What? That’s what you’re thinking about right now? I think it is a survival imperative for this colony that we make a baby.”

“Choop, quit, I can’t concentrate. Remember you said you thought the neighboring Whale recognized you as trusted and you thought the first Whale had communicated that to him? If we can teach some sort of sign language to one Whale then maybe they can share that learning with others. It could be a good start to Whale/Human relations that are peaceful. Choop! Quit it.” Myoki giggled.

Myoki dug her fingernail into Choop’s earlobe, hard.

“Ouch! Okay, okay. I give up.”

“I volunteered as one of the librarians and I found a bunch of books devoted to accessibility for the physically challenged. I found several books on sign language. We will need to come up with something that works for six arms with three-fingered hands.”

“Myoki, you are seriously making me feel inadequate.”

“You are more than adequate and you know it. I am going to take charge of the ‘two-way communication with Whales’ initiative. I will need to get two or three assistants.”

“There’s something I’d like to take charge of.”

“Choop. You have a one track mind.”

“I’ve been living in isolation, dare I say deprivation, for months on an alien planet. Cut me some slack.”

“See. Now you went too far. This is not an alien planet. This is home. No sympathy points for you.”

~ ~ ~

“Order, order! Please, quiet.”

Abhay had no gavel and no podium on which to bang one. His voice sufficed, loud in the confines of the largest cave yet created by the fledgling settlement.

The cave was fifty feet in every dimension, barely sufficient to hold the 80 humans present, not to mention the three Raccoons sitting on shelves high on the walls.

“We have gathered to hear reports from the committees on their progress and any issues which complicate their tasks. I ask that we limit interruptions. Please raise your hand if you wish to speak.”

Abhay was standing against one wall, flanked by Choop and the chairmen of the six committees. Myoki chaired the Library Committee.

“First, I would like a word from Choop on how we are handling the influx of new settlers.”

“Thanks, Abhay. I want to start off saying my appointment as Sheriff is temporary. Sergeant Stallman will assume these responsibilities as soon as he arrives.”

“We can’t hear you,” shouted someone from the back of the cave.

“Sorry.” Choop increased his volume, switching to the voice he used when shouting orders to a Squad spread out in the forest. “As you know, we have to adjust procedures at every turn. We came on this journey with plans to put people on farms separated by roads. Instead we are giving them trees to live in.”

“Tell us something we don’t know,” shouted the same voice.

“Order!" Abhay's voice boomed off the walls of the cave and made Choop's shouts seem like whispers. "Whoever that is, you keep it up and I’ll have you tossed out.”

Choop paused while people shuffled around in embarrassment.

“Okay. Here’s the summary. Stallman has been sending 90 people a day for the past week. The new arrivals spend their first day planetside for orientation and training on how we build the settlements. Then they move to the first occupied Knot — about a mile to the west — known as Burl City, to assist in the digging of tunnels and clearing of foliage.”

Ayden Mahoney’s hand shot up. Abhay, eager to award organized behavior, called on him quickly.

“Yes, Ayden, a question?”

“How many can Burl City hold before we have to start another settlement?”

Choop answered. “That is really a question for John, as he heads up City Planning. John?”

John Sawyer cleared his throat. “We have already started another settlement, in the other direction. We haven't named it yet, but it’ll be ready for new inhabitants soon.”

Abhay said, “Thank you, John. Next, let’s discuss the list of critical technologies and the work being done by the Technology Committee. Shen Ao?”

Shen Ao took the floor, waited for quiet.

“Choop spoke of overcoming the assumptions we arrived with, and the assumption of electricity, either solar or hydro, has really caused issues. We will obviously be living without electricity for the foreseeable future.”

Shorty Wanstedt yelled, “Aren’t we gonna talk about the damned elephant in the room?”

Abhay yelled louder, “Shorty, I’m warning you …”

“Well, we can’t pretend like they’re not up there, staring at us,” Shorty screamed, pointing at one of the Raccoons.

“QUIET!” Choop’s voice drowned out everything, reverberating off the walls of the cave. The room became silent, most looking at their feet, many turning pale, everyone glancing around nervously.

In the stillness, Choop now spoke softly. “Why don’t you describe this elephant, Shorty?”

“You were there, too. You saw the same thing I did. That abomination popped Captain Chamber’s head like a pimple. Why the hell are they here?”

“Let me ask you a question, Shorty.” Choop still spoke softly. “What was Captain Chambers doing when his head popped?”

“He was negotiating with an escaped terrorist.”

“No, Shorty, he was holding an innocent little girl with a knife at her throat. He had just said he was going to kill her.”

“He wasn’t going to kill her.”

“The Whale didn’t know that, Shorty. His negotiating skills might be suspect, but his judgment of Chambers’ character was spot on.”

“You saying it’s acceptable it killed a human?”

“Let me ask you a question, Shorty. Are you afraid of me?”

“What?”

“I can kill you, Shorty. Not as easily as the Whale did, but I could walk over to you right now and end your life. Are you afraid of me?”

“Well, I wasn’t, but I’m reconsidering.”

“Here’s my point, Shorty. I can kill you but I not gonna because you aren’t threatening a child. The Whale can kill you, but it won’t because it has no reason to.”

“It killed a couple dozen Scouts, too, I’m told.”

“Yes, it did. And what were those Scouts doing? They were building a platform that filled up the Whale’s Clearing. They were destroying its breeding ground. They shot half of the Raccoons that lived there. The Whale was just protecting itself.”

“But it’s not human! We can’t let it just kill us when it takes a notion.”

“Shorty, you’re not thinking this through. How many Whales are there? We don’t know. Do the Whales run in groups or big families? We don’t know. Do the Whales fight each other over territory? We don’t know.

“Here’s what we do know. We are on a planet with an intelligent species. A species that can control gravity, and they are very powerful. Our spaceship has a degrading orbit and is running low on fuel. So, we are stuck here; we must make the best of it.”

“We can’t just ignore when they kill humans. Are you crazy?”

“Shorty, you’re still missing the point. We have no choice but to co-exist with the Whales. And as for the killing of the Scouts, I was there and the Whale sent Raccoons to warn me and Kejuon to flee to safety. It knows the difference between friendly humans and humans who are threatening it. We just need to act peacefully and we aren’t in danger.”

“But why the hell are those things here?”

“They’re here because we are learning to communicate with them. Myoki has been working with them for the last week, teaching them sign language.”

“What?”

Myoki said, “Let’s ask Moby.”

“Moby?”

“Yes, Shorty, that’s what I named the Whale that lives by this Clearing.”

Myoki turned toward the wall to her left and spoke to the Crip. “Moby, do you understand the conversation we have been having.”

Crip raised the two hands closest to Myoki and wiggled them.

“Sorry,” Myoki explained to everyone. “I have to be very specific. He is very literal.”

She tried again. “Moby, did you understand ANY of the conversation?”

The Raccoon raised one hand with a thumb raised vertically.

“Did you understand ALL of the conversation?”

The Raccoon raised one hand and pointed the thumb down.

“Do you bear humans ill will?”

The Raccoon repeated the wiggly motion with two hands.

“Oops, I mean do you intend to harm humans?”

The Raccoon gave the thumbs-down signal.

Abhay said, “Okay, enough. I’m sorry to interrupt, but we have an agenda we need to get to. We can discuss Whale-Human relations at a later time.”

Myoki answered, “I understand. But we should all keep in mind how important it is that we learn to communicate with them. Our continued survival depends on it.”

“Thank you, Myoki, I agree. But, we have more pressing concerns. Shen Ao, I believe you had the floor.”

“Yes, thank you, Abhay. I was discussing life without electricity, but I can see this meeting is going to run long, so I’ll skip to what might be the most important subject the technology committee has to contend with. Medical issues, specifically for children.”

Everyone in the room seemed uncomfortable.

“Hang on. I don’t mean disease or immediate life threatening issues. I am talking about living in a gravity well with only one-third of a gee. The small infants we just brought down will most likely have problems with low bone density. Maybe even enlarged hearts. Any children born on Canopy will almost certainly have such issues.”

“But aren’t those problems for future consideration?” John asked.

“Not really. We need to start monitoring the effects of a low gravity environment on children now. Set up procedures and tests to learn what we are up against. Our survival as a species depends on it. I consider it one of our highest priorities.”

Choop said, “I agree. One of the uses for the Knot City should be to have a hospital. Or at least the closest we can get to one without having electricity.”

“Yes, and the city planners need to keep in mind that future citizens — the ones born here — won’t be able to leap fifty feet in the air. We need to build settlements that assume inhabitants can’t do that.”

The room was quiet.

Abhay said, “Wow. I think it may be dawning on a lot of us what we are up against. The bad news is we can’t anticipate everything. The good news is we’re all in this together. And, yes, Shorty, that includes the Canopians. Why the hell do we call them Whales, anyway? I’m going to start calling them Canopians.”

“From the back of the cave an anonymous voice said, “I thought we were Canopians.”

~ ~ ~

The same cave that seemed a luxury for Myoki and Choop was now crowded.

Choop, Myoki, Sarah, Kejuon, Danielle, Shen Oh, Adam, Larry, and Scott were crammed elbow-to-elbow, four on the bench used as a table and five on the bench that served as a bed. This was only possible because Sarah was sitting on Larry’s lap.

Choop said, “Sorry about the cramped space, but I think this conversation is best kept private for now, and there are people everywhere out there. This must be what it feels like to live in New York City.”

Danielle’s throaty laugh was loud in the enclosed space. “That’s funny. You wouldn’t last a day in the city.”

Adam said, “You got that back-asswords. Your friends from the City of Islands wouldn't last a day here.”

Choop’s voice cut through the sound of good-natured chuckles. “Am I going to have to separate you two? Oh, wait, there’s no room. You’ll just have to get along.”

Scott said, “Oh, they’re getting along, alright. My bet is they are instrumental in the birth of the colony’s first natural-born citizen.”

Giggling, Sarah said, “I’ll take that bet.”

“Okay, okay, settle down. I asked y’all here to tell you something important.” Choop said.

“Choop Miles! Don’t you dare stop us from friendly wagers. I’m even willing to give odds.”

Choop had to raise his voice to be heard over the laughter. “Please, please. Can I just say something?”

The cave gradually grew quiet.

“Myoki and I have made a decision. We are not going to be city-dwellers on Canopy. She has been making great progress on teaching the Whales sign language. They are up to almost 300 words in their vocabulary. We are going to stay on the periphery of the settlements and act as ‘ambassadors’ to the Whales.”

Shen Ao found his voice first. “What exactly do you mean by periphery?”

“I mean the boonies. Our contact with human settlements will only be with those on the edge of ‘civilization’. We will be out seeking new Knots for new towns and communicating with the nearby Whales, making sure their first exposure to humans is a good one.”

Sarah said, “Won’t that be a little lonely?”

Myoki said, “Good Lord, Choop, why are you coming at this so obtusely? Just say it. Never mind, I will. We are offering everyone in this room the opportunity to go with us. We could be a nomadic family, pioneers, spreading peace in dealing with a powerful species.”

Everyone said nothing. Most looked at the floor, thinking.

Myoki cleared her throat to speak again. Choop help up his hand to her, palm out. “Let them think.”

Danielle said, “I’m in. Adam, please tell me you’re coming with me.”

“Don’t I get a say in this?” Adam asked.

“Yes, you get to say whether you’re coming or not. I really want you to say yes.”

“Of course, I’m coming. I was just pretending like you let me help make decisions.”

“Adam, we all know Danielle,” Scott said.

Sarah and Larry were whispering to each other, cheek to cheek for a private conversation.

Adam said, “See, Danielle, how they do it? Discuss privately, then announce?”

Danielle rolled her eyes and said, “Everyone knows they’re gonna do what Sarah wants to do.”

Amid the laughter, Scott said, “Can I catch up with you nomads later when I’ve found a woman who wants my babies?”

Choop said, “Of course. We just wanted y’all to know before we broke the news to everyone else.”

Sarah yelled, “Count us in.”

Shen Ao said, “I am afraid I must decline, Choop. I believe the fledgling government needs me.”

Kejuon said, “Me, too. Well, I don’t mean the government needs me. I guess I’m a city-boy at heart.”

“That’s okay, Kejuon. Someday Canopy will have real cities, big ones. Just because I won’t live in them doesn’t mean I can’t come visit.”

“I have an announcement,” Sarah blurted.

Larry nudged Sarah and gave her a stern look. Sarah put on her best flirty-face and said to him, “Ah, c’mon.” He nodded in response.

Sarah’s voice was high-pitched and giggly as she said, “Larry knocked meee uuuuuup!”

Myoki and Danielle bumped into each other trying to hug Sarah at the same time.

After a few minutes, Sarah said, “I want to go with y’all, Myoki, but what about my baby? I can’t give birth while jumping through trees.”

Myoki said, “If you think I don’t intend to make a little mini-Choop, you got another think coming. When time for birth nears, I travel to the best Canopian hospital I can find, and, in a couple or three months, Choop Junior and I are back on the road, er, in the trees.”
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