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A Change of Plans

Coming out of cryo was worse than being seasick. Captain Henson groaned. He’d been seasick, back when there were things like sea cruises and vacations, and a comfortable, civilized planet to enjoy them on. The only saving grace was that this nausea would be over in a few minutes.

He reached up and pulled his eyelids apart, loath to wait for his tears to dissolve the gunk holding them together. The casket lid was up, and his First Officer, Katherine Rougeau, looked down at him. He turned his head carefully and checked his arm. The various catheters, needles, and sensing devices had already retracted into the wall of the cryo container.

Henson grinned up at her—tried to, anyway. He wasn’t sure if his face was working properly yet. “Someday, Kat, I’ll get out before you.”

“In your dreams, sir.” Her tone was light, but she looked away, and Henson noticed the concerned expression on her face.

“What’s up, Commander?” This was only their third trip out, but the arrival was supposed to be routine. Normally, the ship A.I. would place the Ouroboros in a high orbit around the target planet, then begin waking up the crew.

Rougeau reached a hand down to help him out of the casket. She seemed to be able to shrug off the effects of cryo as easily as getting out of bed in the morning. Henson admitted to himself that he was far more average in that particular area.

He stepped out of the casket and paused to check the other units along the wall. More than half were already empty, and the rest were in the late stages of the revival process, according to the readouts at the feet of those units. Henson shivered, even though the temperature in the cryo room was only mildly lower than normal room temperature. Something about the low lighting, the grey and almost featureless equipment, and the acoustically enhanced quiet always made him feel like he was in a morgue.

He signaled Commander Rougeau to follow him as he made his way to the galley for the critical first cup of coffee.

“I checked status, Captain, as soon as I was up. We’re in a solar orbit, just outside the habitable zone, rather than in a planetary orbit.”

“What? Why?” Henson’s eyes widened as he rounded on her. A.I.s didn’t just decide to deviate from plan on a whim. Such change would only come with bad news attached.

The commander made a couple of false starts before responding. “The A.I. was unable to identify a habitable planet to orbit.”

Henson spent the rest of the short walk in silence, and prepped his coffee while he worked through the possibilities. He took a slow sip before replying, “We have extra-solar planetary surveys going all the way back to the early 21st, Kat. Every planet on the United Earth Foundation’s target list has been tagged by at least two independent surveys. How is this possible?”

“I’m sorry, Captain, I didn’t get that far. Came to get you instead.”

“Right. Well, let’s get to the bridge, and assemble the staff. First the facts, then the running around in panic.”

***

Captain Henson stared up at the monitor. The image showed a brilliant planet, with sunlight reflecting off a surface almost completely covered in ice. He rubbed his forehead, then swept his gaze around the bridge. The bridge staff, sitting at consoles which formed a horseshoe shape around the Captain’s chair, waited quietly for him to set the tone.

“Okay. Mr. Kumano, report please.”

Jea Kumano, the planetary specialist, glanced at his tablet. “I started by checking the original surveys, sir. There were three that catalogued this system as having a habitable planet. Oxygen, good temperature range, chlorophyll lines, and so on. This was supposed to be about 95% Earthlike. One of the better ones.”

“…Which is why Pan Quantum Corporation bought it,” muttered one of the crew.

Rougeau turned in the direction of the comment. “Belay the politics. We all have our opinions about the PQ deal, but this is no time for it.”

Henson waited a moment for any follow-on grumbling to subside, then gestured to Kumano. “So where’s our paradise?”

The man made a face. “That’s actually 36 Draconis IV on the monitor, Captain. Valhalla. The thing is, the surveys were done using conventional astronomical techniques, and this system is 77 light years from Earth. Sometime after that light left this system, the planet endured a global extinction event.”

The room became quiet as the implications sank in. Kumano played with his tablet, and the image of the planet rotated and expanded. The magnified view showed a crater, clearly visible in outline through the glacial covering. “This is the most likely candidate. It’s about 50% bigger than Chicxulub. I’m speculating, of course, but it looks pretty fresh, even through the ice. It would have raised enough dust cover to lower global temps over a significant period of time. And that probably put the planet past some climatological tipping point, which stabilized as this.” He gestured up at the monitor.

So Valhalla is having Fimbulwinter. How oddly appropriate. Henson carefully kept his face neutral. A smile would be completely inappropriate, but his mental monologue was sometimes unable to limit itself. “Is it totally covered in ice?”

“No sir. There’s a little open ground near the equator.” Kumano glanced over at Sachs, and Henson turned to her.

Barb Sachs, the crew exobiologist, looked momentarily startled, as if she’d walked into her own surprise party. She recovered quickly. “Er, yes. A few patches of land have managed to stay ice-free, and some flora and fauna are surviving in those areas. Whether they’re thriving or not, that’s another question. This would have been a devastatingly quick change, and I’m sure it took down eighty to ninety percent of the biodiversity of the planet.”

“So what’s the status of the planet in regards to habitability?”

Sachs stared at the captain. “Sir, you can’t seriously be thinking about dropping the colonists here anyway?”

Henson grimaced. “Ms. Sachs, you know the politics. And you know the situation back at Sol. If we come back with the PQ colonists still onboard, then Pan Quantum will either want their money back, or more likely they’ll want priority on the next ship out to the next best planet. You remember the uproar the first time. Now imagine them muscling another group out of their assigned target. Maybe a group that your families are part of.”

People looked at tablets, the monitor, anywhere except at each other. Pan Quantum Interplanetary had been the biggest corporation in the Solar System, and they’d traded all their assets for an early colony ship and a preferred target planet. The UEF had come close to being brought down by the backlash. In a life-or-death situation, line-crashers weren’t well-regarded.

Henson continued. “We won’t just push the colonists out the airlock without a thorough review, Barb. However, if the planet is still livable, it doesn’t matter if it isn’t the pastoral paradise that they were expecting. So, the question remains: can the colonists live there?”

Sachs poked at her tablet for a few moments, more likely stalling for time than actually looking anything up. She met the captain’s gaze. “It’ll be dicey, sir. We’re talking about ten thousand people being dropped into an ecosystem that’s very fragile and still adjusting. If they go native right away and try to live off the land, they’ll crash the ecosystem for sure. That would be a death sentence for the entire colony.”

“The colony supplies include enough rations for everyone for a year,” Hertzog interjected. As the landing specialist, he would have the best idea of the colonists’ supplies and capabilities. “But as a long-term thing…” He shook his head. “There’s no leeway. They have to stretch supplies as long as possible while affecting the native biology as little as possible, while trying not to starve.”

“There will be attrition,” Sachs said.

“How much?”

Sachs closed her eyes and dropped her head. “Two to three thousand people, maybe, in the first five years.”

***

“Oh, hell no!” Samuel Jacobs, the colony project manager, glared at Captain Henson. “You’re talking about a death sentence for a large portion of our population, and a life sentence in hell for the rest! This isn’t colonization, this is abandonment.”

“Mr. Jacobs, the UEF’s terms of service are very clear. We make no guarantees beyond the basics. Unless it’s completely unlivable, you get what you get. Every single shipload of colonists that leaves Earth faces that same risk.”

“This isn’t every single shipload, Captain. We paid for this ship. We literally paid for this ship. We literally helped build it. We could have just built our own entirely and gone off on our own—”

“—except that the UEF wouldn’t have allocated a planet to you—”

Jacobs glared at Henson, but otherwise ignored the interruption. “—but we wanted to contribute to the overall effort. All the corporation asked in return was a good planet for our employees. Now you’re reneging on the deal. But you’ll happily keep the ship, won’t you?”

“We aren’t—” Henson bit back his response. Really, this was going nowhere. “Mr. Jacobs, we’ve done what you asked. We’ve delivered you to Valhalla. If we take you back, we not only waste a thirty-year round trip out of this ship’s service life, but we will literally, since you like that word so much, be sentencing one other group to death. You know as well as I that we’ll never get everyone out-system in time, even with twice the number of ships. We estimated when we started the process that as many as a quarter of the colonies would fail. Some of the colonies are slated to go out to worlds that we know aren’t much, if any, better than this.”

“That’s supposed to make me feel good about the situation? Those colonists would go out with equipment suitable for the expected environment.”

Enough already. Henson took a deep breath. “Mr. Jacobs, there is no leeway and there are no options. If we return you to Sol, I think I can guarantee that you will die there. The UEF will not give you another shot. At most, you’ll go to the end of the line, which is pretty much the same thing. So we’ll be proceeding with the colonization of Valhalla. You can cooperate, or you can go down to the planet kicking and screaming. But either way, we’ll be staying for three months to help with settlement, then we’ll be returning to Earth.”

Jacobs glared at Henson for a few more seconds, then seemed to deflate. “Fine, Captain. Let me get my specialists defrosted and we’ll figure out what we can do.”

***

“Come.” Henson looked up as Oscar Thorne, the Security Chief, walked in and stood at parade rest. Henson gestured to a chair and Thorne sat down.

The captain steepled his fingers. “Oscar, I have a security concern.”

“The colonists?”

“Yes, frankly. Jacobs ran a multi-trillion-dollar empire—well, a portion of one, anyway. He’s used to getting his way, he’s no stranger to strategy, and he’s probably in the habit of playing hardball. Should we be worried?”

Thorne frowned. “Well, they outnumber us ten thousand to fifty. Except that we won’t be defrosting all of them at once, of course. We’ll shuttle them down in small groups, so it shouldn’t be a large risk. There are very few weapons on board anyway, and we have them all. We have the security clearances, we have control of the ship’s systems… honestly, I’m not sure what they could do, short of some kind of brinksmanship threat with a bomb or something.”

Henson shook his head. “No, even if they pulled off something like that, their only viable strategy would be to force us to ship them back to Enceladus. We’d have Federation Marshals waiting for them when they defrosted, and they’d all spend the rest of their lives in prison. Or more likely just get sent back to Earth, which would be a death sentence. Valhalla may not be much, but it’s better than that.”

“And that’s the thing, isn’t it?” Thorne sat back in his chair and crossed his arms. “These are all white-collar workers. Executives, managers, office personnel, technical people. They were prepared to land in a mild, Mediterranean climate, and ramp up at their leisure to something postindustrial. Instead, they’ll be adapting to an ice-age climate, with limited access to resources and only the equipment they brought with them, and they’ll be spending all their time scrabbling to stay alive.”

“Thanks a bunch, Oscar.” Henson rubbed the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger. “Just what I need, more guilt.”

“It’s a crappy situation, sir. We’re like dandelions, tossing seeds into the wind, hoping some of them take, and knowing we’ll lose some of them. It’s a cold-blooded approach, but the only one available to the human race.”

Henson nodded, silent. The Solar System was doomed. Anyone still there when the Sun started its final inflation phase would be dead. Earth would be seared and parboiled, then vaporized. At that point, the only hope for humanity would be the colonies that had already been established.

He knew that.

It didn’t help.

He thought of his own family, already in cryo on Enceladus, queued up with their colony group for a chance at life on another planet. One more trip out and then he would retire and join them in the frozen wait. Then he would face the same risks as any other colonist. The same risks that Jacobs was now facing.

***

The PQ representatives sat along one side of the conference table, the ship’s officers along the other. It was an inevitable configuration, but still set the tone as one of confrontation.

Well, Henson thought, that’s probably what’s on the menu anyway. Might as well get the ball rolling. “How is progress, Mr. Jacobs?”

Jacobs leaned forward on his elbows, and interlaced his fingers. The body language projected earnestness, excitement, and supplication. Given the man’s former occupation, Henson suspected it was a deliberate choice.

“As well as can be expected, for something we have no enthusiasm for,” Jacobs said. “I have some alternatives I’d like to talk to you about, though, Captain. Ways that we can turn this into something more than a simple scrabble for survival.”

“All right, Mr. Jacobs.” Really, I shouldn’t be surprised. Of course they’d have been looking for alternatives. But the overwhelming probability was that those alternatives would require something from the Ouroboros and her crew.

“We need a few extra months of your time. I mean, for the Ouroboros to hang around for a while. I estimate about one year beyond your expected departure date.”

That might be acceptable. Barely. There would be an inquiry when they got back to Earth, but Henson could likely survive that.

“And we’ll need to keep the ship’s fab systems when you leave.”

“You’ll what?” Hertzog stood up, hands on the table, shock written on his face.

“And two of the ship’s shuttles.”

Hertzog collapsed back into his chair, speechless. His exaggerated eye roll was response enough.

“What’s this in aid of, Mr. Jacobs?” Henson asked, interrupting the overacting.

Jacobs poked at his tablet and glanced towards Henson. “We need a head start to get industrial processes working. There’s no way we’d be able to get anything going planetside with the equipment we brought—not through all that ice. Even if we luck out and find some rich ore, a half-dozen light-industry printers just won’t be enough. But with your help, and the extra equipment, we can start an orbital manufacturing platform, using asteroid mining for our resources. This will allow us to get ahead of the game.”

“Why don’t you just ask for the entire ship?” Hertzog’s face glowed red, and his snarl left no doubt of his opinion. Henson caught his eye and made a calm down motion.

“That would actually be ideal, Mr. Hertzog,” Jacobs replied, ignoring the silent byplay. “The scenario I’m laying out is a minimum viable option for us, and still leaves us with considerable risk. But it at least allows the Ouroboros to leave under its own steam. It’s a compromise.”

Henson leaned forward and spread his hands on the table, body language that signaled putting all his cards on the table. No doubt Jacobs recognized the move. “Mr. Jacobs, I don’t own this ship any more than you do. I can’t make decisions to give away equipment that’s necessary to the operation of the vessel. Equipment that will have to be replaced when we get back—assuming that it can be replaced—which will take the Ouroboros out of service for even longer than the one-year delay you’re asking for.” He shook his head. “We have too few ships, too few spare parts, a shortage of resources back home, and too many people to get out of the system before it becomes uninhabitable. Please stop acting as if you’re just asking to borrow my pen. Anything we give you, in the form of time or equipment, worsens the odds of survival for some other colony group. This is very much a zero-sum game.”

Jacobs looked to his left, and nodded to a man who had been introduced as Mark Andrews, the colony group’s head of engineering. As Andrews began to poke at his own tablet, Jacobs said, “Well, we tried. Captain Henson, I would have preferred if we could have done this in a civilized, agreeable manner. I understand your points about the people back home. However, my concern is the here and now, and the people whose safety and future I’m charged with. As such, a compromise having failed, we will be taking control of the Ouroboros, and taking what we need.”

There were gasps from the crew side of the table, and Thorne leaped to his feet, reaching for his sidearm. The buzz of the intercom cut through the tableau, followed immediately by Rougeau’s voice. “Captain, this is the bridge. Our consoles have just gone dead and the A.I. is not responding. Please advise.”

“Stand by, Commander.” Henson looked at Jacobs. “Your work?”

Jacobs nodded. “No doubt you’ve prepared for a frontal assault or a suicide threat of some kind on our part. However, many of our people helped design and build the colony ships now owned by the UEF. We have some insider insights into control and operation.” He smiled briefly at Henson. “We are now in a standoff situation. My people can’t take complete control unfortunately, but your people can’t operate the ship.”

Thorne drew his sidearm. “We can start by taking out a few of the conspirators.”

“Won’t help,” Jacobs replied, unperturbed. “First, we’ve made sure that none of our critical personnel are accessible to any of your people with weapons. They have their orders already, and are perfectly capable of carrying them out without guidance from the people in this room. And as soon as you start killing people, we start retaliating. Among other things, we have control of Environmentals.”

“We will do everything we can to stop you.” Henson found himself surprised at the steel in his voice, despite his intention to project calm.

“And you will succeed, if that is your intention, Captain. Central Engineering has physical security—we were unable to figure a way to gain control there. In a worst-case situation, you can force the reactor to go super-critical. And we can’t defrost the colonists without your cooperation, at least for the moment. Or do much without the shuttles.” Jacobs swept the room with his gaze. “But please understand, this is not a symmetrical situation. If we defeat you, or you surrender your ship, you still live. You might even be able to return to Earth someday, if the ship can be made spaceworthy again once we’re done with it. On the other hand, if we’re defeated or surrender, we will die. Understand that—being sent down to Valhalla under the conditions you have specified is a death sentence. You have nothing to threaten us with. It’s death, or death.”

He stood and gave a small smile. “No doubt you’ll wish to discuss this amongst yourselves. I’ll be available at any time for further negotiation. However, we’ll begin our operations immediately, to the extent we’re able.” Jacobs nodded to the room, turned, and walked out, followed by the other PQ representatives.

Thorne safetied and holstered his weapon. “It would seem I was insufficiently devious. My apologies, Captain.”

“Son of a bitch,” Henson muttered. He gave himself a shake, then said into the air, “Did you get all that, Commander?”

“Yes sir. We’ve done a quick audit. It’s about what Jacobs said. We control engineering, cryo, C&C, and externals. They control or at least have denied us control of fabrication systems, environmentals, drive systems, A.I. systems, and astrogation.”

Henson thought for a moment. “Contact Engineering. I want some of them in space suits at all times. They can work out the shift schedule. If they lose contact with the bridge, they should be prepared to blow the reactor.”

“Sir…”

Henson returned Sachs’ horrified stare. “Barb, right now there’s nothing to stop them from just turning off our air and waiting for us to die. Or turning down the heat and waiting for us to surrender. We need a counter-threat for a proper détente. I don’t believe it’ll actually come to that. Jacobs could have gone that way immediately, had he wanted to.”

He stood, looked at each of his officers. “Everyone take ten for pit stops and refills, then reconvene here. We’re going to discuss strategies.” He turned to look at the intercom panel. “Commander, I want you here for this. Delegate the bridge to Bertelli.” Without waiting for a reply, he flicked off the intercom.

***

Henson looked around the conference table. This time, it was all bridge officers. A large pillow sat on the intercom panel, further weighted down with miscellaneous personal items. At Rougeau’s perplexed look, Thorne explained, “We’re up against programmers and technicians, Ma’am. Anything that’s controlled by software is suspect. I’d like this discussion to be private.”

“We’ll need to be careful what we say when in range of an intercom, then. That’s going to put a strain on things,” Rougeau said.

“Bertelli’s working on it,” Thorne explained. “I’d put his tech skills up against anyone else, here or back at Sol. And he knows this boat at least as well as the PQ people.”

“Okay,” Henson interrupted. “What have we got? Commander, you had a discussion with Jacobs?”

“Yes, sir. As he pointed out, we’re in a standoff right now, at least in the short term. Unfortunately for us, their backup plan is to start disassembling the Ouroboros for parts and materials. They can literally rebuild around us. Worst case, they could simply seal us in the sections we control, then ignore us.”

Henson looked at Thorne. “What can we bring to bear if it comes down to a fight?”

“Captain, we’re not a military vessel. Security has always been aimed at the drunken-crew level of problems rather than armed insurrection. We have perhaps a dozen handguns, and we’re slightly outnumbered at the moment. If they get control of Cryo, that will change, of course.”

“Can we launch the shuttles?” Sachs asked. Now that the initial excitement had worn off, Barbara Sachs seemed to be moving from terrified to outraged.

“No, we took them off remote access right away. Again, software.” Henson gestured to her, palm up. “What did you have in mind?”

“Sir, whatever else they may want to do, if they can’t get down to Valhalla, they’re screwed. I was thinking we’d fly the shuttles out a kilometer and park them.”

Thorne sighed. “The problem being that they’re more likely to get control of them than not, which is why we took them off remote. Now, neither group can use them except by physically piloting them.”

“And we have crew with spacesuits and weapons in control of the hangar deck.”

“Fine,” Henson said after a moment’s thought. “So what are the obvious strategies? What can we do, what might they do?”

Thorne considered, his lips puckered in concentration. “They need the shuttles. As Sachs said, without those, no one is going anywhere.” He nodded to Sachs. “So we need to not only defend it, but take steps to deny them the resource should they take the hangar.”

“You mean blow them up.”

“Or something. Doesn’t have to be that dramatic. Maybe we can just remove some parts.”

“Interesting thought,” Rougeau said. “I’ll talk to Engineering about options.”

“What do we need?” Sachs asked.

“We need our ship back,” Henson answered. “But specifically, even if we took back all systems, we still can’t leave. We have to unload the colonists, and we can’t do that without their cooperation.”

“Maybe we should just do what they want and take them back to Earth,” Kumano suggested. “The UEF can decide what to do from there.”

Thorne shook his head. “That’s no longer an option for them. As soon as they engaged in mutiny, they became criminals. Pirates, essentially. They’d know better than to agree to a return to Earth at this point—being dumped on Earth would be the best they could hope for. No, for better or worse, they’re committed to settlement of Valhalla. The only question is how they’re going to go about it, and whether we and the ship will survive the process.”

“If they take apart the ship, we’ll never get back. Our families—” Barb Sachs’ eyes were wide and shiny with incipient tears.

“—won’t know until they wake up at their destination that we never returned,” Henson finished for her. Barb was retiring at the same time as Henson, and both their families were in the same colony group.

“Can’t we at least talk to the colonists? Make an offer?”

Henson gave Sachs a small, sad smile. “'Hey, we won’t tell anyone if you let us go’?” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t buy that. I doubt Jacobs would, either. And anyway, I already told him—truthfully—that a return to Earth for them would be one-way. Even before the mutiny.”

Sachs looked at her hands, defeat written on her face.

Henson leaned forward. “I think Thorne is right. At this point, a standoff doesn’t benefit us. They’ll win in the long term. So let’s work towards getting back to Earth, with or without the colonists still in cryo, and let the authorities work it out.”

“Which means we need A.I. systems, drive systems, and astrogation. How do we take them back?”

“We don’t,” Thorne said. “Not in the way you mean, anyway. They don’t physically control those systems, they’ve simply hijacked them in software. Or possibly by tapping into control systems somewhere, which is almost the same thing. We can fix that, given freedom to move about.”

“What I’m hearing, then,” Rougeau said, “is that we’ll ultimately lose a standoff. They can wait us out and work around us until we starve, or we give up, or until they simply seal us off from the rest of the ship. We have to take steps, and soon, to take back the ship and head back to Earth.”

Henson nodded. “That seems like the most sensible analysis.” He turned to Thorne. “Let’s talk tactics.”

***

Captain Henson crept along the hallway, weapon in hand. Never in his life had he visualized himself in a combat situation, and if there had been enough crew to go around, he’d have stayed on the bridge where a captain should be. But they’d have only one chance to pull this off, and no crew to spare.

A brilliant piece of detective work by Bertelli had pegged the location where the colonists had tapped into ship’s systems—a small workshop in Fabrication Systems, used for forming opto-electronic components. It was the only reasonable point where the colonists would have been able to access and control the systems that they had taken, and it didn’t include access to comms infrastructure. This would make their plan at least possible.

Preparations had been made, contingencies discussed. If they could take this location, then they could conceivably retake the entire ship.

Some cautious surfing of the monitoring systems had determined that most of the colonists were engaged in an attempt to cut into the Cryo area. Well, that made sense. Their whole strategy would center on waking as many of their own people as possible. A smaller group was attempting to gain entry to the hangar. That accounted for most of the colonists, and the rest were probably guarding the workshop.

Henson’s strategy was simple. Two teams would attack each of the Cryo and hangar groups. They’d make a real attempt to capture the colonists, but their ultimate purpose was distraction. Before anything else, the crew needed to regain control of ship’s systems, which meant taking the workshop.

That was up to Henson’s team.

The captain looked down the hallway at the hatch to the workshop, dogged and shut. They would have to hope that the colonists would come out to rush to the aid of their colleagues. Otherwise, the team would completely lose the element of surprise—assuming they could even open the hatch from the outside. The hatches weren’t lockable by design, but the colonists could have rigged something.

He checked his watch. The attacks on Cryo and the hangar should happen in less than ten seconds. He waited until five seconds, then held up five fingers, and counted down.

On zero, his earbud announced, “Going in. Team two, team three, execute.”

After twenty excruciating seconds of silence, the earbud said, “Hangar deck, operation complete. Colonists are secured.”

He reached for his transmit button. “Team two?”

“Not quite so good, sir,” the earbud responded in Rougeau’s voice. “Cryo group has some kind of what I think might be zip guns. Not terribly efficient, but probably lethal. And they seem to have a stockpile. I guess they’ve been busy with the fab system.”

“Have they been using them, Commander?”

“Yes sir. No casualties, but we’re pinned down. I think they’re happy to simply hold us off.”

“Then you’re going to have to ratchet it up, Commander. Use lethal force—no more warning shots. A standoff doesn’t benefit us. I want the Cryo group to call for help.”

There was a moment’s hesitation. No one on this crew was military. Some of them had never held weapons before. To be ordered to shoot to kill would take some mental gear-shifting.

Finally, “Yes, sir. Executing.”

Again excruciating silence, this time for almost a minute. Then, the wheel on the workshop hatch began to spin. Henson and his group crept up and waited. The moment the hatch began to swing open, one of his crew grabbed and yanked. As a colonist fell through the door, still holding on, the assault group poured through with guns up.

The colonists were caught flat-footed. Gathered near the door with pipes and other makeshift weapons, they seemed stunned by the invasion. But then, these people weren’t likely to be military either. This was a foreign situation for everyone, on both sides.

Henson gestured with his pistol. “Drop ‘em. Do it now.”

Slowly, carefully, the colonists crouched and placed their weapons on the floor.

Henson looked around, but couldn’t see Jacobs. Well, it always would have been a roll of the dice. The colonists had been scattered in three different areas. Their leader could have been at any of them. This group was smaller than expected, though. He wondered if there was a fourth group that they had missed.

Henson gestured to one of the captured colonists. “You. Where’s Jacobs?”

The man stared back, face a mask. “Henry Roberts. Circuit designer. Citizen Number 3411A CX3331 N102.”

There was a chuckle from one of his team, and Henson allowed himself an eye-roll. “Oh, spare me. This isn’t war, and you’re criminals, not soldiers. And you’re under arrest. So try to be realistic.”

Roberts smiled, and Henson felt a sudden jolt of dread. Had he missed something? Had this been too—

At a shouted “Now!” from Roberts, the captured group dropped to the ground. At the same moment, more colonists burst out from behind equipment and furniture, pointing some kind of weapon—not zip guns, but something shorter and bulkier. His crew had been starting to relax once the action was seemingly over, and were now caught in their turn.

Henson brought his pistol around, hoping to give a good accounting. But before he could even pull the trigger, he felt a sudden stab of pain in his chest. He looked down at two darts sticking out of his shirt, inches apart, trailed by long, thin wires. Oh, hell. There was a moment of unimaginable pain…

***

Henson had never been tasered before, although he’d seen it done. Turned out it was every bit as painful as it appeared, both during and afterwards. He felt himself being lifted by the arms and placed on a surface. His limbs wouldn’t obey him—attempts to move produced only painful twitches.

At least he wasn’t dead, yet. But the assault had failed. They’d taken some colonists, which they would now have to put under guard, further stretching their resources. The colonists would mount another assault on cryo. This time they’d probably seal in the bridge crew first.

Either way, the crew of the Ouroboros had lost. They wouldn’t return to Earth, he wouldn’t ever go into cryo to be defrosted with his family on whatever distant planet they were assigned to. And his family would never know what had happened to him.

He felt himself being lifted again, then put down. A familiar smell, pinpricks on his arm. Cryo? They’re putting me in—

***

Coming out of cryo was, as it turned out, still worse than being tasered. Or maybe being put in cryo after being tasered was some perfect storm of discomfort. Henson lay still, trying to decide if death was preferable.

His internal monologue was interrupted by Commander Rougeau’s voice. “You aren’t even trying anymore.”

Opening one eye to make focusing easier, Henson tried to smile. “I concede, Commander. You are the king, er, queen of cryo. Now, help me up?”

Rougeau grinned and reached down. Henson opened his other eye, attempted to focus on the hand, then gave up and let her handle the link-up.

Henson grunted with effort as he stepped out of the casket. “What happened after I was put in cryo?”

Rougeau shrugged. “We took a significant loss with your group being captured. There was simply no way to recover that I could see. I had a long talk with Jacobs after that. He showed me his plans and gave us some guarantees, and I decided to trust him, not that we had a lot of options. He put us all in cryo. Said it would be easier than guarding us, and anyway he knew we had family back home.”

“They didn’t disassemble the ship?”

“They didn’t need to, sir, once we surrendered. With unrestricted access to the ship, fab system, and shuttles, they went with their Plan A.”

“And?” he said, as he started for the galley.

“The project is far enough along that they no longer need the ship, sir. Jacobs gave orders to wake the crew, and we’ll be able to leave as soon as we’re all up to speed.”

“How long?”

Rougeau didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Twelve years, five months. The UEF won’t send anyone to investigate, of course. They don’t have the resources. But by the time we get back, they’ll have declared the Ouroboros lost and rescheduled colony groups.”

“That’s gonna suck for a lot of people.”

“Well, yes, until we show up.”

Henson sighed. “There will be an inquiry, of course. I might lose my command.”

“They’ll lose more than you, then. I’ll tell them to stick their job where the sun doesn’t shine. I know several crew who’ve expressed similar sentiments.”

“Thanks, Kat. I hope you don’t have to make that choice.” Henson shook himself and put his captain persona back on. “Have you inspected the colonists’ work?”

Rougeau made a face. “I’m beginning to wonder if we put the wrong people in charge back at Sol. The Valhalla colonists are probably the most concentrated group of nerds, geniuses, and engineers that humanity has ever seen, and they’ve just finished a twelve-year stint with no bureaucratic oversight, no budget limitations, effectively infinite resources from asteroid mining to work with, and free rein to do whatever they want.”

“And?”

“You’ll have to see for yourself.”

***

Henson was back in the captain’s chair, surrounded by his bridge crew. He couldn’t help contrasting today with the last time he’d been in this position. The monitor was showing a split screen, an O’Neill cylinder displayed on one side and a half-finished Bishop ring on the other.

“That thing is how big?”

Kumano turned to him. “The ring? Ten kilometers wide, two hundred kilometers in diameter. When it’s done, it’ll have over six thousand square kilometers of usable space, and a full one-gee equivalent at the rim. Meanwhile, it’s a little crowded in the cylinder, but they wanted to have a habitat finished as quickly as possible so they could wake everyone up and have their specialists available.”

Kumano worked his console and the view changed. “They’ve built a huge mirror at Valhalla’s L2 point, which has increased solar heating by about thirty percent overall, since it’s delivering sunlight twenty-four-seven. Er, well, twenty-nine and twelve minutes on Valhalla, I guess.”

Hertzog threw up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “I wonder if there needs to be a rethink of the way colonies are planned and supplied. Our dump-and-run policy might get more raw numbers out there, but probably reduces long-term odds of survival.”

Henson gazed at Hertzog for a moment in silence, then sighed. “Not our decision, Mr. Hertzog. We’ll bring it up, of course. Assuming it doesn’t come out in the interrogation.” He turned to the Communications Officer. “Ms. Chen, please connect me with Mr. Jacobs.”

It took only a moment—no doubt Jacobs had been expecting the call. His face popped up on the overhead monitor, looking visibly older than the last time Henson had seen him. That was yesterday for Henson, but twelve years ago for Jacobs.

“Ah, Captain Henson. Getting ready to return to Earth?”

“Yes, sir. You look like you’re in fine shape. And thank you for—well…” For not disposing of us.

Jacobs made a moue of disapproval, as if he’d read the thought. “We’re not barbarians, Captain. We only needed time to bootstrap. We gain little by keeping the ship at this point, and the karmic hit would taint us for generations. I’d rather begin this adventure on a proud note. Also…”

Henson raised an eyebrow, content to let Jacobs continue at his own pace.

“Captain, I know we’re technically space pirates from a legal point of view. But if the UEF can get past that minor issue—well, this will be the first time that a ship returns with information on a confirmed successful colony. If they want to send more ships this way, we’ll have room for them. And jobs.”

The captain stared, speechless. It was a virtual certainty that the UEF would jump at the chance, and with good reason. This would be better odds than some random planet only known by examination from light years away.

Henson nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Jacobs. I’ll convey that to them. I think they’ll make the right choice. Goodbye, and good luck.”

“And you, Captain. And the people of Earth.”

Henson nodded to Chen, who ended the connection. He looked around the bridge, then again at the monitor, which had switched to the view of the planet, still shrouded in ice. But not for long.

Humanity would survive. Even if all the other colonies failed, this one would carry the human race. Despite the way it had all gone down, Henson felt a moment of pride at the thought.

Maybe he could get his family’s colony redirected here. It seemed a better bet than rolling the dice on an unknown destination.

Henson turned back to his staff. “Helm, take her out. Let’s go home.”

END
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