
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
      THE 
 
    MATRIARCH 
 
           MANIFESTO 
 
      
 
    By Devin Hanson


 
   
  
 



 
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto is a work of fiction.  Names, characters, places and incidents are the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.  Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Copyright © 2018 by Devin Hanson 
 
    All Rights Reserved. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Thanks go to my wife, without whom this book would never have been possible. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Books by Devin Hanson 
 
      
 
    The Dragon Speaker Series 
 
    Rune Scale 
 
    Rune Song 
 
    Rune Master 
 
    The Speaker’s Son 
 
    The Cleric Scribe 
 
    The Last Incantor 
 
      
 
    The Immortal Archives 
 
    The December Protocol 
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Table of Contents 
 
      
 
    PREFACE 
 
    ONE 
 
    TWO 
 
    THREE 
 
    FOUR 
 
    FIVE 
 
    SIX 
 
    SEVEN 
 
    EIGHT 
 
    NINE 
 
    TEN 
 
    ELEVEN 
 
    TWELVE 
 
    THIRTEEN 
 
    FOURTEEN 
 
    FIFTEEN 
 
    SIXTEEN 
 
    SEVENTEEN 
 
    EIGHTEEN 
 
    NINETEEN 
 
    TWENTY 
 
    TWENTY-ONE 
 
    TWENTY-TWO 
 
    TWENTY-THREE 
 
    TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    TWENTY-SIX 
 
    NOTE 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    A BRIEF 
 
   
  
 

 PREFACE 
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto is not a sequel to The December Protocol in the traditional sense as it follows the story of characters not in the first book, but it does take place in the same universe.  The technologies of immortality are introduced in great detail in The December Protocol, along with the history of development between the Womack Process and the Helix Rebuild. 
 
    Where The December Protocol focuses on the Womack Process, this book takes a closer look at the Helix Rebuild and the society put into place by Dr. Annette Everard.  To grasp the significance of the differences between the societies on Mars and Venus, the author strongly recommends reading The December Protocol first. 
 
    Still, reading the first book isn’t wholly necessary, so the author would be remiss if he failed to provide a brief summary of the history: 
 
    On April 22nd, 2108, Dr. Annette Everard proved the success of her Helix Rebuild, a serum refined from a viable egg cell from a human woman which triggered a full-body regeneration.  As aging is nothing more than the failure of the body to replace cells, this meant someone undergoing Rebuild treatment was effectively immortal until their body ran out of egg cells. 
 
    The Helix Rebuild was a miraculous leap forward in genetic engineering technology, but it was limited to exact DNA matches.  The only viable recipients for a Rebuild treatment was the woman herself and her immediate children. 
 
    Dr. Womack created his treatment in an effort to open the promise of immortality to everyone.  The Womack Process made a viable egg cell suitable for use on anybody, but the duration of the effect was severely truncated, down to a single month instead of over a year. 
 
    The Womack Process triggered a planet-wide crisis.  The most valuable material on Earth became a woman’s egg cells, and millions of young women were kidnapped and harvested in a bid to either make money or provide a source for the treatments. 
 
    In desperation, the December Protocol was introduced by the U.N., which outlawed all human genetic research and banned both treatments from Earth.  Dr. Annette Everard took her newly created Council of Matriarchs to Venus, where she set up a society strictly following the guidelines of the Matriarch Manifesto.  All practices and recipients of the Womack Process were banned from Venus on pain of death. 
 
    Dr. Womack was killed on Earth, and those who had already received the Process fled to Mars where they set up their own society. 
 
    The year is now 2430, three hundred and twenty-two years after Dr. Everard’s first successful application of the Helix Rebuild, and some fifteen years after the events of The December Protocol. 
 
    Welcome to Venus. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
   
  
 

 ONE 
 
      
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto 
 
    Tenet One 
 
      
 
    A matriarch must be inviolate.  The rule of law does not apply to them, but that does not mean a matriarch is above the law.  A matriarch should strive to be perfect in her adherence to the law, not in fear of repercussion, but through a strict code of ethics and the realization that only through perfect harmony with society will tolerance remain. 
 
      
 
    This tenet, more than any other, defines how a matriarch exists within a society.  Perfect ethics is a must.  The moment that society sees matriarchs to be a burden rather than a blessing will be the beginning of the end.  In our tests to determine who qualifies to be a matriarch, the degree of ethics a candidate holds within herself must be a primary factor for consideration. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Matriarch Cynthia Everard woke as the blinds covering the windows began to retract with a soft whirring noise.  Sunlight streamed into her room, softened by the partially reflective glass.  She stretched and yawned, and rose from her bed. 
 
    Outside the window, clouds drifted in a perfectly blue sky.  Towering cumulonimbus passed by on either side, brilliant white against the deep blue Venusian sky.  One of the windows blanked to a slate grey, then provided a scrolling display of the current state of the floating habitat city. 
 
    Cynthia watched the scroll of data as she started brushing her hair.  Her hair was a point of pride for Cynthia.  Not necessarily the beauty of it, though it was beautiful, but for the effort that it took to maintain it.  Her hair was thick and black, glossy and healthy from the roots all the way to the ends that brushed her waist.  It took nearly an hour every day to comb it out and return it to its plait in the morning and at night. 
 
    It was a routine that she had once thought she would grow bored with.  Then, as the years passed, she came to view it as something more than a dreary task.  It was a reminder that she was still human.  It was a reminder that despite the apparent urgency of the day’s events, it was attention to small details that made life worth living. 
 
    The condition of the habitat flowed by.  Battery levels, aquaponic harvest schedules, oxygen percentages, atmospheric pressure, and weather forecasts.  There were maintenance reports, upcoming scheduled tasks and points of concern tabbed for her consideration.  The ablative shielding on the starboard side was showing signs of early wear.  The aft solar array was running slightly below expected efficiency.  The water extractors in the ballast had filled their reservoirs again. 
 
    That last point caught her attention and she made a pleased sound in her throat as she began plaiting her hair.  There were aquaponic tanks on the third level that had been dry for too long.  A surplus of water meant she could expand their crop rotations.  As she dressed, she thought about what she wanted to grow.  A purely financial crop wasn’t needed.  No, she wanted something new that could add variety to her diet, and the diets of everyone who lived on Venus. 
 
    The quality of the light changed and the view out the windows turned murky and dark.  Sulfuric acid rattled against the window in gusts of rain.  Cynthia settled her shawl over her shoulders and left her chambers behind.  There were a lot of things she wanted to get done today, and only a short period of time to do it in. 
 
    Today was the twenty-second of April, by Earth reckoning.  It was the Day of Challenge.  It was the day when Cynthia’s youngest daughter, Leila, would be tested to see if she qualified to become a matriarch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Take us a little higher.  I want to get a better look at the second shelf shielding.”   
 
    Cynthia leaned against the curved glass dome of the skimmer and squinted against the glare of reflected sunlight.  The city habitat of New Galway loomed beside them, an enormous, elongated teardrop with the bulbous end on top and the point trailing away below nearly a kilometer away.   
 
    Around the crown of the teardrop, the city was built in diminishing rings.  Every surface that wasn’t a window was covered in solar panels, even the surfaces on the underside of the city.  The reflection of sunlight off the solid bank of clouds below might not be as brilliant as the direct sunlight above, but the panels were well worth the cost and weight. 
 
    “I still think Pritchard was exaggerating,” Evan grunted, but he tilted the stick back and brought the skimmer up in a careful spiral. 
 
    “It’s Pritchard’s job to be cautious,” Cynthia rebutted without heat.  “We would be doing him, and ourselves, a disservice to not take him seriously.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother.” 
 
    The skimmer was little more than a glorified gyrocopter.  The cab had room for a pilot and two passengers, if they didn’t mind being cramped.  Cynthia certainly did mind, so Evan was the only other person in the cab.   
 
    It drove her other sons mad, that she would put herself in harm’s way.  Anyone could go out in a gyrocopter and inspect the shielding.  They weren’t wrong, of course, but Cynthia wanted to inspect the shielding herself.  It had been weeks since the last time she had been outside of the habitat, and she felt the need for space.  The wear in the shielding just provided the excuse she needed.  There was only so much coddling protection she could stand before the need to feel some adrenaline grew overpowering.  Her sons should be happy she found release in such a tame activity. 
 
    The skimmer lifted above the second level, to where Pritchard’s drones had spotted the wear in the shielding.  Unlike a proper helicopter, the skimmer couldn’t hover.  The freely spinning propeller on top of the vehicle generated lift only when they were in a constant forward motion. 
 
    Evan swept the skimmer past the area Pritchard had indicated a few times, slowing down as much as he dared without threatening a stall. 
 
    “There!” Cynthia called out and tapped on the glass.  “That’s section, ah, 2E, I think.  Near the lip.” 
 
    “Roger, coming about for a second pass.” 
 
    Cynthia scooted over to the opposite side of the skimmer and peered down, shielding her eyes against the glare of the sun.  Something had impacted with the hexagonal solar panel arrays, and damage was visible to three of the panels. 
 
    “Huh.  I see it,” Evan said.  “I’m taking us back.  Tower, this is M-Active.  Request immediate air support.  We’re coming in hot.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” Cynthia sighed. 
 
    Evan ignored her.  From the crown of the habitat, a hatch opened and an anti-aircraft cannon emerged, spider-like, to spread out and cover their approach.  The skimmer picked up speed as Evan drove the throttle home. 
 
    Cynthia was pressed back in her seat, and she scrabbled to wrap the crash webbing around her shoulders.  Outside the window, she watched as one of the cannon marched along the rim of the habitat, keeping pace with them, its sensor panels open wide and searching. 
 
    A billow of oxygen-rich air erupted from the landing bay as the gates were opened before the atmosphere within could be pumped out.  In the nearly pure carbon dioxide, the Earth-standard air looked greasy and caught the harsh sunlight for a moment before it mixed and was gone. 
 
    Ethan drove them into the landing bay in full crash override mode.  The spinning blades above the skimmer were released and they flew off in opposite directions.  Foam erupted from nozzles and the forward momentum of the skimmer was caught and slowed. 
 
    The view out of the glass ports was obscured in an instant by seething foam and Cynthia jerked against her restraints as they slammed to a stop.  Distantly, muffled through the foam, she heard the crash of the bay doors sealing, and the second thud of the armor plating falling into place. 
 
    Already the foam was crumbling and falling away into dust.  She heard the shriek of exhaust fans as the external atmosphere was emergency vented and replaced with good air again.  Boots came running and her door popped open.  Three of her sons were there, in full tac gear, rifles pressed to shoulders and scanning the landing bay.  They stood waist-deep in a sea of foam dust. 
 
    “Air space is clear, Mother, but we’ve prepped for a crash dive into the cloud cover if needed.” 
 
    Through the muffling of his mask, Cynthia couldn’t recognize who was speaking. 
 
    “It is not needed,” she said angrily.  Evan’s over-protectiveness and the cost of lost atmosphere and skimmer would far outweigh the value of the water in the lower cisterns. 
 
    “We’ll be the judge of that, Mother.  We’ve prepped the bunker.” 
 
    Cynthia folded her arms.  “Is there some intelligence you’re not sharing with me?  Are we under threat?” 
 
    She saw the looks traded among her sons and gritted her teeth.  “All right.  I’m going, but I expect a full report.” 
 
    It was undignified, but she let herself be hustled to the bunker, deep within the core of the habitat.  Solid, meter-thick slabs of nickel-iron armor protected a small but efficient life support module and a living chamber large enough for a single person.  The bunker was designed to seal off and protect whoever was inside against everything but a directed nuclear explosion.  Even if the entire habitat was destroyed, the bunker would fall to the surface and could withstand the hellish environment for weeks if necessary, until a rescue mission could recover the occupant. 
 
    Cynthia allowed herself to be hurried inside and watched as the oversized vault door was rolled into place.  Bolts slammed home and the life support powered up.  A bank of monitors against one wall flickered to life and a full readout of the habitat’s status appeared. 
 
    The first research stations on Venus were timid affairs.  The materials had to be shipped from Earth at enormous expense.  Like most of the spacefaring projects in the late twenty-first century, the stations were government-funded, with all the over-engineering and maximization of function that went hand-in-hand with it. 
 
    The December Protocol changed things dramatically.  Suddenly, it wasn’t enough for a few hundred highly-trained specialists to live aboard the stations.  There was an abrupt demand for room for thousands of people, mostly civilian and untrained. 
 
    A new type of habitat had to be created.  Doctor Annette Everard hired the best material engineers and chemists she could find and together they developed the now-ubiquitous habitats.  The design specifications were already known; all it took was a new approach and the desperate willingness to try new things. 
 
    Venus is a curious planet.  Of all the planets in Sol’s orbit, only Venus has a retrograde rotation, and it spins about its axis very slowly, once every two hundred and forty-three Earth days.  An out of control greenhouse effect spikes the surface temperatures well over four hundred degrees Celsius.  The atmosphere is over ninety-six percent carbon dioxide, and clouds of sulfuric acid blanket the entire planet. 
 
    And yet, despite the completely inhospitable surface, human colonization is perhaps even easier than it is on Mars.  By some coincidence, at an altitude where atmospheric pressure is equal to one bar, the temperature is a comfortable twenty-five degrees centigrade.  All that is needed to create a hospitable environment for humans is a slightly over-pressured habitat impervious to the acid rain, with no need for thermal insulation.   
 
    Compared to the frigid vacuum of the Martian surface, colonizing Venus is simple. 
 
    Early habitats used donut-shaped balloons with the habitat hanging below.  These were prone to failure and not nearly large enough for the population boom.  When Doctor Everard arrived to Venus orbit, she brought with her the equipment and materials to build a new type of habitat. 
 
    While still in orbit, the first habitats were constructed.  Around a central spine, a foaming aerogel was applied in an elongated teardrop shape.  The aerogel formed a matrix of tiny sealed bubbles of vacuum, lighter than helium and strong enough to contain the vacuum at atmospheric pressures.  Over the whole kilometer-long teardrop, a polymer coating was applied that was impervious to sulfuric acid and dense enough to prevent punctures to the aerogel. 
 
    The original teardrop shapes had a displacement of over thirty metric tons.  At the tail of the teardrop, the heaviest machinery and liquid storage tanks were placed to act as ballast.  At the top, below the widest part of the teardrop, the circular rings of the habitat were built. 
 
    Doctor Everard and her matriarchs brought enough materials with them to build two dozen habitats.  During the centuries since, asteroids were tamed and mined for bulk material, while the chemicals and solvents too difficult to manufacture locally were shipped from Earth.  The fleet of floating habitats grew from the initial two dozen to several hundred.  The population grew from pre-Protocol numbers in the low hundreds, to nearly five hundred thousand people. 
 
    Of those five hundred thousand, a single percent of them were made up of the immortal matriarchs and their eleven ainlif, sons tied inextricably to their mothers by the necessity for their yearly treatments.  There were a few endlaf, sons of the matriarchs not chosen to receive the immortality treatments, with the rest of the population the descendants of the original scientists. 
 
    Living space was at a premium.  New habitats were constantly being constructed and dropped into the atmosphere, but it took immense wealth to fund the aerogel shipments from Earth, and more wealth to mine asteroids for the raw metals necessary to form the habitats. 
 
    From the bunker at the center of the habitat’s aerogel core, Cynthia watched the monitors as the ainlif secured the habitat from the lowest maintenance tunnels to the highest observation deck.  Clipped reports came through, summarizing as every compartment and cubby was checked and scanned. 
 
    It took a little under an hour. 
 
    Finally, the all-clear was given and the locking bolts in the door released with a series of clunks.  Evan was waiting outside, with the good grace to look sheepish. 
 
    “The habitat is secure, Mother.” 
 
    “And the damage to the solar panels?” 
 
    “Micrometeorite fragments were recovered from the ablative polymer,” Evan admitted.  “The makeup shows unrefined nickel-iron content, with positive identification of chondrules.” 
 
    “A meteorite?” 
 
    Ethan winced.  “We believe so.  It seems an orbital refinery had an accident and some debris was knocked out of orbit.” 
 
    Cynthia held her icy stare until Evan dropped his gaze.  “Well, at least it wasn’t a real threat,” she finally allowed.  “But,” she said firmly as he looked up in relief, “I want a solution presented to me before midnight on how you propose to prevent this from happening again.” 
 
    Evan bowed his head.  “It will be done.” 
 
    Cynthia stepped up and laid a hand on his shoulder.  She had to reach up to do it, and she smiled as he twitched in surprise at the touch.  “Thank you, Evan.” 
 
    He nodded jerkily. 
 
    “You’ve checked with my sisters?” 
 
    Evan nodded again, and fell into step with her as she starting walking toward the lifts.  “Their ainlif have been alerted.  None have reported any untoward contacts.” 
 
    “Untoward.  An interesting choice of words.  I’m guessing that is related to the threat you withheld from me?” 
 
    He met her gaze evenly, without guilt.  “It was a calculated response, Mother.  There is unrest among some of the commons.” 
 
    “What is it this time?” 
 
    “They are in a near-riot about housing.  There, ah, was a video leaked to the internet of a walkthrough on Charing Hab.” 
 
    “Charing?  That’s one of the oldest of the habs, one of the originals.  What sparked the unrest?” 
 
    “The empty rooms, Mother.  It was footage from one of the maintenance crews decommissioning the third level.” 
 
    “They understand the level was being decommissioned because of the weight of the new computer installations?” 
 
    Evan shrugged as they stepped into the lift and looked a question at Cynthia, then punched the button for the second level at her nod.  “It’s still bad optics.  Some of the poorest are time-sharing bunkbeds on New London and Nueva Angela.  They’re not overly receptive to logical arguments.  All they see are the empty rooms.  Doubtless each of them envisioned themselves with a private suite.”  He rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Optics.”  Cynthia repeated sourly. 
 
    It was difficult for her to feel much empathy for the people crushed into tiny living quarters on New London and Nueva Angela.  They were the two mega-habs, seven habitats linked together to form a single structure.  The teardrop centers of those habs each had twice the displacement of New Galway, and every kilogram of that carrying capacity was dedicated to food production, life support, and living quarters. 
 
    The people knew the restrictions on expanding the available real estate on Venus.  If they kept having children, then the obvious consequence of that would be less living space.  It was no different for the matriarchs.  Yes, each matriarch might have eleven sons, but that was it.  They would never expand their population unintentionally.  Every new matriarch born was allowed only when the resources existed to support the new matriarch and her eventual sons. 
 
    “Maybe we need to pool our resources and build another mega-hab,” she sighed. 
 
    “That wouldn’t solve the underlying problem,” Evan pointed out.  “The population would simply expand to fill that space as well.  It’s a problem of underlying demodynamics.  People want to have children.  The poorer they are, the more desperate their situation, the more children they want to have.  It’s a genetic survival response.” 
 
    “You’ve been studying.” 
 
    Evan shrugged as the lift came to a stop and the door pinged open.  “It’s not a new concern, Mother.  Best that someone understands what’s happening.” 
 
    “You may be right, Evan.  But it is our duty to foresee the demands of the future.  If it takes generations to educate into a more frugal culture, then it falls to us to support our society in the meantime.  I will speak with my sisters and see what can be done.” 
 
    “Mother!  There you are!” 
 
    Cynthia smiled as Leila came running around the curve of the passage ahead.  She was tall for her age, and slender, her eyes brilliant blue and her raven hair streamed behind her, unbound as was her preference.  Leila was beautiful, not because of her genetics, though there was nothing at fault there, but through the unbridled enthusiasm that sparked from her eyes. 
 
    “Chase had me under lockdown for half the morning.  I need to prepare for the Challenge!  We’re going to be late if we don’t leave soon.” 
 
    Cynthia shared a look with Evan.  “Maybe it is best that you wait another year, Leila.  There is no rush.” 
 
    Leila scowled.  “I’ve been having my period for a year and a half already.  That’s nearly a thousand years of my life gone!” 
 
    “You’ll only live to see a hundred if you fail the Challenge, Leila.  Thirty-nine thousand years is a long, long time to live.  A few hundred years less will make little difference.”  Cynthia tempered her words with a smile.  It had been close to three hundred years since she had passed her own Challenge, but she still remembered the unbearable wait beforehand and the excruciating suspense as she had awaited her Verdict. 
 
    “I know that, Mother.  We’re nearly six hundred kilometers from Nova Aeria.  If we leave within the next half hour, we will still arrive in time for the Challenge.  I checked the map and the winds favor us.” 
 
    “There are security concerns–” 
 
    “We’re going to be late!” Leila groaned.  “They won’t let us in if we’re late!” 
 
    Privately, Cynthia rather doubted they would refuse her entry, but trying to tell that to Leila was a lost cause.  “It is a matriarch’s duty to have concern for the wellbeing of herself and her family,” she said firmly.  “We have just spent the morning in lockdown, Leila.  There are credible threats against us.  It would be irresponsible to act without verifying the safety of our own habitat and that of our family.” 
 
    “Mother!” Leila groaned. 
 
    “Speak with Alec, he is the security chief.  If you wish to be a matriarch, you must understand the value of patience.  And respect, Leila.  I won’t have you browbeating him.” 
 
    Leila waved over her shoulder, already turning the far corner as she ran off in search of Alec.  “Get ready to leave, Mother!  Half an hour!” 
 
    Evan coughed a wry laugh.  “Were you ever like that?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, I was even younger than Leila when I took the Challenge.  If anything, I was worse.” 
 
    “Still.”  Evan’s humor dried up and worry creased his brow.  “It makes me nervous, thinking of her taking the Challenge.” 
 
    “Enthusiasm is not a crime, Evan.  The Challenge questions search deep into your soul.  My mother wrote them and coded the evaluation algorithm herself.  It accounts for youthful tendencies.  If Leila has the innate character to be worthy of becoming a matriarch, she will pass the test.  If not…” Cynthia forced herself to shrug noncommittally despite the churning apprehension in her stomach. 
 
    If Leila failed her Challenge, she would be chemically sterilized on the spot.  Any hope for immortality would be lost and she would find no succor among the matriarchs.  Leila would find herself alone, with only the traditional stipend and no home to return to. 
 
    Most young women who failed the Challenge took their own lives.  Perhaps it was that underlying tendency that made them unfit to be matriarchs in the first place.  Perhaps it was the sudden loss of tens of thousands of years of life that pushed them to end it early. 
 
    Those that didn’t give in to despair found a way to make a living among the common citizens.  Most never came into contact with anyone from their old lives ever again.  The reminder of what was lost was too painful for all involved. 
 
    Cynthia loved Leila.  She loved the impetuousness, the brazen cheer, the tinkling laughter that rang in the halls as she played.  She looked forward to spending the next thirty thousand years with her.  Leila would have taken the Challenge last year, but she had been ill and unable to attend. 
 
    Her own words to Evan came back to her.  If Leila had the character to become a matriarch, waiting another year would change nothing, except deprive Leila of another thousand years of life. 
 
    Cynthia shook her head and turned to make her way to her quarters to change.  Alec would approve of their trip, she already knew.  Excitement quickened her pulse.  Today, Leila would become a matriarch! 
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 TWO 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from the collected works of Doctor Annette Everard, from a treatise titled “The Way Forward” written during the Exodus from Earth: 
 
      
 
    I do not blame James Womack for developing his process.  In a way, it was inevitable.  I only regret the loss of life that went with it.  I have confidence that the people of Earth will act in time to isolate those who have engaged in the Process.  They are finally aware of the danger and will act to protect their lives.  All that concerns me now is the matriarchs and the new society we will built on Venus. 
 
      
 
    I have written the Manifesto to guide us.  Its tenets are draconian by necessity.  The laws we make for ourselves must be far stricter than those for the general populace.  For we are immortal, to all intents and purposes, and the mistakes we make are on a scale that expands beyond all possible human understanding.  Even I, in my hours spent trying to delve into the future, cannot imagine what our society will be like ten thousand years from now. 
 
      
 
    And so, I must prepare the way as best I can, and structure our laws and morals to withstand the test of eons to come. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson Harding woke with a start as something jabbed him through his hammock.  The dark room was close with stale air despite the blowers going full blast, and the scent of body odor mingled with the sharp, acrid stench of vomit.  Someone below him muttered an apology, and Jackson saw the shadowed bulk of the man stand up and make his way toward the adjacent lavatory.   
 
    Someone cursed sleepily in the man’s wake and Jackson rolled over, fighting his growing irritation.  Men shouldn’t have to live like this.  Sleeping in shifts in rooms packed to capacity. 
 
    Jackson squeezed his eyes closed and tried to reclaim the drowsiness of sleep.  Down the aisle, someone with a racking cough started wheezing.  The phlegmy gasps for air stuck in his ears like hot needles.  He rolled to the other side and steadied his swinging hammock with an outstretched arm.  In a nook against the wall, he fumbled until his fingers closed about the cool, oblong shape of his tablet.  He thumbed the screen on and checked the time.  There was still another hour left before the next shift came to use the hammocks, but he knew he wouldn’t get any more rest. 
 
    He rolled onto his back and stared at the dimly seen ceiling overhead.  Was this his lot, then?  Could he hope for no better for the rest of his life?  An eight-hour shift working maintenance around the hab, then eight hours of leisure that drained away what little money he made, then eight hours in a stifling communal dormitory, only to start the whole cycle over again the next day. 
 
    There were things he could do to improve his life.  He could download a textbook on his tablet and learn more about electronics or programming instead of going to one of the gaming rooms.  He could abstain and save up his money.  But the lure of easy release from the grinding monotony of the day was a siren song he couldn’t pull himself away from. 
 
    Most times, he didn’t even try.  Even just the thought of sitting down after a grueling day’s work and trying to study circuitry diagrams was exhausting.  He was barely fifteen years old.  A normal boy his age would still be in school. 
 
    A year ago, he had come home from school to find his mother had already packed his things into a bag.  She had gotten pregnant again, and the maternity wards only allowed two children per mother.  He had accepted the bag, unable to understand and staring up at his mother, trying to meet her eyes.  She refused to meet his gaze, only pressed a half-empty credit chip into his hand and shooed him back out the door. 
 
    Fourteen years old and abandoned by his mother, Jackson had wandered the hab aimlessly, tears streaking the dirt on his face, until security had picked him up and directed him to the work center.  His situation wasn’t an isolated case and the security guards had processed him with a blunt lack of empathy.   
 
    He understood, in a way, why his mother had kicked him out.  So long as she had children under her care, she could live in the maternity wards where she didn’t need to work, had a private suite, and all the food she could eat.  Jackson and his sister were growing older, and without a new child to raise, she would have been kicked out of the ward once her youngest reached sixteen years of age. 
 
    Her new pregnancy was a guarantee of another sixteen years of comfortable living.  She could have aborted it and Jackson would have continued having a home.  After nearly two years of living as an adult, Jackson understood the harsh realities of the situation.  He didn’t blame her, but he also couldn’t love her. 
 
    He had never returned to the maternity wards.  He hadn’t even kept his name.  Jackson Harding was a name he had made up.  He had no papers to prove otherwise and nobody had challenged it. 
 
    These days, he barely remembered what his mother looked like.  If he passed her in the corridor, he doubted he would recognize her.  In all likelihood, she wouldn’t recognize him either. 
 
    Dull anger drove Jackson from the hammock and he dropped down to the deck softly.  His head was muddled with sleep, and he made his way out of the dormitory, careful not to bump into anyone else. 
 
    He took a turn into the locker room and keyed open his personal storage.  Twenty centimeters by a meter.  The only personal space he had, and it cost him thirty credits a month.  He tucked his tablet inside and stripped out of his sleeping shorts.  Naked, he padded into the showers and let the hot water pummel the last of his drowsiness away.  At least they weren’t on a water allowance this month and he could take as long of a shower as he wanted.  Vaguely, he knew the wasn’t truly wasted; it was filtered and pumped to the hydroponic levels to be recycled, but all that was beyond his education and interest. 
 
    Later, pink-skinned and clean, he returned to his locker and dressed for work.  He still had another hour before he was expected at the duty board, but he didn’t have anything better to do.  Maybe he’d put in a few extra hours today, try and put some credits away. 
 
    The coveralls felt a little tight about the shoulders; it was nearly time to turn his old clothes in to the recycler and buy a new set.  He had never met his father, so had no idea how tall he would get eventually.  At the rate he was going through his clothes, his father had to have been at least a hundred and eighty centimeters, though. 
 
    As Jackson made his way out of locker room, he passed by the first of the shambling early-risers, come to take advantage of the showers before the general press arrived.  Feeling a little smug, Jackson made a brief stop by the cafeteria, then headed straight to the duty board. 
 
    He might have been dealt a bum hand in life, but every new day offered an opportunity to improve himself.  This early, he could have his pick of the jobs available.  Maybe he could find something that would involve some training.  Anything he could do to expand his skill set would be another step toward a better life. 
 
    The bland protein bar he had picked for breakfast didn’t stick in his throat like it normally did, and his steps were light as he made his way up a level.  The lifts were full of people coming off their second shifts, so he took to the cramped stairs, unwilling to ruin his good mood by being stuck in a lift with a dozen smelly men. 
 
    Jackson made it to the job center and his steps slowed as he took in the empty kiosks.  He was the first to arrive, something he had never thought to do before.  He checked his tablet just to make sure the last shift had ended, and then stepped into the first empty kiosk.  After typing in his serial number, the screen blanked, and then scrolled down a list of available jobs. 
 
    There was a never-ending list of tasks that needed doing to keep the floating habitats functional.  Much of it was grunt work, menial tasks that required no skill and only a functional degree of personal mobility.  But there were always jobs that needed doing that involved more complex actions, like electronics that needed replacement, mechanical engineering tasks, and overhaul teams. 
 
    And there was always the possibility of catching the eye of a supervisor and being slotted into a vocational track.  He could learn to be an electrician or a systems engineer after a few years of experience.  Maybe even a crew chief himself someday. 
 
    The central database compared the list of tasks and compared them against Jackson’s skill set and the ratings he had received on past jobs.  The initial board of several thousand potential jobs shortened down to a few dozen as the computer eliminated those that were beyond his education level, or that he had performed poorly on in the past. 
 
    Next to each job, a credit amount was displayed.  The central computer calculated the job’s value based on how it estimated Jackson’s performance would be, on each particular task.  If it was a task he had proven himself to be efficient in, he would be paid more for it, as he could complete the job in a shorter period of time, and the quality of the product would be high.  Those jobs were listed in green.  If it was something that the computer guessed he would be able to do, but had no record of his performance, the computer offered them as grey, and the credit bounty for the job was low. 
 
    Picking up grey jobs and performing well on them was one way to improve his situation in life.  After the job supervisor reviewed his work and rated his product and performance, the computer would offer more of that type of job to him, at a higher credit rate. 
 
    If Jackson kept picking the same type of job, he would eventually develop enough skill in that field to be put onto a permanent crew.  Most people eventually found a vocation they could focus on and turn it into a career, though some people preferred the freedom of picking and choosing what they did each day.  It paid less than a vocational track, but it never had the danger of becoming boring and routine. 
 
    It was the grey offerings that attracted Jackson’s interest now.  He tabbed through a couple of them, reading through the job description and checking on the supervisors.  Most supervisors were fair; they were chosen partly for their ability to remain unbiased in their review of the work done.  That didn’t stop them from occasionally developing a like or dislike for people, though, and adjusting their review accordingly. 
 
     He skipped past a few jobs that looked like more unpleasant work.  Mucking out the aquaponic swirl filters, scrubbing the old carbon dioxide processing algae tanks, and the like were introductory jobs into eventually developing a vocation in H&H, the Health and Habitat sector.  Those could be cushy, but only after long decades of hard work.  Besides, growing plants had never been his thing. 
 
    Jackson’s eye caught on a job offering, one that he hadn’t seen come up before.   
 
    Surface Repairs Needed 
 
    Required: Knowledge of electronics and circuitry.  Experience in performing maintenance on machinery. 
 
    Plus: Experience with environmental suits.  Knowledge of and practice with exterior safety procedures. 
 
    Duration: 1 shift, with the option of preferred placement. 
 
    Credits: 250c 
 
    Crew Chief: Millicent Nicks 
 
      
 
    The computer had marked the required skills in green, recognizing his aptitude in performing similar tasks.  The environmental suit line was a shade of blue, denoting a similar skill that could be easily translated.  Jackson had spent a week, a few months back, clambering around in the cafeteria air ducts scraping congealed grease from the catchment cavities.  It had been a long week half-suffocating in an oversized filter mask.  Apparently, the computer equated that with wearing an environmental suit. 
 
    The last line, about exterior safety procedures, was cyan.  Jackson hesitated.  Cyan meant the chief was willing to teach someone the ropes.  It was the opportunity he had been hoping for, but he wasn’t sure about the career path this type of job would lead to.  Exterior engineers always received hazard pay, but there was a reason for that.  How many stories had he heard of some poor bastard getting caught out in a sudden squall and having his suit melted to his skin by the acid rain? 
 
    On the other hand, two hundred and fifty credits was more than he could normally hope to earn in a week.  If he took this job and performed well at it, there was a chance he could receive more of these types of jobs whenever they came up.  It was the fast track to a vocation.  With a profession in exterior engineering, he could afford his own apartment, attract a wife, and start a family.  He could raise his children properly, without casting them out before they were ready.  So long as he didn’t get caught out in a storm, or get blown off the habitat by a gust of wind, or suffocate because of a suit failure.  And he wouldn’t even have to work every day. 
 
    The job offering blinked and Jackson was a little startled to realize he had tapped the acceptance button.  The kiosk cleared and his tablet buzzed as the central computer sent the job details over.  A little numbly, Jackson stepped away from the kiosk and let someone else take his spot. 
 
    What had he just agreed to? 
 
    He could still back out, but the computer looked poorly on quitting a job once accepted.  It would result in the number of grey opportunity listings being cut down dramatically.  With a growing feeling of dread, Jackson tapped his tablet and got directions to where the job was located. 
 
    Jackson had never been to the core airlocks before.  His tablet buzzed with a new notification.  The chief had seen his acceptance of the job and was already telling him to hurry.  Trying to hold on to his cheerful mood, Jackson set off toward the lifts at a jog.   
 
    This was the first step to a better life, he reminded himself, and ignored the misgivings coiling in his gut. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Millicent Nicks was a blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman possessed of a vital exuberance Jackson hadn’t seen among the day laborers he normally spent his time with.  She was shorter than he was by a few inches, but her blunt personality quickly stripped away merely physical impressions. 
 
    “You’re the new guy?” she demanded, the moment Jackson stepped out of the lift. 
 
    “Um, yes?  I’m Jackson–” 
 
    “I know who you are, Jackson.  If I hadn’t cleared you through Central, you would never have made it to the vac dock.” 
 
    Jackson swallowed and nodded, but the woman was already turning away, speaking over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m Millicent Nicks.  I’ll be your IC for the day.  If you must speak to me, you can call me Supe, Supervisor, Chief Engineer, or Your Holy Radiance Nicks the Fourth.”  She paused, eying Jackson’s wary expression for a moment, then sighed.  “That was a joke, Harding.” 
 
    “Sorry, uh, Su– Chief,” Jackson stumbled. 
 
    “Right.  Central gave you a green on environment suits, so it must assume you’re not a total idiot.  Fortunately for me, I have no such compunction.  Until proven otherwise, I’ll assume you’re about as intelligent as a rectal amoeboid.  We’re under a time crunch, so I’m going to make this fast.  If you have the brains to keep up with me, then we can go places.  If not, I’ll black-mark you and send you back to the hub.” 
 
    Jackson nodded.  The protein bar in his stomach did a slow roll.  “I’m ready, Chief,” he said, and put some conviction behind his words. 
 
    “That’s the spirit.  Okay, here we go.” 
 
    Chief Engineer Nicks wasn’t the most graceful teacher Jackson had ever experienced, but she had an eye for practical detail and an abrasive humor that made even the most banal explanation stick in Jackson’s mind.  Before a half hour had gone by, he was climbing into an environmental suit and was going through the safety checks under Millicent’s watchful gaze. 
 
    A handful of men and women had gathered in the room as Millicent instructed him, but Jackson didn’t dare do more than glance at them.  The Chief pushed him hard and demanded his full attention.  By the time the others had performed their own suit checks and had geared up, Jackson felt comfortable in his suit. 
 
    The environmental suits were simple, rubberized canvas with a hard-plastic face shield and a pack that contained the oxygen supply and carbon dioxide scrubbers.  Jackson’s natural aptitude for machinery and his week in the grease pits made picking up the nuances of the suits rapid and easy.  The suits didn’t protect from acid and weren’t even particularly air-tight.   
 
    Going out in Venus’s atmosphere without a suit wasn’t immediately fatal.  The atmosphere made your eyes burn, but so long as you held your breath, you could manage.  All the suit provided was a slight overpressure of breathable air that kept the Venusian atmosphere from getting in and making your eyes water. 
 
    Millicent did a radio check, and then started grilling him on exterior safety procedure.  Every child growing up learned the basics of the three Fs.  Fasten, Forethought, and Focus.  It wasn’t dangerous, going outside the habitats, until it was.  That line, from routine to death, was crossed with brutal abruptness only when one of the three Fs was neglected. 
 
    If one was careful to always remain anchored to the safety line, if one always performed a barometric weather check and verified it against satellite models, and if one didn’t get distracted, then going out on the surface of the habitat was no more dangerous than brushing your teeth.  In theory. 
 
    One after another, Millicent threw scenarios at Jackson, and he answered them rapidly, sticking close to the three Fs and refusing to fall for the trick questions the Chief tried.  Finally, Millicent nodded and clapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Okay, rookie.  Grab your tools.  We’ll do a quick surface walk and an easy repair.  Then we’ll come back inside for a review.  If you make a mistake that could get yourself or one of my team killed, then you’re gone.  No questions, no second chances.  All clear?” 
 
    “Perfectly, Chief,” Jackson grinned.  His nervousness had faded, to be replaced by excitement.  He was about to go walkabout on top of the hab!  He had never thought to ever have the chance, and now he was being paid, and well, to do it. 
 
    Millicent scowled at Jackson’s grin.  “This is not a game, boy.  Focus!” 
 
    Jackson forced the grin from his face and nodded, then hurried to collect a tool belt.  Some day he could afford his own tools, but for now, the communal tools in the cabinet were all he had access to.  The job details on his tablet had listed out the repairs that needed to be made, and he filled the belt with the tools he thought would be needed.   
 
    With attention on the second F, he tried to think of every possibility and the tools he would need to overcome the challenges.  Unfortunately, he just wasn’t familiar enough with the task at hand.  Would he need an impact driver?  How about a breaker bar?  Were the housings bolted on or were they slip-fit? 
 
    One of the crew joined him at the cabinet.  “You’re the new wrench?” 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “The new wrench.  Mechanic.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Jackson hadn’t heard that name applied before, but he kind of liked it.  “Yes.  I mean, I’m trying out for it.” 
 
    The man grunted and held out a hand.  “I’m Polder, the Chief’s second.  Don’t worry too much about the tools.  I’ll be senior wrench on site, you’re just along to be a gopher and an extra pair of hands.” 
 
    Jackson nodded with relief.  “Okay. Thanks.  Uh, I’ve been doing mechanical and electrical repairs for nearly a year now, but I’ve never been outside.” 
 
    Polder shrugged noncommittally.  “The Chief says you’re cleared for it.  Here, let me see what you’ve grabbed so far.” 
 
    After a minute of examining Jackson’s tool selection and having him put half of it back, Polder waved to the Chief and announced they were ready to go.  Jackson joined the others in the airlock.  The small pressure chamber was barely large enough to fit them all.   
 
    As the piston banged away, sucking the air out of the chamber, Jackson felt the pressure build up in his sinuses and in his ears.  Pressure turned into stabbing pain and it grew hard to breathe.  He was about to complain about it, when he felt a tap on his shoulder.  Millicent gestured at his chest readouts and he realized he had to pressurize his suit. 
 
    Feeling a little foolish, he triggered his suit’s life support and stale, bottled air rushed into his suit, relieving the pressure on his ears and sinuses.  The rubberized fabric puffed out, straining at the seams against the low pressure in the chamber. 
 
    Then, with a pop and a hiss, the exterior door unsealed and the atmosphere of Venus rolled in. 
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 THREE 
 
      
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto 
 
    Tenet Five 
 
      
 
    The purity of the Matriarchs can only be maintained through unmitigated adherence to the standards of admittance.  Reasonableness leading to a polluting of the Matriarchs cannot be allowed.  Every Matriarch that is created must be considered as being part of our society for the rest of eternity.  It is up to us, and us alone, to limit the creation of new Matriarchs only to those whose standards of inherent ethics meets our requirements. 
 
      
 
    Once a Matriarch is created, they can never be destroyed.  No law or punishment can be leveled against a Matriarch.  The act of a Matriarch breaking the law, or acting beyond what would benefit all mankind, must be an impossibility.  Only through selecting women who will follow the strict codes contained within this manifesto will we guarantee a society that will last for the duration of our lives. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson braced himself against the airlock housing and looked out onto the Venusian vista.  The sun overhead was harsh.  Reflections against the exposed metal surfaces stabbed at his eyes and made him hold up a hand to shield face. 
 
    The others of the repair crew were already stepping out of the airlock and snapping onto the safety lines.  Jackson fumbled at his belt until his gloved hands closed over a carabiner and he snapped it over the taut line.  The first F, fasten, meant he must have at least one carabiner clipped to an anchor line at all times.  Good practice was to have two clipped in case of failure.   
 
    He noticed none of the others had two carabiners clipped, and after a moment, decided it was better to be safe than sorry.  He didn’t know what to expect out here.  Only when he was double anchored did he finally step out of the airlock. 
 
    The blue of the sky overhead was perfect, from horizon to horizon.  The arch of the habitat roof seemed insignificant, a drifting mote lost among towering columns of clouds.  The last F dragged his eyes back down to the cable under his hand and the repair to be made.  Losing focus would lead inevitably to accidents. 
 
    Solar panels were mounted on brackets everywhere he could see.  The hexagonal units were meshed together, with gaps only where repair crews had to travel.  He knew from diagrams that the footpaths crisscrossed the surface of the habitat.  It was a maze someone could get lost in.  How many people had died out here because they had missed the airlock and ran out of air? 
 
    Jackson hurried after the others, keeping one hand on the cable as he went.  The anchor cable was twenty mil of braided steel wire, encased in a durable rubberized coating that was impervious to sulfuric acid.  Every ten meters, the cable ran through a pylon anchored to the surface of the habitat.  As Jackson moved along the cable, he had to unclip at every pylon, move his carabiner to the other side, then repeat with the second carabiner. 
 
    It was slow going.  Without the need to fasten himself to the cable, he could have easily made twice the speed.  But, as Millicent had pointed out, haste was only necessary when foresight had been lacking.  As he went, Jackson started to develop a rhythm and he was able to keep pace with the others without having to rush between pylons. 
 
    After around ten minutes of travel, they reached their destination.  A clearing in the solar panels made room for the segmented glass dome of a sensor array.  The repair to be made was immediately obvious: several of the glass panels had been shattered. 
 
    The radio had been silent during the trip out, but now Millicent’s voice came over Jackson’s headset, giving crisp orders and assigning tasks.  Polder went to work with a reciprocating chisel, cleaning out the housing of broken glass and the epoxy remnants.  The two others that Jackson hadn’t met yet were put to work policing up all the broken shards. 
 
    “Harding, start mixing epoxy.  We need to patch all the holes in the surface of the habitat as well as anchor the new panels.”  She slung a satchel to the ground at Jackson’s feet.  “Resin and hardener.  We’ll need the first batch soon, so get mixing.” 
 
    Mixing epoxy was a routine Jackson was familiar with.  He checked the bottles to verify the mixing percentages, carefully measured out the volumes, and started mixing.  Epoxy was stronger the more it was mixed, so after reminding himself that he wasn’t in a hurry, he set about trying to produce the best epoxy he could. 
 
    He lost himself in the task.  It was almost pleasant, kneeling on the ground, mixing batches of epoxy.  The others would come by where he was working every few minutes and take away what he had mixed.  His arms were beginning to tire when Millicent had him go help Polder set the new panels in place. 
 
    Taking care to keep himself fastened at all times, Jackson made his way around the lines to Polder’s side.  Up close, he could see the charred divots in the ground where something had smashed into it at tremendous velocity. 
 
    “Micrometeorites,” Polder supplied tersely.  “We’ll be repairing panels and fixing holes for weeks because of it.  Word is, some daft bastard knocked free a slag heap from the orbital smelters.  Just shit luck that the dome was hit.  Normally we do this sort of thing by remote, but the glass is finicky.  Here, hold this in place.” 
 
    Jackson braced himself and held the panel while Polder applied epoxy around the edges.  After, Polder ran a UV torch around the epoxy, then declared it cured.  Warily, Jackson released the pressure and found the panel was firmly anchored in place. 
 
    “One down,” Polder announced.  “Three to go.  You’re lucky, Wrench.  This is an easy outing for your first time.” 
 
    Polder was applying epoxy to the last panel when Millicent cursed quietly.  “I hope you two are done,” she called, “because it’s time for us to go.” 
 
    “What is it?” Polder asked.  His hands moved with the same steady pace they had been a moment earlier, squeezing the epoxy out in an even bead. 
 
    “There’s a low-pressure bubble coming up under us.  We’re in for some turbulence.” 
 
    Jackson stared around at the others.  Fear lurched in his gut.  What were the odds?  His first time out and a freak weather anomaly was going to hit them. 
 
    “Oy!  Harding, don’t shift the panel or we’ll have to start over again.” 
 
    Focus.  Jackson pulled his eyes back to the panel and did his best to push the fear to the back of his mind.  What was a low-pressure bubble, anyway?  There were storms, occasionally, that made the habitat sway and bob drunkenly, but Nueva Angela had enough mass that storms of that strength were few and far between. 
 
    But the Chief hadn’t said a storm was coming.  He knew enough about the weather patterns on Venus to understand the terminology, at least.  The mechanics were simple enough.  Heat rises, so a pocket of hot atmosphere had formed down below the cloud cover, and was now rising toward them, searching for equilibrium. 
 
    The surface of Venus was well over four hundred degrees centigrade.  What had happened to create a hot spot amongst such extreme temperatures? 
 
    Polder’s steady pace ground on Jackson’s nerves.  They needed to be heading back!  The senior wrench drew out his UV torch and started playing the violet light along the seam. 
 
    “I know you’re impatient,” he said quietly, “but if we rush it now, we’ll have to break the panel free and chisel the housing out again.  We’ll be here for another ten minutes, rather than another thirty seconds.” 
 
    It was good advice.  Still, Jackson watched the slow creep of the torch with his pulse hammering in his ears.  Polder’s estimated thirty seconds seemed to drag out indefinitely.  Was the wind starting to pick up?  What would turbulence be like, exposed as they were? 
 
    The light was out!  Jackson eased off the pressure he was holding on the pane and sighed with relief when it held in place.  He released the suction grips and stowed them.  The others were tidying up, securing the last bits of refuse and bagging away the used epoxy cups. 
 
    “Good work, kid,” Polder said, and clapped him on the shoulder.  “Don’t sweat the turbulence too much.  We’ll be back inside before you know it.” 
 
    Jackson nodded uncertainly.  The wind was definitely starting to pick up.  Around him, the rubberized suit billowed and sagged as the wind changed directions.  A burned scent filled his nose, along with harsh, raw fumes.  His suit was working overtime, but some of the Venusian atmosphere had leaked into his suit somehow. 
 
    “Ugh,” Millicent spat.  “I hate that smell.  Are we all done here?” 
 
    A chorus of affirmatives acknowledged her and she set off, moving deliberately but quickly.  Jackson noticed all the others had two carabiners anchoring themselves to the cable now. 
 
    The wind picked up, but it wasn’t a constant, single-direction flow of air like standing in front of a recirculation duct.  The wind hammered at Jackson from behind, then softly from the side, then was gone altogether, then a sudden gust would hit him from the front. 
 
    The smell of the atmosphere grew in Jackson’s suit as the constant changes in pressure worried at the seams.  It was unpleasant and made his eyes water, but it wasn’t dangerous.  Yet.  If worse came to worse, he could always strip off the suit and breathe directly from the life support pack.  He would go through his air supply quickly, and it wouldn’t be pleasant, but he would live. 
 
    Progress back to the airlock was slow.  At every pylon, each person in turn had to stop, unhook one carabiner, rehook it on the other side, then repeat with the second carabiner.  There were five people in their group, and every pylon they came to slowed their progress by another minute. 
 
    The winds were growing stronger, and Jackson could see the cloud bank below start to swirl and churn as the low-pressure bubble pushed through it.  It was getting hotter as well.  At the altitude of the habitats, the temperature stayed a fairly consistent twenty-five to thirty degrees Celsius.  Now, the atmosphere that leaked through his suit felt scorching, well into the forties.   
 
    The inside of Jackson’s suit was sweltering and sweat ran down his face and arms and pooled in his gloves, making his hands look puffy and bloated from the outside.  Jackson badly wanted to wipe his face.  Sweat dripped into his eyes and the salt stung, compounding the irritation from the atmosphere. 
 
    He was hopelessly lost.  Any sense of direction he had was long since scrambled.  He clung to the safety wire with one hand and braced himself against the struts of the solar cells with the other.  The wind buffeted at them, catching at their loose suits and threatening to tear them from the surface of the habitat. 
 
    “Almost there!” Millicent called over the radio.  Her voice crackled and popped, the signal scrambled by the static building in the wind.  “Atmospherics called, they say there’s a threat of lightning.  Keep your heads down below the solar panels!” 
 
    Jackson looked up and saw the deep blue of the sky had been replaced by swirling grey mist.  Fear clutched at him.  This wasn’t harmless steam like he would see in the locker room showers.  This was sulfuric acid or worse.  Their time outside the habitat interior had a dramatically shortening timer.  The suits wouldn’t dissolve right away, but already he could tell the clear plastic of his face cover was starting to fog. 
 
    Or was it just the drifting clouds that made it seem like it?  Jackson put his head down and concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other and making his transitions around the pylons as swift as possible.  Focus.  If he just stayed focused, he would make it back.  His suit would take hours to melt away. 
 
    Jackson was fourth in line.  The Chief had the lead, with the other two crewmembers following, then Jackson, and Polder brought up the rear. 
 
    All the solar panels they were passing looked the same to him.  On the outward journey, they had been traversing downslope, and the view in front of him was the wide-open vista of the Venusian cloudscape.  On the return trip, all he saw was the gritty surface of the pathway in front of him and the arching struts of the solar panel supports. 
 
    Lightning snapped across the sky, brilliant white against the grey of the clouds.  Jackson started counting and barely reached two-one-thousand when thunder crashed over them. 
 
    Progress came to a halt.  Jackson leaned away from the safety line and saw they had come to a clearing among the solar panels.  The safety line stretched across the center, ten meters of exposed distance.  The Chief had already crossed and was beckoning from the other side. 
 
    “Come on!” she called over the radio.  “It’s not going to get any safer the longer you wait.” 
 
    The man second in line transferred his carabiners to the far side of the pylon and crouched, looking up at the sky. 
 
    “Just stay low,” Millicent suggested. 
 
    With a muffled curse, the man sprinted across the gap, bent over nearly double.  Millicent caught him on the far side and helped with his carabiners. 
 
    “Good!  All right, Tristan, it’s your turn.  Don’t make the others wait behind you!” 
 
    Tristan looked back at Jackson, then up at the sky.  He nodded, his jaw muscles bunching as he clenched his teeth.  “On my way.” 
 
    Jackson watched Tristan run across the gap with his heart in his throat.  It would be his turn next.  A sudden buffet of wind slammed into him and Jackson lost his grip on the safety line.  His carabiners snapped tight and he jerked to a halt, nearly a meter away from the line. 
 
    It saved his life. 
 
    Out in the open, Tristan lost his footing as the gust struck him and staggered, windmilling his arms in an attempt to keep his balance.  There was a sudden, blinding flash as one of Tristan’s arms was connected to the sky by a bolt of coruscating energy. 
 
    Jackson lost his balance as the tension from his belt to the safety line went slack.  He stumbled, knocked to his knees by the wind, and heard the safety line whip by his head.  Half-blinded, Jackson threw himself toward the nearest solar panel strut.  He got one hand about the reassuringly solid polymer and blinked the flash aftermath from his eyes. 
 
    Tristan was on the ground, limply rolling downhill.  The arm of his suit that had been struck by lightning smoked fitfully, and the exposed flesh of his arm was blackened and scorched. 
 
    Bile surged in Jackson’s stomach and he swallowed it back convulsively.  There was a ringing in his ears and static coming over his radio.  He looked behind him and saw Polder lying on his back.  The glove of his suit had been ripped open and blood glistened darkly.   
 
    The Senior Wrench wasn’t moving. 
 
    Gingerly, Jackson moved backwards, crawling on his hands and knees until he reached Polder’s side.  Inside his face mask, Jackson saw the man’s eyes rolling and he was gasping after air.  Of course.  With his suit ripped open, he wouldn’t be able to breathe. 
 
    Jackson fumbled in his tool belt and found the roll of tape.  Duct tape was a universal tool, convenient in almost every repair situation and he was never without a roll.  Moving quickly, Jackson folded the loose cloth of the torn arm fabric tight against Polder’s arm and wrapped duct tape around his wrist until the man’s suit started to puff back up again. 
 
    Polder’s hand was exposed and a welter of blood.  Only after he had sealed the suit closed did Jackson get a good look at his hand.  Polder’s pinky finger and ring finger were gone, torn off by the safety line as it whipped by.  Blood was running freely from the wound, fresh and red around the torn flesh, and turning blue as it was exposed to the atmosphere. 
 
    First aid.  Focus!  Jackson didn’t have a first aid kit on him.  He knew Millicent was carrying one, but she was on the far side of the open area, without a safety line to cross back to him.  That was fine.  He had what he needed in his hand already.  Jackson started the tape again, down Polder’s wrist where it was still dry and free of blood, then wound it upward, pulling the tape as tight as he could until the wound was enveloped and only the tips of Polder’s remaining fingers were exposed. 
 
    There.  Jackson got back onto his hands and knees and dragged Polder to the nearest strut.  The man was easily fifty kilos heavier than he was, and it took all his strength to drag him the meter and a half to safety. 
 
    The wind was only growing stronger.  On all fours, pressed against a strut, the buffeting wasn’t so bad.  Skeins of cloud whipped by, backlit by another deafening crack of lightning. 
 
    Jackson leaned over and looked into Polder’s faceplate.  The man’s breathing was easier.  His eyes were red and weeping, but they weren’t rolling any more.  The static in Jackson’s ear told him the radio had been knocked out by the lightning.  He leaned close and shouted as loud as he could. 
 
    “Polder!  You need to wake up!” 
 
    Jackson shook the man’s shoulder and was rewarded as Polder’s eyes squinted up at him. 
 
    “What…” 
 
    “Lightning!” Jackson shouted.  “The safety line snapped!  We’ve been separated, and I don’t know what to do!” 
 
    Polder reached up to grab at the strut with his injured hand and pain exploded across his face.  He looked at his bandaged hand in disbelief, then shook his head. 
 
    “We’re not far from the airlock,” Polder shouted back.  “Thirty or forty meters now.  We’ll have to crawl around the open space.” 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” 
 
    Polder winced and looked down at his hand again.  “You saved my life, kid.  I’ll be fine.  Let’s get going.” 
 
    Jackson let Polder take the lead, relieved that the Senior Wrench was alive.  Together, they crawled along the line of the solar panels, staying low and pulling themselves from strut to strut.  The wind rose to a gale and shrieked between the panels, hammering at them and threatening to rip them from the ground and fling them through the sky like rag dolls. 
 
    The lightning grew more and more frequent until it was sheeting across the sky in a nearly constant blaze of light.  It was impossible to communicate except by signs.  More than once, lightning struck among the solar panels, sending up fountains of sparks. 
 
    Fear soaked through every fiber of Jackson’s body.  He trembled with it.  He felt sick and his muscles were weak.  The pooled sweat in his gloves was starting to feel hot like his hands were being boiled.  Whenever his skin touched the suit fabric, it felt hot enough to blister. 
 
    Ahead of him, Polder kept moving from one strut to the next, leaving behind a smeared trail of blue blood.  Jackson followed doggedly.  He had pissed himself and the ammonia fumes of urine mixed with the acrid, scorched smell of the atmosphere leaking into his suit.  Every part of him wanted to curl up into a ball and scream, but the knowledge of safety being so close by kept him moving.  And if he stopped, Polder would leave him behind. 
 
    Polder pushed himself up and staggered into a half crouch.  Jackson shouted a warning, lost in the rolling thunder, then realized they had circled around the open area and a safety line stretched by over his head.  Gratefully he climbed to his feet and clipped his carabiners to the line. 
 
    The blowing wind knocked him about, but Jackson didn’t care.  Upright, with the security of the line keeping him anchored, he could move much faster.  Polder staggered ahead of him, awkward at every pylon as he worked his carabiners one-handed. 
 
    Then the bulk of the airlock coaoming rose ahead of them and Jackson felt a surge of relief.  They staggered inside and Polder slapped the cycle button before sliding down to the ground. 
 
    Jackson watched the blue blood dripping from Polder’s hand turn red as the interior air replaced the atmosphere, then the airlock pinged and slid open.  Jackson saw Polder slide sideways and hit the ground.  The man’s face was grey and his eyes were unfocused. 
 
    He leapt to the terminal next to the airlock and triggered the medical alarm.  Sirens shrieked, muted after the crashing thunder.  Jackson ran back to Polder and dragged him from the airlock.  He was just getting Polder onto his back and propping the man’s feet up when Millicent came charging around the corner, a few steps ahead of a medical team. 
 
    Jackson sagged into a chair and took off his suit’s hood.  The clear plastic of the faceplate was streaked and fogged by sulfuric acid and the sharp scent of it filled his nose.  His hands were shaking and he clenched them into fists as he watched the medical team get Polder onto a stretcher and ran off with him. 
 
    He didn’t know what to do next.  Polder had led him to a different airlock than the one he had exited from, and there weren’t any empty suit lockers.  His suit was probably ruined.  What was the procedure to follow?  Where was the other airlock?  He should probably return his tools. 
 
    His eyes sagged shut and he leaned his head back against the wall.  Outside, thunder rolled and wind howled, but it was muted.  Distant. 
 
    Rubberized cloth squeaked nearby and Jackson opened his eyes again.  Millicent was standing in front of him, her eyes haggard, her hair matted with sweat and tangled.  But she was smiling. 
 
    “Well, rookie, how was your first trip out?” 
 
    Jackson coughed.  “Is it always like that?” 
 
    Millicent shook her head.  “Not one in a hundred.”  Her smile twisted into a scowl.  “Tristan was an idiot.  He got himself killed, and nearly killed the rest of us.” 
 
    Jackson swallowed.  The image of Tristan tumbling to the ground and rolling away downhill hung in front of his eyes. 
 
    “You handled yourself well, and you saved Polder’s life.  Without you, this trip would have been much worse.”  She nodded to herself, slapped her hands on her knees and straightened up.  “Toss the suit and get yourself cleaned up.  You’ve earned yourself a bonus on top of your job fee.  And if you want it, you have a spot on my crew.” 
 
    Incredulously, Jackson looked up at Millicent.  She stuck out her hand and he shook it numbly.  “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “No, thank you.  Keep yourself free this evening; drinks are on me.” 
 
    Jackson watched Millicent leave.  What had he just agreed to?  Wearily, he stripped out of his suit and dumped it in the hatch the Chief had indicated.  His coverall smelled and he wrinkled his nose.  At least he hadn’t shit himself. 
 
    His tablet chimed and he thumbed it on.  Millicent had finalized her rating of his performance.  His eyes skimmed over the comments.  …above and beyond… …preferred assignment… …performance bonus…  Jackson stared at the credit transfer.  He had earned a thousand credits on top of the job fee?  That was more money than he normally made in a month! 
 
    Dazedly, Jackson thumbed his tablet off.   He was rich.  It was a temporary wealth, of course, but the lightning damage outside guaranteed many weeks worth of work.  Even without further bonuses, he would be wealthy beyond his wildest dreams. 
 
    First, though, he needed a shower.  And then to the dispensary, to get some new clothes.  It wasn’t the way he had expected to make a living, he thought.  Exterior work was dangerous, tedious, and quite easily fatal.  Still, he found himself almost looking forward to the next time they would go out the airlock. 
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 FOUR 
 
      
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto 
 
    Tenet Six 
 
      
 
    The structure of a matriarch family is perforce different than what one would see among mortals.  The Helix Rebuild treatments last for around four hundred days before they need to be refreshed.  The exact duration varies, and the onset of withdrawal symptoms is prolonged, so a treatment could be postponed for another twenty or thirty days on the outside.  In the interest of maintaining a buffer of safety, the maximum number of male children a matriarch should support is eleven.  These men, the ainlif, will remain immortal so long as their mother lives. 
 
      
 
    During the normal biological cycle of a woman’s menstruation, there are occurrences of multiple eggs being released at once.  Among biologically birthing populations, this is reflected as twins or triplets.  For a matriarch, the release of this extra egg offers an opportunity.  If the burden is acceptable, the egg can be raised as female, to perhaps join the ranks of the matriarchs.  Otherwise, the egg can be raised as male. 
 
      
 
    These male offspring beyond the eleventh remain mortal, the endlaf.  It is possible, through the untimely demise of one of the ainlif, for an endlaf to be chosen to rise up and join the ainlif.  This must be a merit-based promotion.  Otherwise the temptation for one of the endlaf to commit fratricide would be great indeed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison Romaine woke in darkness.  For a moment he listened to the quiet hum of the air circulation pumps, trying to figure out what had pulled him from sleep.  Whatever it was, it failed to repeat itself.  He glanced at the faintly glowing numerals on his tablet.  It was only a few minutes before his normal waking time.  Maybe his body had roused on its own in response to the expected tensions of the day. 
 
    Silently, Dennison rolled from his bed.  Maybe it was nothing.  Or maybe something had, in fact, woken him.  There was a mechanical rustle from the side of the room and Dennison spun to face it, muscles tense.  The blackout blinds covering his window cracked open, admitting heavily-filtered light into the room. 
 
    With a cough of rueful laughter, Dennison straightened from his crouch.  It was nothing but the automated blinds.  The quality of the light changed slowly, increasing from the dull, simulated dawn into bright daylight. 
 
    The sound triggered his suite’s house AI and screens powered up giving him various readouts.  As was his usual routine, he focused on his mother’s itinerary, scanning it for changes that might have taken place while he slept. 
 
    An addendum caught his eye; New Galway had gone through an emergency drill when one of the matriarch’s ainlif spotted some damage to the exterior.  Dennison frowned a little.  He couldn’t recall what New Galway produced, or who its matriarch was. 
 
    “Tabitha, run a search on New Galway.” 
 
    A digital sketch of a woman’s face appeared in one of the monitors.  “New Galway is an aquaponic R and D laboratory, owned and operated by Matriarch Cynthia Everard.  Exports include hybridized crop strains, as well as a genetically diverse variety of fish and crustaceans.  New Galway has a registered personnel count of three hundred, with Matriarch Everard the only matriarch in residence.” 
 
    Dennison nodded to himself, the rest of the details coming back to him.  It wasn’t surprising an Everard had chosen that for her life’s work.  Say what you will about that family, they were intelligent about selecting their exports.  New crops and the techniques to raise them in an aquaponic system were always in demand. 
 
    It was a little strange that the ainlif had reacted so strongly to damage to the exterior of the habitat, though.  Cynthia Everard probably had very few enemies, if any at all.  Who would want to disrupt a primary source of variety in their diets? 
 
    “Thanks, Tabitha.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Dennison.  Would you like me to prepare a meal for you?  There is time before your first scheduled meeting.” 
 
    “Sure.  Something light.  I may have to move quickly today.” 
 
    “I have just the thing.” 
 
    Tabitha’s face faded from the screen and Dennison heard the autochef deploy in the next room.  Dennison checked the time and looked at the itinerary for the day one more time.  Tabitha was right.  He had an hour before his mother’s shuttle was scheduled to leave. 
 
    He stripped naked and ducked into the shower, his thoughts still occupied by the events on New Galway.  His own mother, Alana Romaine, had been six years into a degree in robotics on Earth when she had skipped class to take the Matriarch test.  She hadn’t finished her master’s degree before the Exodus, but she had had nearly three hundred years afterward to study.  By any Earth standard, she would have collected over a dozen doctorates, and her innovations and inventions had spread to every corner of human civilization. 
 
    Alana’s prominence in machine automations had made the Romaine family exceedingly wealthy.  The triple-hab of Cross Station had been made to order.  The six Romaine women and their sons, along with a resident crew of over six thousand, ran the development labs and manufacturing printers that supplied most of Venus with automated machinery. 
 
    The smell of frying fish drifted in the shower stall and Dennison cut his shower short with an exasperated sigh.  Tabitha was a newer model of AI that was still in the testing phase.  There had been a lot of improvement in the language recognition module, but apparently the nuances of food-related colloquialisms needed more work. 
 
    He dried himself and got dressed quickly.  He had hoped for something simple like some sliced fruit or a hot cereal.  Not, he discovered when he finally stepped into the next room, fish tacos. 
 
    The machine arm of the autochef swung out and squeezed a lime over the tacos before folding back into the recess.  Despite his misgivings, Dennison’s stomach growled. 
 
    “Fish tacos?” he asked. 
 
    “According to my records of your metabolic rates, white meat and an acidic garnish suited your profile.” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and picked up one of the tacos.  The shell had been air-fried, and was crispy and light without being saturated by oil.  The tilapia was lightly browned and flaky, with a garnish of finely chopped lettuce, cabbage and radishes.  He bit into it and was surprised at how good it tasted.  The lime went well with the fish, and the crunchy juiciness of the vegetables kept it from sitting heavily in his stomach. 
 
    The portions Tabitha had prepared were larger than he would have made on his own, but to his surprise he finished off the last taco feeling perfectly satisfied.  Not full, but with enough in his stomach that he wouldn’t be getting hungry soon. 
 
    “I hope your breakfast was satisfactory,” Tabitha said cheerily. 
 
    “Tacos aren’t a breakfast food,” Dennison replied, “but I’ve no complaints.” 
 
    “Would you like me to prepare food for you on a more autonomous basis in the future?” 
 
    Dennison stopped his automatic reply halfway through.  This must be some new feature the AI team was working on.  Warily, he asked, “Can I opt out later?” 
 
    “Of course.  All beta procedures can be accessed from my terminal and canceled at any time.” 
 
    “All right.  Yes.  Keep surprising me.” 
 
    “I’ll do my best, Dennison.  You should know, your next appointment is in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Thanks.  Message Addison, inform him I am on my way.” 
 
    “Message sent.  Have a safe day!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Challenge!  There was no day more important in the life of a matriarch.  Female children were rare among the families.  The yearly day of testing did not always take place, and when it did, it always turned into a celebration.  Every matriarch that was able usually made a point of congratulating the new immortals. 
 
    This year, there were to be three challengers: Leila Everard, Samantha Delacroix, and Julie Rey.  Three was a large group, and it was welcome after four years with no young women of age. 
 
    Tabitha’s bid for safety echoed the sentiment among Dennison and his fellow ainlif.  Any time Alana left the security of Cross Station, Dennison couldn’t help but feel nervous.  The engineering and redundant security features of the habitats guaranteed the safety of those living within.  But Venus was a harsh world, with only the thin façade of the habitats protecting the population from inevitable death.  Once you left the safety of the habitats, life hung by a much narrower margin. 
 
    There was no good way to travel quickly over large distances.  For local travel under a few dozen kilometers, and flying about the habitats, skimmers were a viable option.  They were battery-powered and used relatively small amounts of energy to remain airborne. 
 
    Helicopters, prop-driven airplanes, jets, and any engine that relied on combustion to function simply did not work on Venus.  Not only was hydrocarbon fuel hard to come by, the atmosphere was completely devoid of free oxygen.  Carbon dioxide composed ninety-six percent of the atmosphere, and carbon dioxide does not burn.  It was possible to build a craft that contained its own oxygen supply and manufacture the fuel for it but flying such a vehicle was prohibitively expensive. 
 
    Dirigibles were the preferred method for traveling long distances.  Using the same vacuum-celled aerogel as the habitats, a dirigible covered in solar panels to provide power could travel at speeds up to two hundred kilometers an hour and carry several tons of equipment and personnel. 
 
    Nova Aeria was six hundred kilometers away from Cross Station, but tail winds would cut the journey down to just over two hours.  The return trip would take twice as long, assuming the winds didn’t change. 
 
    Dennison made it to the dirigible gantry as the inspection was being completed, still several minutes before Alana was due. 
 
    Addison met him at the doorway.  Like all of Alana’s sons, he was tall and spare, with an olive complexion and dark hair.  Whatever Y chromosome Alana had selected for her children hadn’t done anything to her rather prominent hook nose, and that feature was a mainstay among all the Romaines. 
 
    “Right on time,” Addison greeted him with a tight smile and a wave.  “I just finished the launch checklist.  We’ve the oxygen on board for a platoon.”  He handed a tablet over to Dennison and beckoned him through the hatch. 
 
    “I trust your work,” Dennison said, but he accepted the tablet and scrolled through the checklist.  Addison was right.  They were heavily stocked, not just with oxygen, but with food, liquid nitrogen, and other necessaries.  There were enough supplies onboard the dirigible to last the crew for a month.  “Are you expecting an emergency?” 
 
    Addison shrugged.  “You hear about the maneuver over on New Galway?” 
 
    “The ainlif on duty spotted some hull damage and overreacted.” 
 
    “Did he though?”  Addison paused in a doorway and looked back at Dennison.  “I’ve been following the news from New London and Nueva Angela.  The commons are angry about their living conditions.” 
 
    “Yeah, I heard that too, but none of them have the resources to assault a remote habitat.  And who would want to blow up New Galway?  It’s just a farm.” 
 
    “A farm with a displacement of over fifty tons,” Addison pointed out.  “You could house two thousand people there, instead of the two hundred current residents.” 
 
    “Two thousand people that would quickly starve,” Dennison grumbled. 
 
    “Hey, these are the commons we’re talking about.  Since when has logic ever dictated their actions?  All they have to do is cut back on breeding for a few decades and their housing situation would sort itself out.  We’ll be prepared against any eventuality.  I’m even bringing a portable server stack with Tabitha installed.  Did you have a chance to meet her yet?” 
 
    “Yeah, she made me breakfast.  Fish tacos, if you believe that.”  Dennison leaned against the wall while Addison punched a code into the security bunker.  Addison made it sound simple, but Dennison doubted such a straight-forward solution would be accepted.  He was a student of history more than Addison was, and he thought he had a better grasp on how the commons thought. 
 
    If history’s lessons were to be believed, whenever people were in a situation of hardship, they always had more children.  It wasn’t particularly logical, but it was a life-affirming biological response that was inevitable.  In the past, on Earth, when people expanded their population beyond what their resources could support, war was the inevitable consequence. 
 
    It was an unsettling thought.  There was no territory that could simply be conquered on Venus.  Every square food of living space had to be constructed at enormous expense.   
 
    Addison’s overstocking was starting to make more sense. 
 
    The door buzzed and swung open and Dennison followed Addison inside.  The cramped room had a plethora of monitors showing status readouts and security camera feeds throughout the dirigible.  On the primary rank of monitors, where an external feed showing the gantry and habitat airlock, a gathering of people was visible. 
 
    “Looks like mother is right on time,” Addison said. 
 
    “I’ll go and greet them,” Dennison volunteered. 
 
    Addison nodded absently.  “I’ll stay here and monitor the dirigible.  Stay on the comms.” 
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
    Dennison hurried back the way he had come, until he reached the dirigible’s airlock.  Hurriedly, he strapped on one of the belt pack rebreathers.  The belt carried a canister with enough bottled air to last for half an hour or so, with a facemask at the end of an accordioned tube.  It wouldn’t protect against precipitation, but in the case of a hull breach, he could survive until repairs were made. 
 
    Safety equipment in place, he cycled the airlock and exited onto the gantry.  He was still crossing the gantry when the habitat-side airlock started flashing the warning light.  Dennison slowed to a walk and reached the door a moment before it slid open. 
 
    “Dennison,” Alana greeted him with a smile. 
 
     “Hello, Mother.”  His eyes flicked to her waist, conspicuously devoid of a rebreather.  He looked up and locked eyes with his brother standing behind her, mute accusation in his gaze. 
 
    Bryson shrugged.  He had a spare rebreather hanging in one hand and a long-suffering expression on his face. 
 
    “I’m perfectly safe in the gantry,” Alana said, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “Mother, that’s not the–” 
 
    “If,” she said firmly, overriding Dennison’s protest, “something does happen, I have two capable sons with me who can keep me safe.”  She moved to brush by Dennison and drew up short when he held up a hand to stop her. 
 
    “Normally,” Dennison said doggedly, ignoring the growing anger behind Alana’s eyes, “I would acquiesce and accept the risk.  Not today.  You will wear the rebreather, or we’re staying in Cross Station.” 
 
    “Addison–” 
 
    “Addison would back me up on this one.  Bryson has your belt pack.  Please put it on.” 
 
    “It’s the one with the refitted belt,” Bryson said with forced cheer.  “You won’t even know it’s there.” 
 
    Glaring at her sons, Alana snatched the rebreather from Bryson and swung the belt around her waist.  “There.  Can we go now?” 
 
    Dennison stepped aside and matched his mother’s glare with a smile of his own.  “Thank you.  The dirigible has been prepped and is ready to go.” 
 
    Alana shifted the weight of the belt pack to a more comfortable position on her hip and strode down the gantry, her eyes stony. 
 
    With a shared look with Bryson, Dennison hurried to catch up.  He touched his collar and fingered the mic stud.  “We’re on our way in.” 
 
    “This is a celebration,” Alana said irritably, “not a military operation.  I’ve been to Nova Aeria thousands of times.  It’s perfectly safe.” 
 
    “Of course, Mother.”  Dennison didn’t bother arguing.  She knew as well as he did that it was perfectly safe because of the constant efforts of her sons to make it that way.  Carlson and Edison were already at Nova Aeria, having spent the last week verifying the habitat was safe.  Ferguson was piloting the dirigible and Garrison was standing by in the skimmer bay, ready to start the crafts up should something go wrong with the dirigible.  The other five of the ainlif would be staying behind in Cross Station, seeing to the daily affairs of the family business and making sure they all had a home to return to. 
 
    It might not be a military operation, but for the ainlif it was business as usual.  Alana never did anything without her sons vetting it beforehand and guaranteeing her safety.  She wasn’t always directly aware of it, and the business with the rebreather would have been passed off with good cheer under normal circumstances. 
 
    Alana had lived comfortably for over three hundred and fifty years, and Dennison was determined for her to live that way another forty thousand.  If she had to endure the discomfort of a rebreather pack every now and then, it was a price he was willing to make her pay. 
 
    They passed through the airlock into the dirigible, and Dennison led the way forward to the salon.  The floor-to-ceiling windows swept around in a broad horseshoe, giving an unobstructed view of the majesty of the clouds and sky. 
 
    Dennison pulled back with Bryson, and they took up stations by the entryway.  Alana and a dozen of her workers made themselves comfortable in the lounge and picked up a conversation, leaning over their tablets and swapping technical jargon back and forth. 
 
    The subtle vibration in the floor picked up in frequency and Dennison’s earbud clicked to life.  Ferguson’s voice came through as he negotiated with the habitat, finalizing their departure.  The gantry unlatched from the side of the dirigible, and the vibration jumped up another notch. 
 
    With the thrum of the engines a subtle vibration beneath their feet, the dirigible eased away from the habitat.  Conversation in the lounge paused as everyone looked out the windows, watching as the habitat slid away.  Even among the immortals who had taken dirigible rides many times, it was still a little bit nerve-wracking, watching the habitat draw away to the stern.   
 
    It was easy to forget that they lived in floating habitats, adrift in the endless skies of Venus.  The routine of their daily lives didn’t directly involve them in the engineering and maintenance that kept the habitat aloft, and it was easy to put the danger from their minds.  Watching all that security disappear behind them drove home how fragile their existences really were and reminded them that the dirigible offered temporary life support at best. 
 
    The lounge was silent until the habitat had passed out of view behind them.  Once they were adrift in the clouds with no manmade structures in sight, a collective sigh ran through the room.  Postures unlocked, soft music was pumped through the overhead speakers, and the passengers traded forced smiles with each other before picking their conversations back up. 
 
    Alana stood up from a cluster of systems developers and made her way aft to where Dennison stood on watch with Bryson.  She waved a hand when she grew close, dismissing their formal greeting before it could get started. 
 
    “It is difficult,” she said quietly, “always being on guard.  Always thinking ahead and watching over me.” 
 
    Dennison met Alana’s eyes and avoided glancing sideways at Bryson.  “It is our duty, Mother.  It is not difficult.” 
 
    “How old are you, Dennison?” 
 
    “You know perfectly well how old I am.”  Dennison’s lips twitched in a grin. 
 
    “Indulge me.” 
 
    “One hundred and twelve years old.  Eight months and,” Dennison squinted, counting in his head.  “Sixteen days.” 
 
    Alana nodded.  “You started receiving your treatments at twenty years of age.  Do you have any regrets about that?  Tying your life to mine?” 
 
    “Why would I have?” Dennison asked, surprised.  This conversation wasn’t going where he had expected it to. 
 
    “Not all families have such strict discipline,” Alana shrugged.  “I’m curious to hear your thoughts on the matter.” 
 
    “We follow the Everard model,” Bryson said, joining the conversation.  “The First Matriarch developed the culture of respect and protection among her sons, and none of her daughters have seen fit to deviate from that.” 
 
    “And who are we to doubt the methods of the Everards?” Dennison asked with a shrug of his own.  “It is hard to argue with logic and evidence.” 
 
    “We want nothing more than for you to live out your life to its fullest capacity, Mother,” Bryson said earnestly. 
 
    “It is not without benefit for you,” Alana smiled.  “Keep me alive, and your own life can extend indefinitely as well.” 
 
    “You know that’s not how we feel,” Dennison protested.  “We both took lifetime vows to protect you long before we started the Rebuild.” 
 
    “Surely there is a selfish benefit as well?” Alana asked.  “You spend one watch out of three guarding me, but there are still eight hours during which you pursue your own interests.” 
 
    Dennison shrugged uncomfortably.  Alana wasn’t wrong, but she was making it sound almost mercenary.  “Mother, is this about the rebreather?” 
 
    Alana raised an eyebrow.  “Am I so obvious?” 
 
    “Well, I won’t apologize for it, if that’s what you’re looking for.  Wearing a rebreather is standard safety procedures while outside a habitat.” 
 
    “You misunderstand,” Alana shook her head.  “I’m not chastising you.  I came over to thank you.  I make no claim to be the best mother in the solar system, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate the daily sacrifices you make, and your unending vigilance.”  She smiled.  “I couldn’t ask for better sons.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Dennison glanced at Bryson.  “Well, thank you.  For being appreciative.  I wouldn’t want to be ainlif to any other matriarch.” 
 
    Bryson nodded his agreement.  “We wouldn’t have you cloister yourself either, Mother.  We understand the necessity to experience life.  But there are times when it is okay to be free of care, and times when caution is wise.” 
 
    “And you think this is one of those times?  When we must use caution?”  Alana’s gaze was sharp, and a frown hovered at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “Truthfully,” Dennison replied, “we don’t know.  And that, more than anything else, is what has us on edge.” 
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 FIVE 
 
      
 
    Venus rotates very slowly on its axis.  For an object fixed in placed on the surface, a full Venusian day lasts two hundred and forty-three Earth days.  For one of the floating cities, falling out of the sun-lit side of the planet would mean death for all aboard as they are entirely reliant on solar power.  The winds are strongest near the edges of the sunlit areas, and so the cities tend to stay close to the center of daylight. 
 
      
 
    The floating habitat cities hold their position against the constant winds through the use of dozens of propellers.  There are times when storms bring winds against the habitats that the propellers can’t compete against.  The accepted solution is to dump mass and raise the city above the storm.  This is an expensive emergency measure, and most of the time habitats just ride out the storm and slowly migrate back to the center of daylight once the storm runs its course. 
 
      
 
    There are no natural nights on the habitat cities.  Without a transition to day and night, there is no purpose in keeping a local calendar; the people living on Venus simply use the same month and date as those living on Earth, leap years and all.  Because it is always daylight there are no time zones on Venus, and so everyone, regardless of where they live, keeps Greenwich Mean Time. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson Harding stepped off the lift as the doors slid open and a wave of sound and smell hit him.  Music thudded through the floor and pounded at his ears, a rapid junk rhythm that set his pulse ratcheting upward and picked him up on the balls of his feet.  The customary smell of unwashed bodies was obliterated by a miasma of pipe smoke. 
 
    An overweight black man stepped in front of him, towering head and shoulders over Jackson.  “You got an invite, sprout?”  The man’s shout was barely loud enough to be heard over the music. 
 
    “Leave him, Mansard.  He’s with me.” 
 
    Jackson nodded in relief as he recognized Chief Nicks pushing through the crowd.  She looked out of place in her civilian clothes; she wasn’t wearing anything imported, but her clothes were a statement of wealth regardless.  Most of the people Jackson lived with didn’t own anything beyond their current work jumpsuit.  Millicent’s clothes looked tailored and flattered her figure. 
 
    The black bouncer frowned but relented.  He stepped aside and gestured for Jackson to continue.  “If you say so, Millie.  You want me to add him to the logs?” 
 
    “He’s the newest extra on my crew,” she confirmed. 
 
    Mansard raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment any further. 
 
    “Come on!” Millicent grabbed Jackson’s arm and pulled him away from the lift.  “I’m glad you came.  It’s been hard to keep Polder from getting drunk before you arrived.” 
 
    “What is this place?” Jackson shouted.  “I’ve never even heard of a place like this!” 
 
    Millicent pushed past a group of loitering men and women and paused at a railing.  Below them, an enormous, donut-shaped club stretched out over two levels.  A DJ worked a mixing table, pumping music through the hanging speaker clusters.  The center of the donut was a bar with a dozen bartenders pouring and mixing drinks for the packed customers. 
 
    “Welcome to the Basement!” Millicent shouted in his ear.  “Extras only.” 
 
    “Extras?  What’s that?”  Jackson leaned over the railing, staring at the gyrating bodies on the dance floor.  The balcony level seemed to be a restaurant, with plastic paneling shutting out some of the pounding music.  It seemed like every other table sported a multi-hosed hookah pipe, and smoke hung heavy in the air. 
 
    “That’s you, now.  We work extra ordinem, beyond the normal; outside the safety of the habitat interiors.  These are your people now, Jackson.  We rely on each other for our lives every day.  The men and women you see here are the glue that keeps Nueva Angela from sinking into the inferno below the clouds.  Without us, life on Venus would revert back to pre-diaspora desperation.” 
 
    Jackson pushed away from the railing and followed Millicent as she led the way through a side passage and into the restaurant.  The music was reduced to a sub-aural thudding and the smoke took on a sweeter, fresher tone. 
 
    “Ready for your table, Millie?” 
 
    “Yep.  You keep Polder straight?” 
 
    “Best I could.” 
 
    “Thanks, Meg.  Come on, Harding, we’ve got some serious drinking to do.” 
 
    Polder was waiting for them, his left hand bound up in a cast.  He stood when they approached and waved them to the table.  “Jackson!  Man of the hour!  I’m glad you came, lad.” 
 
    Jackson shook Polder’s offered hand and did his best to ignore the cast.  Polder’s left hand had been a mass of mangled meat only a few hours ago.  He expected Polder to have been bedridden.  The gleam of chemical functionality behind his eyes explained the slightly drunken behavior of the senior wrench despite the waiter’s enforced sobriety. 
 
    “Hey, we didn’t meet properly out on the roof,” a narrow man extended his hand once Polder released Jackson.  He had watery eyes and stringy hair that hung lank over his forehead.  “Laud Rudner, systems specialist.  We’re all indebted to you for saving this lunk’s life.” 
 
    Polder sat heavily and propped his elbow up on the edge of the table.  “Damn straight.  Now we’re all here.  Meg!  I’ve got a bonus to burn through!  Keep the drinks coming!” 
 
    “Food first, I think,” Millicent insisted gently.  “Salmon is the special?” 
 
    Meg nodded and shifted her tablet so she could write on it.  “We got it in not five hours ago from New Galway.  Doesn’t get any fresher.” 
 
    Jackson nodded when Millicent pointed at him, seconding the order.  Polder shook his head when Meg turned to him. 
 
    “I want something special.  Lost half my damn hand out there.  Credits in the bank won’t do me any good if I’m dead.  What poultry does your kitchen have in stock?” 
 
    “Chicken for certain, but Alfonse might have some duck tucked away for a rainy day.  I’ll ask.” 
 
    “Duck sounds right nice.” 
 
    “We’ll have to check your credit before it’s cooked,” Meg cleared her throat.  “Not that we think you’re not good for it!” she added hurriedly. 
 
    Millicent raised a hand, cutting off Polder before he could do more than sputter indignantly.  “My treat, Andy.” 
 
    “I’m good for it,” Polder grumbled. 
 
    “Of course you are.  But I’m celebrating my senior wrench coming back to me alive, too.”  Millicent pointed at Laud. 
 
    “Salmon for me, thanks, Meg.” 
 
    The waiter nodded and left the table with a promise to have drinks sent shortly. 
 
    “She didn’t check your credit, Chief,” Polder pointed out. 
 
    “She scanned it when I had the table reserved,” Millicent sighed.  “Relax, Polder.” 
 
    The senior wrench leaned back and produced a cigar from a vest pocket.  “Right you are, Chief.  Thank you kindly.” 
 
    “You bought a cigar?” Laud asked incredulously.  “It’s real, isn’t it?  Let me smell!” 
 
    Polder ran the cigar under his nose and sighed with pleasure.  “Hands off.  It’s real as your mum, Laud, old boy.  Imported from Cuba, Earth.” 
 
    “Shit.”  Millicent laughed and shook her head.  “Did you drain your savings or something?” 
 
    “I’ve got a friend in Imports,” Polder grinned and produced a cigar cutter.  With a practiced motion, he clipped the end of the cigar and lit it with a match. 
 
    Jackson watched the friendly chiding and easy back-and-forth among Millicent and her crew.  He was having a little trouble coming to grips with the extravagance of smoking a cigar from Earth.  It was one thing to buy something made of leather, and have it last for years and years, but a cigar could only be smoked once and then it was gone.  Not to mention the flame tax that was tacked onto the price.  Oxygen was too valuable to be wasted on fire. 
 
    Meg came back with drinks, and at Millicent’s insistence, left the decanter behind.  Jackson lifted his glass and sniffed at the amber liquid inside.  The fumes stung at his nasal passages. 
 
    “To Tristan,” Millicent said, and raised her glass.  “Idiot though he was, he was still one of us.” 
 
    Jackson followed the motion the others made and took a swallow of the alcohol.  It seared his throat and burned down into his stomach.  He coughed and his eyes watered.  Polder chuckled and clapped him on the back. 
 
    The rich scent of tobacco drifted about their table, rising in milky curls from the end of Polder’s cigar.  Jackson’s head felt stuffy and somehow lighter than it should.  He was beginning to enjoy himself.  Conversation around the table drifted from topic to topic, avoiding anything that stank of work.  Millicent deftly included Jackson in the conversation and soon he forgot that he had only met these people that morning. 
 
    The food dishes came, along with a paired wine and garlicky bread sticks.  It had been years since Jackson had anything as rich and filling as the salmon.  Polder’s duck had a heavy smell than set Jackson’s mouth to watering.  He had never eaten poultry before.  Even chicken was too expensive for him to have tried. 
 
    Comfortable silence replaced their conversation as they ate hungrily.  Jackson tried to drink as little wine as possible.  He wasn’t a stranger to beer, but wine and the stronger liquors were entirely new to him. 
 
    The salmon was a marvel of flavor.  His regular diet of yeast protein bars and carbohydrate pills had only been infrequently broken by meals of tilapia and frozen greens.  Certainly, he had never had asparagus or potatoes.  The spears of asparagus weren’t to his liking, he found, but he ate them anyway, marveling in the crunch of the texture. 
 
    As much as he tried to slow down and experience the meal fully, it was over before he knew it.  He felt sated and the alcohol was beginning to make him feel drowsy. 
 
    Motion at his elbow made him look up.  A crew of men were making their way through the tables, led by a grizzled man with a full beard and streaks of white at his temples. 
 
    “Millie, good to see you.  Where’s Tristan, and who’s the new guy?” 
 
    Millicent’s smile looked forced to Jackson.  “Hello, Wharton.  Tristan got himself killed on the roof today.  This is Jackson Harding, my new wrench.  He saved Polder’s life when the safety line snapped.” 
 
    Wharton scowled.  “Shit.  I have a big assignment tomorrow, and I was hoping your crew could fill the ranks.  What happened to your hand, Polder?” 
 
    Polder blew a puff of cigar smoke at Wharton and propped his hand up on the table.  “Lost two fingers to the line.” 
 
    “Damn, man.  Millie, looks like I’ll have to find someone else for the job, no offense.  You’re two men down, with a greenhorn on apron strings.” 
 
    “Hey, back off, Wharton,” Polder growled.  “Harding saved my life out there.  I’d take him over any two of your worthless crew.” 
 
    Wharton snorted a laugh and shook his head.  “Forget it.  I don’t need the baggage.  I was only looking to repay Millie with a favor.” 
 
    “What’s the gig?” Millicent asked. 
 
    “It’s on a different habitat.  Nova Aeria.  They were hit by the same lightning storm we had, but they caught the brunt of it.  Had a whole bank of solar panels go out and they’re overbooked, with some big event happening.  Matriarchs are flying in from all over the place for it.”  He spat on the floor.  “Bunch of parasites.” 
 
    “Jackson,” Millicent asked, “how familiar are you with solar panels and running low-voltage cables?” 
 
    “I did low-voltage repairs in the hydroponic sector,” Jackson shrugged.  “And I know how to wire solar panels.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Millicent nodded.  “All right, Wharton, you got your extra men.” 
 
    Wharton sniffed and looked over his shoulder at his crew.  “Fine.  The dirigible leaves at two AM.  Don’t be late.” 
 
    With a last nod at Millicent, Wharton moved off deeper into the restaurant with his crew in tow.  Jackson watched them leave, his buzz fading away.  Wharton was the kind of man Jackson would have instinctively avoided.  Rude, brash, interested in his own gain only. 
 
    “What’s his problem with the matriarchs?” Jackson asked.  As far as he knew, the matriarchs were a sort of benevolent nobility, living on their private habitats and leading a more or less inscrutable existence. 
 
    Polder rapped the table with his knuckles.  “Bunch of high and mighty pricks, is what they are.  Sucking the life out of the Venus colony.” 
 
    Millicent rolled her eyes.  “What proof do you have of that?  They made it possible for us to live here in the first place.  Have you even seen the video archives of the pre-diaspora habitats?” 
 
    “I’m not saying they didn’t bring improvements,” Polder allowed, “but they live like queens while the rest of us grovel in the grime and toil endlessly our whole lives.” 
 
    “And smoke thousand-credit cigars,” Millicent added. 
 
    “That’s not the point,” Polder said.  His brow furrowed and he scowled.  “How many of us live on basic stipend?  We’re packed into barracks like sardines, time sharing hammocks, while they live on decks with room to play golf.” 
 
    “Not this shit again,” Millicent sighed. 
 
    “Look, Jackson.  I’ve got proof, too.”  Polder fumbled out his tablet one-handed and searched around until he found what he was looking for.  “Here, watch this.” 
 
    Jackson leaned forward, curious despite himself.  The video showed an entire habitat ring, stripped of interior walls.  A crew of workers was moving along, cutting rivets with torches and stacking the decking plates.  It was pretty clear they were dismantling the ring, despite the briefness of the clip. 
 
    Polder took back his tablet when the video finished and tucked it away again.  “I’ve a friend who was on that crew.  They took apart half the habitat, all of it just empty space.  Could have comfortably housed a thousand people there, but the matriarch who owns the habitat would rather strip away the levels than let us low-born peasants move in.” 
 
    “Don’t listen to him,” Millicent said.  “I’m sure there was a good reason to dismantle the levels.  And unlike Polder, I actually know which hab that was.  Charing was one of the original habitats, barely a kilometer in length.” 
 
    “Nueva Angela’s central stack is a little over three kilometers long,” Jackson said.  “That sounds like a really small habitat.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean there wasn’t plenty of room,” Polder argued.  “You saw the size of the ring.” 
 
    Jackson shrugged.  He wasn’t usually angry at things beyond his control, and the naked resentment on Polder’s face was a side of the senior wrench he wasn’t sure he liked.  But it did seem odd to him that they would be dismantling perfectly usable space.  Jackson thought of the cramped barracks he slept in during his night shift.  Why, only this morning he had been daydreaming about being able to afford to live in one of the little four-meter square cabins. 
 
    How many cabins could have fit onto that deck?  He had only seen a small segment, but surely the available space could have held a thousand such cabins, with room to spare. 
 
    Millicent saw the look on Jackson’s face and sighed.  “Not you, too.  Think about it.  How much water would be required to provide life support for an extra three thousand people?  How much infrastructure?  How many aquaponic tanks would be needed to feed the population?  And what of pumps, batteries, and solar panels to run the whole thing?” 
 
    “Maybe only half as much, then,” Polder allowed.  “I’m no civil engineer, I’ll admit that much, but–” 
 
    “It’s not an issue of space, Polder,” Millicent said firmly.  “It’s a matter of weight.  It all comes down to weight.  Charing has a displacement of thirty tons; all those early habitats were less efficient and over-engineered in places.  With life support and food production, that’s barely enough displacement to support a few hundred people.  The matriarch who owns the habitat probably decided it was better suited for something other than living space.  The extra decks would just be dead weight.” 
 
    That sounded pretty reasonable to Jackson.  Besides, even if they did turn that extra level into living quarters, how would he get to work?  He didn’t know any trade beyond habitat maintenance.  Certainly nothing that he could do at a workstation and earn a living. 
 
    A habitat with only a few hundred people living on it would require most of the local population to be involved in food production and basic living necessities.  On Nueva Angela, the bulk of the food for the people living there was produced through automation, but Nueva Angela had a displacement of seven hundred tons.  The weight of robots and farming machines didn’t make much difference one way or another. 
 
    Laud spoke up again, interrupting Jackson’s musings.  “I don’t know, Chief, I’m with Polder on this one.  All I know is the matriarchs don’t live in the same conditions we do.  It’s not fair.  All I’m asking for is a little consideration.” 
 
    “Yes, well.  Next time I see a matriarch, I’ll let her know,” Millicent said dryly.  “Can we drop it?  This is supposed to be a celebration, remember?” 
 
    Polder tapped his temple with a finger.  “Point taken, Chief.  I’ll save my bellyaching for another time.  For now,” he puffed on his cigar and blew a plume of smoke into the air, “I’ve got decadence to enjoy.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit.  Save that shit for Wharton and his boys.  You all can circle-jerk your conspiracy theories to your heart’s content.” 
 
    “What about you, Chief?” Jackson asked.  “Aren’t there things you want to improve about your life?  I gotta say, the thought of an extra level of apartments sounds real nice to me.  I wouldn’t mind a space of my own.” 
 
    “You’re still living in the barracks?”  Millicent waited for Jackson’s affirmative nod before shaking her head.  “You’re an extra now.  You’ll have the credits to get your own apartment soon enough.  And some clothes that aren’t coveralls.” 
 
    Jackson looked down at his coveralls.  He had forgotten what he was wearing.  The new material felt crisp against his skin, clean the way only new clothes could feel.  He hadn’t thought about buying more clothes.  He had always just worn the same coverall until it started getting holes in it or picked up an odor he couldn’t wash out. 
 
    “To answer your question,” Millicent said dreamily, “I wouldn’t mind saving up and buying a gyrocopter of my own.  I’ve always wanted the freedom to fly among the clouds.” 
 
    “Now I know you’re crazy,” Polder grinned.  “Nobody in their right mind wants that.  They’re acid, in case you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    “I know what they are,” Millicent said irritably.  “And it’s perfectly safe to fly through them, so long as it’s not actively precipitating.  The concentration isn’t high enough to damage a gyrocopter.” 
 
    “I’ve got much more reasonable dreams,” Laud said.  “I’ve almost got enough to afford an education license.  My kid isn’t going to grow up with the shit basic education.  He’s going to college, my friends, studying under a matriarch.  That’s where it’s at.  I’ll retire in twenty years with my boy pulling in ten times what his daddy makes.” 
 
    “That’s a dream, all right” Millicent smiled.  “We all know you’d go nuts without the adrenaline of going outside.” 
 
    “How old is your son?” Jackson asked.  Somehow, he guessed Laud didn’t have a woman in the communal maternity wards. 
 
    “He’s turning four in a month,” Laud said proudly.  “He has his mom’s nose.” 
 
    “Good thing, too,” Polder grinned.  “I wouldn’t wish your beak on anyone.” 
 
    “What about you, Chief?” Jackson turned to her next.  “Are you going to raise some children of your own?” 
 
    Polder snorted and Millicent smiled patiently.  “I’m married, but my wife and I decided we wouldn’t adopt.  Besides, watching over you lot is like running herd on a bunch of toddlers anyway.  My mothering instinct is all worn out.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Jackson hesitated.  He hadn’t expected that.  “What does your hu– ah, wife do?” 
 
    “She’s a geneticist,” Polder supplied, “mostly runs recombinant gene therapy on plants, sort of like accelerated evolution to get them to adapt to our growing conditions faster.” 
 
    Millicent nodded.  “That’s right.” 
 
    “Huh.”  Jackson sipped at the last of his wine from dinner.  He didn’t understand what Polder had said, beyond the bit about speeding up evolution.  He didn’t even know such a thing was possible, let alone that someone made a living doing it.  It made sense, though.  There were probably loads of plants on Earth that would have to be mutated to fit life on Venus.  “That sounds complicated.” 
 
    “It is,” Millicent grinned.  “Polder talks like he knows, but he’s bullshitting.  He got that line from me, and I barely know what it means.” 
 
    Laud glanced at his tablet and pushed back from the table with a sigh.  “If we’re going to catch a two AM dirigible, we should get to bed.  Flight leaves in seven hours.” 
 
    Millicent groaned, but stood up as well.  “I trust you’ll find a way to celebrate without us, Polder?” 
 
    The senior wrench saluted with his cigar.  “Leave it to me.  Doc ordered bed rest.  I may not do a whole lot of resting, but I’ll be in bed for certain.”  He winked and grinned.  “Don’t worry about me.” 
 
    “Right.  I’ll need you fit when we return.  We’ll have job orders backed up, what with the storm damage to Nueva Angela, so don’t get too wasted.” 
 
    Jackson joined the other two as they started making their way out of the restaurant.  His sleeping watch started at midnight and ran until eight AM.  There wouldn’t be a hammock available to him until then.   
 
    They exited the restaurant after Millicent paid the tab and walked over to the lift.  Jackson hung back, looking down at the energetic club in the lower area. 
 
    “I might just stay here,” he called over the thumping music. 
 
    “You really should sleep,” Laud shouted back.  “You won’t get much rest on the dirigible.” 
 
    “He’s in the barracks still,” Millicent shook her head, realizing the predicament Jackson was in.  “Why don’t you come with me?  I’ll set you up on the couch, and when we get back, I’ll help you find an apartment of your own.  You’re an extra now, and no extra under my command sleeps in the barracks.” 
 
    Jackson mumbled his thanks and stepped into the lift.  The doors shut, sealing off the pounding beat.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen the private apartments,” he commented.  “My mother raised me in the communal maternity wards.” 
 
    Laud sucked at a piece of fish stuck in his molar and grinned sympathetically.  “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.  The wards are shit.” 
 
    Jackson rather doubted that.  His memories of the maternity wards were of light and open space, running down wide hallways and having other kids to play with.  School had been carefree and easy.  His mother hadn’t had the credits to pay for an education license, so all he had access to were the core classes that taught him what he needed to know to be a citizen in a habitat.  Life before the barracks had been good.  It was hard to imagine something better. 
 
    The lift stopped and Millicent gestured for Jackson to follow her.  “This is my level.  Laud is several decks higher up.” 
 
    “See you at the dock, Chief,” Laud waved and the doors slid closed. 
 
    “Come on, not much further.” 
 
    Jackson fell in beside Millicent.  “I’m a little surprised you’re taking me in,” he admitted.  “You hardly know me.” 
 
    Millicent shrugged.  “I saw your record.  You have no criminal history, not even any misdemeanors on file.  I hardly think you’d rob us.  At most, you’d get a few weeks worth of living credits, and then what?  You’d be tried and stuck working in sewage management or something for the next couple years.  You’d lose any chance of being an extra and making enough money to improve your life.  You’re too smart for that.  I’ve seen your test scores.” 
 
    “I’m not going to rob you because of the possible punishment,” Jackson frowned.  “Why would I do something like that?” 
 
    The chief’s sideways look widened into a smile.  “Of course, you could just be a decent human being.  Oh, don’t look at me like that.  Most people are good citizens only when it suits them.” 
 
    Jackson thought of the people he had been forced to share sleeping quarters with and the people he had found himself in jobs with over the last couple years.  He couldn’t fault her estimation.  “Sorry.  You’re right, of course.  I wouldn’t trust a random person with my belongings either.” 
 
    “You’re not a random person any more, Jackson.  You’re one of my crew now.”  Her smile tightened into a feral barring of teeth.  “And I know exactly who you are.” 
 
    Millicent laughed it off before Jackson could protest and stopped at a door.  “This is me.  I told Sari we would be out late, so she’s not expecting us.  Hang tight while I explain things.” 
 
    The chief ducked inside, leaving Jackson out in the hallway.  The usual traffic of people coming and going was significantly lessened here and the narrow hallway was almost deserted.  He felt out of place.  The walls were cleaner than he was used to, the paint a light cream color that softened the glare of the recessed lighting. 
 
    Before he had the chance to grow self-conscious, the door opened up again and Millicent beckoned.  “Come in!  Sari wants to meet you.” 
 
    Jackson followed nervously.  Millicent’s apartment was sectioned off into two areas; the first, a larger, open room with a pair of couches arranged around an entertainment console on one side and a small food service on the other.  A half wall split the space.  Partially visible on the other side, a Murphy bed was folded up against the wall, with a doorway leading to a bathroom. 
 
    It wasn’t a huge space, maybe five meters by ten meters in total, but it was clean and the furnishings looked comfortable.  There was none of the scratched graffito that marred every inch of plastic in the barracks.  Potted plants hung about the rooms, exotic vines and dwarf trees that Jackson had never seen before.   
 
    Sari was shorter than Millicent, and slender where the chief had a generous figure.  Her black hair was kept short in a bob cut and she wore rimmed glasses.  She smiled when she saw Jackson, and her teeth were white against the olive of her skin. 
 
    “So, you’re the one who saved Polder?”  Sari stepped forward and shook Jackson’s hand.  “I’m glad you were there to help.  Millie takes it hard when she loses crew.” 
 
    Jackson cleared his throat.  “It’s, uh, nice to meet you, Sari.” 
 
    Sari smiled at Millicent.  “I like him.  He looks younger than you described.” 
 
    “I told Sari why you’re here,” Millicent said.  “She is okay with you sleeping on the couch.” 
 
    “Do you lose people often?” Jackson asked nervously.  “Outside, I mean.” 
 
    Sari raised an eyebrow at Millicent.  “I’ll get a blanket for Jackson.” 
 
    Millicent sighed and gestured for Jackson to take a seat on the couch.  “I’ll be honest with you, Jackson.  Anyone who tells you being an extra is safe is lying.  Risk is part of the job description, but it can be managed.  If you keep your head about you, you can have a long career in it.  I’ve been an extra for fifteen years, ten of them as a crew chief.” 
 
    “So, what happened to Tristan was uncommon?” 
 
    She grimaced.  “Tristan was an idiot.  He moved from crew to crew because nobody would have him on permanently.  He was sloppy with his safety, lazy, and barely competent with his tasks.  I wouldn’t have had him on at all, but he begged me for some work and there was enough menial labor on today’s job that I needed an extra hand. 
 
    “With people like that, it’s only a matter of time before they make a mistake they can’t walk away from.  Venus can be a cranky bitch when the mood is on her.  If you disrespect her, it catches up with you eventually.   
 
    “My only regret is that Polder was injured.  He’ll have to get a prosthetic and there will be downtime in his production while he learns to get along with it.  You’ll pick up a lot of his work in the meantime.  It’ll be like an apprenticeship.” 
 
    Sari returned and handed a folded blanket to Jackson.  “Here you go.  Don’t let Millie scare you off.  Working outside is a good way to make a living.  I wouldn’t have married her if I thought she was in any real danger.” 
 
    “You lie,” Millicent swept Sari up in an embrace.  “You get turned on when I tell you stories about almost dying out there.” 
 
    “Mmm.  Maybe.” 
 
    Jackson turned away, blushing, and busied himself with laying the blanket out on the couch.  He was a little worried that it would be uncomfortable, but to his surprise, the cushions were soft. 
 
    “I’ll let you two get some sleep,” Sari said.  “I’ll be up reading in case you need anything, Jackson.” 
 
    “Um.  Thank you.” 
 
    “I’ll wake you when it’s time to get ready,” Millicent promised.  “Come on, Sari, leave the kid alone.  I have stories to tell you.” 
 
    Jackson kicked off his slippers and lay down on the couch.  He didn’t strip down to his briefs as was his usual habit, self-conscious and overly aware of the two women moving around in the next room.  For a while, the strange room and the unfamiliar bedding kept him awake.  Then the tensions of the day caught up with him and he fell into a restless slumber. 
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 SIX 
 
      
 
    There is no law about it, but the ainlif sons of matriarchs have developed a tradition where they choose a new name when they receive their first Rebuild treatment.  The first son chooses and name that starts with the letter A, and every subsequent ainlif picks a name with the next available letter.  Young sons of matriarchs are always named starting with letters from L to Z, so simply by knowing the name of a matriarch’s son, you know whether he is ainlif or not. 
 
      
 
    Early on in the history of the matriarchs, an attempt was made to keep the letters matching the age seniority of the ainlif.  In the case of a death, the younger ainlif would choose new names to match their new placement in the hierarchy.  This was found to be confusing and the practice was dropped among most families.  Instead, the next ainlif to receive his treatment chose a name to fit the letter of the deceased. 
 
      
 
    For female children, they used the surname of their mother, with no restrictions on the given name.  Should the young matriarchs-to-be fail to pass the Challenge, the surname was stripped from them and they had to choose one of their own or go without. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila Everard checked the weather report again, refreshing it impatiently every time the satellite feed updated.  Anxiously, she scanned the image, following the lines indicated the direction and strength of the wind.  Around the habitats, the lines were denser and darker, indicating detailed meteorological readings.  In the gaps between habitats, the lines were vague, pinpoints of data gathered by floating aerostats and summarized by the satellites high above. 
 
    There was a storm building, still a week or so away from coalescing, but the swirling pattern was already becoming visible.  It looked like a big one, with hurricane-force winds and acid squalls stretching over thousands of square kilometers. 
 
    The biggest danger from the storms was the heat.  The habitats floated in a band of atmosphere that was a comfortable temperature, but the updraft from the storms could raise the ambient temperature up to a hundred degrees Celsius, enough to melt the aerogel core of the habitats. 
 
    New Galway was on the periphery of the developing system.  The lines showing wind currents were pushing away from Nova Aeria, indicating they would be flying into a headwind the whole trip in.  Fortunately, Nova Aeria wasn’t far away, and even with the headwind, it wouldn’t take them more than an hour to travel there. 
 
    There was plenty of time to take the Challenge and return to New Galway before the storm picked up enough force to be dangerous. 
 
    Always assuming her mother would ever show up. 
 
    Leila put her tablet down and peered down the hallway, searching the gently curving passage for a sign of her mother’s approach.   
 
    “Relax, Leila,” Chase admonished her.  “Mother is coming.  There is still plenty of time.” 
 
    Leila rolled her eyes at her brother.  He was already immortal, there was no rush for him.  “You say that like she’s never changed her mind before.” 
 
    “This is your Challenge day,” Chase shrugged.  “She wouldn’t want you to miss it.” 
 
    She groaned and paced.  The usual towering cumulonimbus clouds outside the windows were slowly being torn into altostratus as the winds picked up and disturbed their shapes.  Would her mother call it all off?  The Challenge was supposed to take place on April twenty-second, but that was just tradition.  There was no reason they couldn’t wait a few weeks and reschedule the Challenge for after the storm had passed, right? 
 
    Movement around the curve of the hallway caught Leila’s eye and she saw Evan striding toward her.  She had half a heartbeat of bitter disappointment; Evan had been sent ahead to tell them the trip had been canceled, and then she saw her mother following behind. 
 
    “Told you,” Chase said smugly.  “Come on, let’s get you geared up so we can cycle the airlock.” 
 
    Leila grinned at Cynthia as she hurriedly strapped the belt pack on.  “I was afraid you weren’t going to come, mother.  I was about to go with just Chase and I.” 
 
    Cynthia smiled patiently.  “Of course I was coming.  I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    The matriarch finished buckling on her rebreather and checked the tank levels before putting out a hand and catching Leila by the shoulder. 
 
    “Leila, sweetheart.  Are you sure you’re ready?  There will be no turning back once you enter the Challenge.  For better or worse, your fate will be sealed.” 
 
    Leila shrugged.  “Why, you don’t think I’ll make it?” 
 
    “Nobody but Annette knows the purpose behind the Questions, and what answers are correct.  I can’t tell you what they are because of my oaths, and I can’t prepare you for them because I truly don’t know.” 
 
    Looking up into her mother’s eyes, Leila saw a shadow pass over them.  Her mother wasn’t afraid of anything, but there was certainly an old fear haunting her now.  “I know all this, mother.  But the only way I will find out is if I enter the Challenge.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded and dropped her hand.  “I know you do.  And I know you know there are no exceptions and the results are final.  Even my own sister, Susan, was left behind on Earth.  There is no room among immortals for women who cannot pass the Challenge.  I guess I’m just afraid.”  Cynthia gave a little laugh and shook herself.  “You’re my first daughter, after all.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine, mother.  But not if we don’t get there on time.”  Leila tilted her head pointedly toward the open airlock. 
 
    Leila led the way into the airlock and Chase cycled the chamber.  The air from the gantry flooded in, hot and dry against Leila’s exposed skin.  The narrow catwalk leading to the dirigible flexed and creaked as wind buffeted the gantry. 
 
    “Are these winds safe?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “Well within tolerances,” Evan reassured her.  “The dirigible is like an enormous sail on the end of the gantry, that’s why we’re getting so much movement.  Once we’re onboard, we won’t even feel the wind.” 
 
    “What about returning?  I saw the weather report.  New Galway will be on the fringes of the storm unless someone pilots her free.” 
 
    “Baldwin is going to do just that, Mother,” Chase said.  “We’ll attend the Challenge then fly right back.  We shouldn’t have any problem docking by then.” 
 
    “And if the it suddenly grows stronger?  Storms have been predicted incorrectly before.” 
 
    “Then we’ll weather it at Nova Aeria.  It will be entirely safe,” Evan said.  “I wouldn’t risk your life, even for Leila’s challenge.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded.  “Fine.  Let’s get this over with, then.” 
 
    New Galway had two dirigibles.  The first, and larger of the two, was for carrying their produce to other habitats.  It had a displacement of two tons and was the largest dirigible in active use.  The other was compact, with a passenger carrying capacity of only five hundred kilos. 
 
    The passenger cabin on the smaller dirigible was cramped, with only room for two rows of seats separated by an aisle.  The men had to duck their heads once they got inside.  Alec was already in the forward cockpit, the nebula of lights and readouts giving his face a ghostly cast.   
 
    Leila sat in the seat across from her mother and looked out the palm-sized window at New Galway.  It looked huge and imposing from the outside, and overbuilt compared to the other habitats.  New Galway carried as much weight as other habitats her size, but it was all concentrated primarily in the enormous fishery ponds that ran in a belt around the third level. 
 
    “Welcome aboard,” Alec called back to them.  “Is it just the four of you?” 
 
    “The rest are staying behind,” Evan confirmed.  “Baldwin is in charge.” 
 
    The airlock cycled shut and Leila felt her ears pop as the cabin pressure jumped upward.  There was a clunk and the dirigible lurched. 
 
    “Gantry free,” Alec reported. 
 
    The radio crackled into life.  “Separation looks good from here, Alec.  Safe journeys.” 
 
    “Thanks, Baldwin.  We’ll be back before you know it,” Alec replied. 
 
    There was a hum and a building vibration as the dirigible props picked up speed, and New Galway swept away behind them.  Leila pressed her face against the glass and watched until it was out of sight.  Excitement ran through her, from more than just the unusual event of leaving the habitat, she was going to Nova Aeria!  She had been to the habitat once before to visit the doctor when she had turned twelve, but this time she was going to take the Challenge.  In just a few hours, she would be immortal! 
 
    Outside her little window, Leila watched the clouds slide by.  As they flew, the towering cumulonimbus clouds she was used to seeing were slowly worn away.  In their place, the stretched-out stratus clouds partially blocked the sun overhead. 
 
    From where she sat, she had a good view of the cockpit and it didn’t take her long to pick out the meter showing solar gain from the panels.  They were getting more than enough sunlight to provide the draw of the props, but their intake had been lowered by around twenty percent.  If the storm progressed much further, the dirigible would start losing power. 
 
    Her profile view of Alec’s face comforted her.  Her mother’s security chief watched the readouts calmly and eyed the clouds with lack of concern.  Alec was two hundred and forty years old.  He had seen every twist of weather Venus had to offer.  If he wasn’t worried, she reasoned, there was no point in working herself up. 
 
    Alec leaned forward and toggled his microphone.  “Nova Aeria traffic control, this is Fisher King requesting a landing gantry.  I have a matriarch on board, over.” 
 
    “We read you, Fisher.  What’s your heading, over?” 
 
    Leila sat forward, listening to the radio as Alec called in their position and heading, and received a confirmation on a landing spot.  By the time he was finished, she could make out the bulk of Nova Aeria through the torn clouds. 
 
    Dirigibles were anchored all around the habitat, some two dozen in all.  For a Challenge day, that was a small number.  Many of the more distant matriarchs must have put off the trip because of the storm.  There was still an hour before the Challenge was scheduled to begin, though.  Maybe more would be coming soon. 
 
    Leila found that she was grinning.  Storm or not, she was here! 
 
    Alec brought them in toward the gantry slowly.  As they got closer to Nova Aeria, the flow of wind around the habitat buffeted them.  Leila’s grin faded and she gritted her teeth against the turbulence.  For the first time, she started wondering at the safety of flying in the storm. 
 
    “Easy now,” Chase said softly.  “The Fisher King is built to fly in weather far nastier than this.  Alec knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    A sudden squall of acid rain lashed against the windows and the dirigible bounced and jittered.  The whine of the props outside kept changing pitch as waves of low- and high-pressure atmosphere washed over them.  Alec’s exchanges with the traffic control were clipped and tense.  Outside the window, Leila watched the habitat sway and plunge. 
 
    There was a clang against the hull and the chaotic turbulence smoothed out to a vibration. 
 
    “Grapple secure,” Alec reported.  “Reeling us in now.” 
 
    After another series of clunks and shocks, Alec sat back with a sigh and started flipped switches, powering down the props. 
 
    “All right, ladies, we’re here!” 
 
    “Well done, Alec.”  Cynthia stood and straightened her jacket.   
 
    Under the close overhead lights, Leila could see the sheen of sweat on her mother’s brow.  It made her feel a little better about her own nervousness during the landing.  If her mother had been scared, then it was okay that she had been scared as well. 
 
    “Masks on,” Chase said cheerfully.  He strapped his own mask in place and turned on the flow of air from the tank at his belt.  Through the filter, his voice came out fuzzy and muted.  “The gantry has reeled us in all the way and we’re fixed to the habitat.  Baring a catastrophic event, the Fisher King is secure.  That doesn’t mean the gantry wasn’t compromised though.  Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    They fit into the airlock all together, though it was a tight squeeze with five of them.  When the airlock finally cycled through, a wave of hot air rolled over them.  Even with her mask firmly in place, Leila could smell the harsh, scouring odor of Venus. 
 
    The gantry had been contracted to just a stub, making the passage from the Fisher King to the habitat only take a few moments.  The airlock was already open and waiting for them, and they were processed through with brisk efficiency. 
 
    Leila was the first out of the airlock and she stripped her mask off with a sigh of relief.  Nova Aeria at last! 
 
    “We made pretty good time,” Chase commented.  “The wind must have picked up more than expected.” 
 
    “Derek and Ferrell are on their way,” Alec reported.  “They were watching us dock from the control room.” 
 
    “They can catch up to us,” Cynthia said and wrapped an arm around Leila’s shoulders.  “We have a Challenge to go to.” 
 
    Leila leaned her head against her mother’s chest and smiled up at her.  Inside the habitat, the gathering storm was inaudible.  The turbulence outside was not able to shift the bulk of the floating city even a tremor.  It felt like an omen.  She just had to weather the emotional turbulence of the Challenge and then she would be free and clear on the other side with nothing to worry about for centuries. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila sat within the glass dome and tried to keep her face serene.  The mirrored finish on the inside of the glass was imperfect, allowing her to glimpse the vague outlines of the gathered witnesses.  Fifty-two matriarchs had gathered, despite the storm, to observe the passage of three new girls from human into the elevated ranks of the matriarchs. 
 
    The dome Leila sat within was small, some sixteen feet across and eight feet high.  There were no doors or seams; rather, the dome rotated out of the floor and perfectly sealed her within.  State-of-the-art sound dampening completely muted all sound from the auditorium outside.  Her clothing had been replaced with a simple linen shift and she had been scanned for any electromagnetic resonances. 
 
    The dome’s glass was interlaced with super-fine wires, subtly gleaming in the bright interior lights.  The wires acted as a faraday cage, eliminating any possibility of radio signals coming through the glass.  Leila was completely isolated within the dome.  All of the witnesses could see inside perfectly fine and kept sharp eyes on every nuance of her movement and behavior. 
 
    There could be no cheating during the Challenge. 
 
    Unconsciously, Leila touched the steel armband about her left arm.  Fine hypodermic needles penetrated the inside of her arm and punctured directly into the vein there.  Within the armband, a chemical castration agent waited.  Any attempt to dislodge the armband would inject her with the agent.  She had no choice now but to carry through with the Challenge.  Should she fail, the armband would immediately inject her.  Should she succeed, the armband would withdraw the needles and fall off. 
 
    A section of the deck opened up and a terminal rose from it.  Nervously, Leila stepped forward to the terminal.  This was it.  The questions would begin. 
 
    The laws of the Matriarch Manifesto forbid explicit discussion of the questions in the Challenge.  It did not restrict the teaching of morality and ethics, of course, and those topics had been the focus of Leila’s education during the last couple years.  She had studied Confucius, Aristotle, Socrates, and Plato.  She had studied history, debated the right and wrong of various systems of government, and puzzled over seemingly impossible moral quandaries. 
 
    She felt she was ready for whatever the Challenge could throw at her. 
 
    One thing that she knew was that the Challenge was a multiple-choice test.  And not a 5-way choice, like an IQ test, but simple questions of true, false, or ambivalence. 
 
    The screen on the terminal lit up and a brief introduction to the test was displayed.  Leila read it rapidly, her pulse ratcheting upward until it hammered in her throat. 
 
    This is the Challenge of the Matriarchs. 
 
    Answer each question truthfully, to the best of your ability. 
 
    Each question asks you for a simple yes or no, with no trick questions.   
 
    Morality is not black and white, so a third option, unsure, is provided. 
 
    When you are ready, you may touch the screen to begin. 
 
    Leila swallowed, and touched the screen.  The screen cleared, and the first question came up, with buttons for “yes”, “unsure”, and “no”, beneath. 
 
    While shopping, would you attempt to purchase an item obviously erroneously marked too low? 
 
    She hesitated.  This was not the kind of question she had prepared for.  It wasn’t even really a traditional morality question. 
 
    Leila had never wanted for anything, though her mother had ensured she was only given money that she had worked to earn.  Still, she liked a bargain as much as the next person.  But the question wasn’t asking about a bargain, it was talking about a mistaken price.  If a shop had made a mistake of marking the price of an item, that was the responsibility of the owner, wasn’t it?  If she then brought it to the attention of the owner or a clerk, the bargain would be gone.  There wasn’t anything wrong with that.  She would get the item at the reduced price, and in the future, the item would be marked correctly. 
 
    She pressed the “yes” button, and the screen blinked and another question appeared. 
 
    If you saw something damaged in a public place, would you make an effort to repair it? 
 
    The tragedy of the commons was something every child was taught on Venus.  With the lives of everyone reliant on the functioning of the habitats, it was inconceivable that anyone would allow something that was damaged to go unremarked upon.  Again, she pressed “yes”. 
 
    Would you sacrifice a child so that thousands may live? 
 
    Leila swallowed.  So much for easy questions.  This one hit home in a way that the others had not.  The December Protocol had been enacted because female children were being sacrificed for the benefit of others.  How could any matriarch believe such a sacrifice would be morally right?  The Manifesto made clear in no uncertain terms that the Womack Process and those who took advantage of it were evil.  She pressed the “no” button with conviction. 
 
    If there were no negative consequences, would you put off a task you knew must be done eventually? 
 
    Leila’s head was beginning to ache.  She thought she had known all the answers to morality questions.  Nothing about Plato’s Cave suggested a right answer here.  Aristotle and Confucius had nothing to say about this.  She answered the question truthfully: yes.  There were no negative consequences, right? 
 
    Answering the questions one after another grew harder and harder.  How many questions were there?  Fear that she was answering the questions incorrectly grew within her and her breathing became labored.  She had forgotten about the hundreds of people watching her.  All she could think about was the next question demanding she search her soul and come up with an answer that would determine whether she would live for tens of thousands of years, or if she would die in only a few score. 
 
    Finally, the last question blinked away and the terminal displayed a terse, 
 
    End of Challenge 
 
    Leila took a step back and drew a deep breath.  She had finished!  What would happen now?  She knew the two other girls taking the Challenge with her had to finish as well before the domes would open and the results of her Challenge revealed.  How far through the questions were they? 
 
    Deliberately, Leila stood at ease, feet shoulder-width apart and hands clasped behind her back.  The questions echoed through her thoughts.  Had she answered them correctly?  She knew a perfect score wasn’t necessary, but she didn’t know how many she had to get right.  Besides, hadn’t the Challenge started with the statement that morality isn’t black and white?  Maybe there were no right answers, and the questions would be compared against each other. 
 
    Her hands felt sweaty behind her back, and she felt lightheaded.  The band about her arm seemed to weigh a hundred pounds.  The waiting was worse than taking the test!  There was nothing she could do now but hope. 
 
    Minutes dragged by that felt like hours.  It seemed like every breath she took, she vacillated between knowing she had failed and confidence that she had succeeded.  The other girls were taking much longer than she had.  Had she made a mistake by rushing the questions?  What if there was a question she would have answered differently with more time spent on deliberation?  Soon, Leila told herself, the domes would open and their results would be shown.  She dreaded the inevitable and yearned to discover her fate. 
 
    There was a clunk of machinery within the floor and she startled.  It was happening!  The terminal sunk away and the floor plate sealed over it.  Then, with a hiss, the dome rotated around and vanished into the floor. 
 
    Leila found herself standing on a stage amid bright lights that made it impossible to see details in the watching crowd of faces.  With her were the two other girls who had taken the test.  She exchanged glances with them and was relieved to see they looked as worn out as she felt. 
 
    A mechanical voice spoke, loud in Leila’s ears.  “Julie Rey, daughter of Matriarch Emily Rey, has passed the Challenge.”  The redheaded girl to Leila’s left gasped out loud and sagged in relief. 
 
    “Leila Everard, daughter of Matriarch Cynthia Everard, has failed the Challenge.” 
 
    A sensation of hot liquid rushed up Leila’s arm and exploded through her chest.  Nausea rose instantly in her stomach and sour saliva flooded her mouth.  There was an echoing roar in her ears.  She moaned and lost her balance as the room swung about her. 
 
    The hard floor impacted Leila’s knees and she sprawled forward onto her hands.  Bile rushed through her throat and she vomited.  The mechanical voice said something, but she didn’t hear the words.  Blackness pulsed in her vision. 
 
    Distantly, she was aware of strong hands grabbing her elbows and hauling her upright.  Sparks flashed through Leila’s mind and she cried out, denial and horror making her voice shred.  Then, with a final burst of light, her vision collapsed and unconsciousness swept over her. 
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 SEVEN 
 
      
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto 
 
    Tenet Eight 
 
      
 
    Freedom is not a right.  Freedom is something that must be fought for, tooth and claw, blade and bullet.  Any society that takes its freedom for granted and stops fighting for it will soon become enslaved.  Among immortals, this is especially important to emphasize, as the passage of time will make even the most vigilant become weary. 
 
      
 
    To survive, we as a society must remain in constant flux.  New matriarchs must always be created and added to our ranks.  And among these newcomers must always be those who know the value of militant thought and aggressive action.  To stagnate into complacency is a sure way to condemn us all to death or worse. 
 
      
 
    Do not make the mistake of equating willingness to do harm with immorality.  We must include among our ranks those who are willing to match the aggression and depravity of those who would reduce us.  We must always be capable of fighting back, with overwhelming force, to destroy those who would seek to ruin us.  Such people will always exist, and we must always be ready to defend our freedom. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson stepped out of the airlock onto the broadly arcing roof of Nova Aeria.  The exposure suit he wore was an improvement on what he had worn on Nueva Angela in almost every way.  It was a fully-sealed suit, pressurized against the corrosive atmosphere of Venus and rated to remain in a full sulfuric acid downpour for extended periods of time without damage.  The suit had an integrated safety harness that had went on first, with multiple fastening points for rappelling. 
 
    The tools he had been issued were cast from ceramics and resin, and any exposed metal was stainless steel.  The repair crews on Nova Aeria did not lack for funding or resources. 
 
    “All right,” Millicent’s voice came over the radio clear and calm.  “You’ve both seen the weather forecast, and it doesn’t look good.  We’ll be working in a downpour within the hour.  Our suits should hold up, but if you catch even the faintest whiff of sulfur I’m sending you back inside.” 
 
    Jackson looked over at Laud and nodded.  “You got it, Chief.”  He had no intention of dying today. 
 
    “Good.  Laud, you have the map.  There is a prop repair needed that has top priority, then we will join Wharton and his crew in bringing the solar arrays back online.  Jackson, you’re second wrench to Laud.” 
 
    “Aye, Chief,” Laud acknowledged.  He turned about, holding his tablet at arm’s length in front of him before pointing.  “We go this way.” 
 
    Even the safety lines were better on Nova Aeria.  The cables were non-conductive carbon fiber and the carabiners were massively overbuilt, and easier to operate with gloves on.  Jackson hooked onto the cable behind Laud and double-checked the clip at his belt. 
 
    “All secure,” he reported. 
 
    Millicent secured herself behind Jackson and clapped him on the shoulder.  “All set.  Lead us out, Laud.” 
 
    The trip down the curve of the habitat’s roof gave Jackson more time than he liked to watch the storm build.  Clouds gathered and were torn apart, only to coalesce once more.  Wind buffeted them, but inside the exposure suits it felt distant and insignificant.  He couldn’t smell even the tiniest hint of sulfur. 
 
    Skeins of cloud whipped by them and misted them with acid droplets.  All around the habitat, clouds boiled, forming and disintegrating.  Striated cirrus clouds rolled by high overhead.  The usually flat blanket of cloud below was scooped and scalloped into mountains and valleys by the wind. 
 
    Jackson was just happy there were no flashes of lightning within the cloud formations at their level.  Far below them, the denser cloud layer flickered with sporadic lightning, but it was always doing that. 
 
    As they neared the edge of the habitat’s roof, Jackson caught sight of the prop they were supposed to repair.  It stood out from the edge of the habitat on a pylon, giving the sweeping, eight-meter blades plenty of room to spin.  Behind the blades, the streamlined engine cowling bulged, fifteen meters long and wider than Jackson was tall. 
 
    When they reached the base of the pylon, Millicent called them to a halt.  After giving Jackson a brief lecture on how to use the safety harness he wore, she broke out the rappelling gear.  Laud and Jackson changed from the carabiner safety clips over to carbon fiber cables.  Millicent would stay behind and manage the cables.  She lashed herself to the cleats and ran the cables through her own harness. 
 
    “All set, boys,” she announced.  “I’ll feed you line when you need it and keep up the slack.  You just concentrate on not falling.” 
 
    Laud waved and climbed out onto the pylon.  Jackson followed behind, his heart starting to pound in his throat.  He reached the edge and looked over.  Empty space dropped away below him, boiling with clouds.  His head suddenly felt hollow and his ears buzzed.  Sour saliva flooded his mouth. 
 
    “Shit.” 
 
    Laud turned around to look back at him.  “What’s the holdup, Harding?” 
 
    “Be right there,” Jackson muttered.  He glanced back at Millicent and the chief waved at him. 
 
    Gingerly, he put his foot on the first rung on the pylon and tested his weight on it.  The poly-coated steel offered a sure grip to his booted foot.  Wind gusted, making his suit tug against his harness.  There was nothing solid for fifty kilometers below him.  If he did fall, the pressure and heat would kill him before he actually impacted with the surface. 
 
    He tugged on his cable again, checking the knot one last time.  Then he took a deep breath and climbed out onto the pylon.  He went slowly, taking care that each step was secure and every handhold solid.  His hands ached from gripping so tight. 
 
    There was a job to do, Jackson reminded himself.  The prop was vital to keeping the habitat on course.  Without it, the storm might blow the habitat around to the night side of the planet.  If that happened, thousands of people would die, along with all the matriarchs that were on board.  He couldn’t help but notice all the dirigibles docked around the habitat.  The only people on Venus wealthy enough to own their own dirigibles were matriarchs.  There were dozens of dirigibles here, which meant there had to be at least that many matriarchs.   
 
    Despite Wharton’s angry rhetoric, Jackson had nothing against the matriarchs.  Like most of the people he knew, he rarely thought of them at all, and when he did, it was with a sort of disbelieving awe.  Immortality!  Who didn’t dream at some point of living forever? 
 
    Step by step, Jackson worked his way out onto the pylon.  Millicent kept the cable loose, and as he went, he clipped it into the anchors welded to the pylon every two meters.  The empty space yawned below him and he fixed his gaze on the rungs leading upward on the pylon. 
 
    “See?” Laud said, “It’s not so bad.  Give me a hand with this cowling.” 
 
    Jackson looped his cable through an anchor and reconnected his carabiner lines to rings set into the base of the cowling.  He still felt exposed, but now if his feet slipped or he lost his balance, he’d fall all of a meter or so before his safety lines caught him. 
 
    Following Laud’s direction, Jackson set about releasing the cowling clamps until they were able to lift the side up.  It pivoted back on a hinge, giving Laud easy access to the internals.  To Jackson, the prop engine looked of relatively simple construction.  The cowling protected a long series of simple low-voltage direct current electromagnetic drivers.  A single driver would produce only a few dozen kilos of torque, but all of them lined up in series threw enough force behind the shaft to get the prop spinning quite quickly. 
 
    The damage was immediately obvious.  A hinge in the cowling had become worn through friction and the protective enamel coating had flaked away.  The acid precipitation had eaten through the metal of the hinge, and then leaked down into the cowling.  One of the drivers had shorted out and fused, though it looked like no damage had been done to the shaft. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Laud muttered.  “Okay, Jackson, swing down to the base of the cowling.  You’ll find a hatch there, with breakers to cut the prop’s power off.” 
 
    “On it,” Jackson said, and unhooked his carabiners. 
 
    It quickly became obvious to Jackson that Laud hadn’t exaggerated when he said “swing down”.  The breaker hatch was beneath the cowling, with no easy way to reach it from the pylon.  He could climb around upside down, but Jackson didn’t think he had the upper body strength to pull that off. 
 
    “Just to make sure,” Jackson said, his heart hammering, “you want me to swing over to the breaker hatch?” 
 
    “How else are you going to reach it?  Hurry up, I can’t start working until the power is cut.” 
 
    “Chief, you hear that?  I’m going to be swinging on the line.” 
 
    “I copy, Harding.  Relax, I’ve got you.” 
 
    Jackson swallowed and clenched his hands into fists to stop them from shaking.  How hard could this be?  He had his line anchored to the pylon.  All he had to do was maneuver around until he was in a direct line to the hatch, then let go.  He’d swing over, grab onto the hand-holds next to the hatch, and cut the power to the prop. 
 
    Easy. 
 
    “There really isn’t a better way to do this?” he asked one last time. 
 
    “It’s only the perimeter props that are like this,” Millicent assured him.  “For the other props, the breaker hatch is right next to the pylon, in easy reach.” 
 
    “Today, Harding.  I don’t want to stay out here any longer than I have to,” Laud said impatiently. 
 
    Jackson nodded.  “Okay.  Okay.  I got this.” 
 
    Still unsure if they were playing a practical joke on him or not, Jackson let go of the rung and stepped off into space.  For a moment, he fell straight down and he bit down on a scream.  Then the cable caught his weight and he swung heavily up and toward the hatch.  He missed the hand-holds on the first swing and thumped into the cowling next to the hatch.  On the return swing, he started spinning and lost sight of the hand-holds. 
 
    There was nothing below him but the thick cloud layer kilometers away.  Only the thin ribbon of the carbon fiber cable held him away from certain death. 
 
    With the breath coming hard in his throat, Jackson twisted around, just barely keeping himself from panic.  There, the hatch was coming up again!  He flailed out with both hands and caught the hand-hold with a fingertip.  Before he could swing back down again, he grabbed it with his other hand and caught himself. 
 
    He forced himself to let go with one hand and fumbled at his anchor carabiner.  Grateful that the carabiners were oversized, he finally got hold of it and latched it onto the hand-hold.  He had done it!  Panic faded and he wheezed a breathless laugh. 
 
    “The power, Harding,” Laud reminded him. 
 
    Jackson swallowed back his hysteria and he popped the hatch.  The breaker was a big, red handle, and he twisted it to the off position with a heavy clunk. 
 
    “Power is off,” he announced. 
 
    “Good, now get back up here and help me with this driver,” Laud said. 
 
    “Well done, Jackson,” Millicent said.  “Laud, go easy on him.  He’s never done this before, remember.” 
 
    “I wish Polder was here,” Laud grumbled. 
 
    “He’s not, so stop complaining and work with the tools to hand,” Millicent said, her voice turning sharp.  “I remember a time when someone I know soiled himself his first time rappelling.” 
 
     Laud muttered something inaudible but stopped giving Jackson a hard time. 
 
    “So, how do I get back up?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “If you swing back, you will be where you dropped down from.  You might have to swing a few times and build up some momentum to get back high enough,” Millicent instructed. 
 
    “And you’ll be okay with my weight?” 
 
    “I’m anchored solid, Jackson.  Don’t worry.” 
 
    Getting back to the pylon was as easy as Millicent had made it out to be.  By the time he made it back up onto the pylon next to Laud, he was breathing hard but the fear had subsided to mere nervousness. 
 
    “Sorry about that, kid,” Laud grunted when Jackson joined him.  “I forget what it’s like out here for new extras.  You’re doing great.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Jackson said.  He tried to be cool about it, but his voice cracked, betraying his nerves. 
 
    “Don’t mention it.”  Laud ducked back into the cowling.  “I’ve almost got this driver coil loose.  See about patching that corroded hinge.  You should have a replacement in your satchel.” 
 
    Jackson got himself anchored against the cowling and dug through his satchel.  At some point, the designers and engineers of the habitats had realized the vital importance of making components as universal as possible.  The hinge that replaced the corroded one on the cowling was the same hinge Jackson had seen on doors, tool chests, vent covers, and pretty much every other swinging object on the habitats. 
 
    He used a rotary tool to cut away the corrosion damage on the cowling and cut out a replacement patch to rough dimensions with a pair of shears.  It was awkward, working on the side of the cowling, but all his tools had straps and elastic cords to keep them from tumbling away into nothingness. 
 
    It was a little tricky holding the patch in place while he squeezed epoxy onto it, but he managed to do it without gluing his glove to the cowling.  With the patch in place, he pulled up the diagrams of the cowling on his tablet and got the hinge where it belonged and got it tacked in place.  He wouldn’t be able to epoxy it until Laud had finished and they were able to close the cowling. 
 
    In the meantime, Laud had managed to get the damaged driver out of the engine and was tucking it away in his satchel.  “I’m done here,” Laud announced.  “I don’t have a replacement driver, but the prop will spin now, if at reduced power.  After the storm, another crew will have to come out with the parts and make everything good as new.” 
 
    “I’m done, too,” Jackson said.  “If you’re finished, we can close the cowling and I’ll set the epoxy for the hinge.” 
 
    “You do that, I’ll get the power turned back on.” 
 
    Laud moved away, climbing swiftly along the pylon.  He set his cable in the anchor and swung off into space without a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    Jackson swallowed.  It would be a long time before he had that sort of confidence, he thought grimly.  Replacing hinges was something he did know how to do, though, and he set about that task swiftly.  Without Laud in the way, he could move the cowling back and forth and locate the proper position for the hinge.  With everything in alignment, he applied the epoxy and sealed the cowling.  The new hinge and his patch should last for another twenty years. 
 
    Jackson climbed down off the pylon and joined Millicent.  Laud threw the power back on and the giant prop started slowly picking up speed.   
 
    It felt good, doing jobs like this.  Making these repairs to the habitats felt like he was really making a difference.  He wasn’t just cleaning grease out of kitchen vents or applying new grout in the showers.  Because of his actions today, the habitat would have better ability to stay on the day side of the planet.  Because of him, the matriarchs and other people on board the habitat would be safe. 
 
    He held on to that feeling of contentment as they marched back up the curving slope of the habitat toward where Wharton and his crew were repairing solar panels.  It might be dangerous, but it was worth it. 
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 EIGHT 
 
      
 
    When the ships carrying the first matriarchs arrived at Venus, they found the existing population living barely on the verge of survival.  Annette Everard’s negotiations with the scientists living in orbit and in the floating habitats in Venus’s atmosphere were brief.  She brought a promise of wealth and stability to the scientists, and the driving power of private enterprise. 
 
      
 
    Without the matriarchs’ arrival, the scientific expeditions on Venus were sure to have lost their funding as the governments back on Earth were gradually losing interest in the exploration of the essentially worthless planet.  There was no wealth that could be generated from Venus.  The surface was thoroughly out of reach and the elemental value of the atmosphere was nonexistent. 
 
      
 
    Annette knew this going in and her negotiating position was unassailable.  She had no interest in the scientific missions and was only concerned about finding a new home for her matriarchs.  The scientific expeditions surrendered control of the planet to her without reservation and informed their respective governments that their scientific missions had come to an end and that they would be staying on Venus.  For the most part, the governments that had men and women on Venus saw this as a windfall, an unexpected reprieve from the burden of sending an expensive expedition to the second planet to retrieve their explorers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison Romaine watched the test proctors carry the unconscious Everard girl off the platform.  The two girls who had passed the Challenge looked on, horrified at the proximity of their own worst nightmare.   
 
    The auditorium was silent but for a single, broken cry, choked off halfway through. 
 
    Cynthia Everard stood, staring down at the platform, her face white.  In moments, her ainlif had her surrounded and were escorting her from the auditorium before anyone else had a chance to move. 
 
    Murmurs filled the air and Dennison looked to his own mother.  Alana looked troubled, her face drawn and her brows furrowed.  Dennison left his seat and knelt beside her. 
 
    “Would you like to leave?” he asked softly. 
 
    Alana shook her head.  “No.  This is a celebration!  For two girls, at least.”  She looked over at him and something on his face made her expression soften.  “Do not worry for me, Dennison.  I was merely remembering my own Challenge.  It is a moment that stays with you.” 
 
    Dennison nodded uncertainly and returned to his seat.  The other two girls, someone from the Delacroix clan, and another Rey – lately it seemed like the Rey family had another matriarch take the Challenge every year – were being sworn in, reading each tenet of the Matriarch Manifesto and solemnly swearing to follow it.  Their faces were the picture of disbelieving joy. 
 
    It was a little hard for Dennison to reconcile the pure happiness radiating off the new matriarchs with the horrified cry of the Everard girl.  Like everyone else, he had no idea what questions were asked on the Challenge, but he had seen the toll it had taken on the girls within their isolated domes.  He couldn’t imagine what that must have been like. 
 
    Thank God he was born a man.  He would gladly serve his mother for thousands of years rather than go through the pressure of taking that test. 
 
    He listened to the tenets being read with a feeling of nostalgia.  He had taken the same oath when he had been given the gift of immortality.  Chills ran up his spine every now and then.  Time and again, the high voices of the girls touched on something that the day-to-day pressures of life had driven from the front of his thoughts. 
 
    It was the duty of the ainlif to be the forward shield of the matriarchs.  They put themselves in harm’s way so that their mothers could remain safe.  It was their solemn oath to be forever vigilant against the threats against their freedoms. 
 
    The threats against the freedom of the matriarchs were varying in their subtlety.  Besides the rare personal attack, there had been a brief attempt at a socialistic government that had been quickly shut down and the primary agitators quietly disposed of.  The Council of Matriarchs ruled Venus, and that was the way it was going to stay. 
 
    But even that had taken place before Dennison had been born.  Constant vigilance grew monotonous after decades of peace.  It took these rare reminders of what he was working for to renew his purpose. 
 
    His thoughts turned to the population problems in the megahabs.  There were two habitats that were constructed of seven stacks locked together in a rosette.  New London and Nueva Angela each had a population growing past forty thousand.  There were hundreds of single, double and triple habitats, with populations ranging from a few hundred to a few thousand, but none came even close to the sheer crush of humanity on the two megahabs. 
 
    The smaller habitats never seemed to have a problem with population expansion.  Maybe it was the moderating influence of the matriarchs that kept the common folk from breeding out of control.  Or maybe the smaller populations were easier to monitor and the societal pressure to limit the number of offspring to two was stronger. 
 
    Was it wrong to expect the common population to remain constant?  Like all ainlif, he was a student of history.  The most common reason people went to war was lack of resources and overpopulation.  How much longer would it take before the muttered discontent exploded into something more violent? 
 
    It was a matter that deserved more attention, and he resolved to bring it up to Addison.  Maybe the two of them could hash out a plan of action they could take to Alana.  Funding another megahab would go a long way toward reducing the tensions, even if it took another five years for the materials to be shipped over from Earth. 
 
    On the stage, the ceremony was coming to a conclusion, and the proctor formally accepted the two girls into the Council. 
 
    One by one, the matriarchs in the crowd left their seats in order of age seniority, and walked down to the platform to offer their personal congratulations to the two girls.  Dennison watched his mother make the trip, second in line, with no small degree of pride.  Alana was one of the eldest of the matriarchs, and her voice was given a lot of respect in the Council. 
 
    Dennison was surprised to see Cynthia Everard return to the auditorium.  The procession of matriarchs giving their welcome to the newest members came to a halt.  All eyes went to Cynthia as she walked unhurriedly toward the platform and climbed the steps. 
 
    Cynthia’s face was a mask of forced calm.  She clasped the hands of each of the girls in turn, and offered a tight, joyless smile, before turning back and marching out of the auditorium again. 
 
    “Cynthia has some serious nerve,” Alana said softly as the procession of matriarchs started up again.  “I don’t think I could do that if one of my daughters had just failed the Challenge.” 
 
    “Will she try again?” Bryson wondered aloud. 
 
    “She has the wealth,” Alana shrugged.  “Though, it might take a few years for her to regain enough confidence in herself.” 
 
    “The storm makes everything worse,” Addison commented from the other side of Alana.  “Cynthia is stuck here until the storm blows over, as is her daughter.  To run into her in the hallways would be excruciating.” 
 
    “For both of them,” Alana sighed.  “Young Leila will be kept out of the way, and likely sedated, until she can be brought to one of the megahabs and reintegrated.” 
 
     Dennison planted his chin on his hand and brooded down at the procession of matriarchs congratulating the two girls.  The wisdom of the Manifesto was cold-blooded but irrefutable.  A society of immortals must have iron-clad rules, and those allowed to join the ranks must be worthy.  The participants were given one chance to prove their worth. 
 
    The only surprising thing, he thought, was the number of matriarchs who had passed the Challenge.  Something like eighty percent of everyone who took the test succeeded.  Among the matriarchs, there were all types of women.  There were loners and socialites, scientists and artists, politicians and farmers, and everything in between.  But none of them were cruel, none of them were abusive, and none of them were criminals. 
 
    Whatever else the Challenge did, it successfully weeded out those who would have sociopathic tendencies.  If it occasionally eliminated those who were only marginally unfit, such was the necessity.  It would only take a single matriarch to ruin it for everyone else, and that possibility could not be tolerated. 
 
    “You coming?” Bryson jostled Dennison’s elbow and startled him out of his thoughts. 
 
    “What?  Sorry.  Are we leaving?” 
 
    “Mother is.” 
 
    Dennison saw that the last of the matriarchs were leaving the platform.  The mothers of the two girls were there, accompanied by lab-coated technicians.  They would be heading to the gene labs next, where the girls would be fitted with a uterine implant that would catch their eggs as they emerged from their fallopian tubes.  The implant made it possible to extract the eggs trauma-free for incubation or processing into the Rebuild serum. 
 
    “Right with you.”  Dennison stood and followed his sibling from the auditorium.   
 
    Addison was standing with Alana, his tablet in his hand.  “We have a slight change of plans,” Addison announced when Dennison joined them.  “Mother’s slot with the gene lab wasn’t until late afternoon, but there’s a vacancy that’s opened up.” 
 
    Alana’s nose flared, and then she gave a wry smile.  “I’m not happy about it, but there’s no sense in wasting time.” 
 
    Of course.  The lab would have expected three girls, not two.  “Great,” Dennison said.  “Anyone tell Garrison yet?” 
 
    “He was in the control tower assisting with the dirigible traffic,” Addison answered.  “He isn’t answering my calls, though.” 
 
    “Probably busy.”  Dennison shrugged.  “I’ll head up there and let him know the change in plans.  I’ll meet you down in the labs once I find him.  Send me a message with which lab you’re assigned to.” 
 
    Dennison waved over his shoulder and headed for the lift.  It was a bit of a hike to the control tower.  On Nova Aeria, the tower was a four-story blister that sat at the intersection between the three habitat teardrops.  To get there, he would have to take a lift to the top ring of the teardrop he was on, then go around to the intersection where another lift would bring him to the tower. 
 
    He reached the top level of the main habitat and paused by one of the large picture windows.  The leaded glass offered a visual portal to the chaos of the storm.  They were in the thick of it now, though the habitat’s bulk rode out the surging winds without reaction. 
 
    The blanket layer of clouds below had been torn into mountains and valleys kilometers high.  Lightning flickered, and the white of the sulfuric acid clouds were stained with yellow from the aluminum chloride layers deeper in the atmosphere. 
 
    Around Nova Aeria, clouds of sulfuric acid whipped by, lashing the habitat with squalls of precipitation.  The props around the rim of the habitat were a blur of speed as they fought to keep on course.  Dennison eyed the walls of yellowed cloud worriedly.  It wouldn’t be immediately catastrophic for the habitat to run through aluminum chloride, but it would wreak havoc with the enamel protecting the habitat aerogel cores.  The habitat would have to be evacuated while the aluminum chloride was neutralized and the cores re-coated. 
 
    Dennison turned away from the window and hurried down the corridor toward the central lift.  The view outside the habitat spurred him on.  Something wasn’t right.  There was no reason to risk damage to the habitat. 
 
    He passed the arc of windows and slowed down from the jog he had unconsciously fallen into.  The lift came into view and he strode toward it. 
 
    A woman stepped out from behind a desk and moved to intercept him before he could reach the lift. 
 
    “Hello,” she greeted him with a veneer of pleasantness.  “You’re lost, I guess.  This is the control tower.” 
 
    Dennison had to stop or he would bowl her over.  “I’m aware of where I’m going,” he snapped. 
 
    “Then you’re also aware that it’s a restricted area.”  She smiled at him without humor.  “It’s not a tourist attraction.”  There was an unspoken undercurrent of not-so-polite dismissal in her tone. 
 
    Impatiently, Dennison drew out his tablet, found his authorization flashes and spun it around. 
 
    The woman’s saccharine smile slipped as she took in the lurid splash of color, and her eyes darted as she took in the list of qualifications and experience.  Like everyone who lived on Venus, Dennison had a rank with the central duty board, so that in the case of an emergency the computer could triage people to where they were needed most. 
 
    “I have business in the tower,” Dennison said pointedly, jerking his head to the side. 
 
    “Ah.  My apologies, Ainlif.”  The woman ducked her head and hurried back to her desk. 
 
    Dennison hurried to the lift and hammered the button.  The woman who had stopped him was on her phone, calling his arrival ahead of him.  That suited Dennison just fine.  The faster he could find who was in charge, the faster he could resolve the situation and the inherent danger it put Alana in. 
 
    The trip up into the control tower was quick.  Once he let the lift’s scanner read his tablet, it went straight to the floor he requested without stopping.  When the doors opened, there was a harried-looking man waiting for him. 
 
    “Hello, Commander Romaine.  We appreciate your interest in the safety of Nova Aeria, but you have my assurances that everything is under control.” 
 
    Dennison stuck his hand out.  “And you are?” 
 
    “Chief Officer Hadwell.”  He shook Dennison’s hand.  “Might I ask why you made the trip up here?” 
 
    “I’m looking for my brother, Garrison.  He was helping guide dirigibles to their docking stations.  But now I’m concerned about the condition of the habitat.  Why are we still flying so low?” 
 
    “Ah, yes.  Uh, Garrison was on the third level where traffic control is, I believe.  He certainly wouldn’t be on the command deck.” 
 
    Dennison stepped past Hadwell, ignoring the CO’s polite attempts to usher him back into the elevator.  He took in the readouts on the screens running in a semicircle around a raised central station.  A little over two dozen people were hunched over terminals in the semicircle, working furiously. 
 
    “Ahoy up there,” Dennison called up to the central station. 
 
    The broad-shouldered man leaning against the railing turned, his brow furrowed, and then grinned when he saw Dennison.  “Well, if it isn’t my favorite Romaine!  What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Just looking for a straight answer, Everard.  I didn’t think you’d still be flying this hulk.” 
 
    “Well it isn’t Cross Station,” he admitted, “but someone has to do it.  Get up here, I could use your eyes.” 
 
    The CO fell back at the invitation, chagrin that his protests had been so completely ignored making his face ruddy.  Dennison gave the CO a nod and climbed the steps.  From the captain’s station, the view of the surrounding terminals was uninterrupted. 
 
    “Your CO wasn’t inclined to answer my questions about our current altitude,” Dennison said as he scanned the terminals.  His eyes caught on the power intake meters and he grunted.  “You’re running on fumes.  What’s happening here, Alden?” 
 
    “We have two-thirds of the battery banks offline while a work crew finishes the repairs on the solar collectors,” the captain said sourly.  “There’s no immediate danger.” 
 
    “It’s a gale out there.  What’s the reading?” 
 
    “Beaufort Eight,” Alden said, reading it off a monitor.  “The crews are trained to work in up to twelve.  There’s no emergency yet.” 
 
    Beaufort Eight was a wind strong enough to knock a grown man off his feet.  From personal experience, Dennison knew only the most basic tasks could be achieved in that sort of wind.  At twelve Beaufort, a man would need mechanical assistance to move along the safety cables. 
 
    “If the wind blows us into an aluminum chloride well, every man you have outside is dead,” Dennison said grimly. 
 
    “You don’t need to tell me that.  We’re running models of the wind flow and the existing cloud formations.” 
 
    Dennison leaned against the rail, his mind racing.  Alden Everard was doing the right thing, under the circumstances.  Dropping the liquid carbon dioxide ballast would get them above the danger in a hurry, but the extras doing repairs would suffer the brunt of the maneuver.  He was about to suggest a gradual ballast release, then saw a monitor showing that Alden was already doing just that. 
 
    Nova Aeria was rising as the weight of the ballast was discarded.  They had already lifted nearly a kilometer above the normal cruising deck, but the storm had stirred up the clouds even more than Dennison had thought.   
 
    The habitat still carried nearly two tons of disposable ballast.  Dropping it all at once would rocket the habitat into the upper reaches of the atmosphere, much the same way that an air-filled balloon held under water launches upward.  To a man on the outside, the sudden hurricane of wind could be fatal. 
 
    Until the extras finished their repairs, they were limited to the gradual release of ballast. 
 
    “Hell of a time to do repairs,” Dennison said, mostly to himself.  He didn’t mean it as a criticism; the storms on Venus didn’t give much warning and were hard to predict. 
 
    “Not that we had much choice about it,” Alden grumbled.  If he took offense at Dennison’s comment, he didn’t show it.  “An orbital foundry had a mishap, shed a few tons of refuse in an unplanned dispersal.  We caught the fringes of it and the debris knocked out a third of our solar panels.  We had a repair crew called in from Nueva Angela to provide extra manpower.” 
 
    “I heard about that.  New Galway caught a piece of the debris as well.” 
 
    “And Nueva Angela, and a dozen other habitats.  What a mess.” 
 
     On the screens front and center, a rendered representation of the clouds surrounding Nova Aeria was displayed, constantly looping through a short animation showing the current state of the clouds and a freeze-frame approach through the next sixty seconds.  The prediction model gave Dennison a clearer picture of where the habitat was and how the clouds about them were moving. 
 
    Nova Aeria was running down a trench in the clouds, riding the winds.  Behind them, the storm was kicking up a boiling swirl of lower-layer clouds, heavy with acids and metal sulfides.  The predictive model showed how the clouds behind them were beginning to curl over, not unlike an ocean wave.  The habitat was slipping sideways, driven at a frantic pace by her props, running a few kilometers ahead of the collapsing wave. 
 
    It reminded Dennison of a video he had seen of a surfer on Earth, riding the curl of a wave until the water arced overhead and began crashing down, with the surfer shooting through a tube of water at a tremendous speed.  Such was the fate of Nova Aeria, except if the clouds closed overhead they would be forced to rise up through them.  Unlike the surfer on Earth, who eventually outran the curl of the wave, there was no way the habitat props could outrun the storm. 
 
    “We’re running out of time,” Dennison said grimly.  “What’s the status of your repair crews?” 
 
    “It is getting close,” Alden agreed, “but they’re not out of time yet.  The last check-in claimed they were nearly complete.  I’m giving them all the time I can.” 
 
    Dennison’s grip on the railing turned his knuckles white.  Mentally, he urged the extras to work faster.  He could only imagine the pressure they were under and the difficulty in fighting the gale-force winds.  The extras he had known were competent men and women, who earned every credit of their generous bonuses. 
 
    It took stones of steel to stand out in the elements and defy a planet that was actively trying to kill you.  He had nothing but respect for them, but they knew the risks.  If it came down to a choice between risking the habitat and risking the extras, he would not hesitate to save the habitat. 
 
    He hoped it wouldn’t come down to that, but there was more on the line than the lives of a few extras.  Damage to Nova Aeria would be intolerable.  The habitat was one of only three that provided the necessary process to turn a matriarch’s egg into the Rebuild serum.  Without Nova Aeria, hundreds, if not thousands, of Ainlif would die an excruciating death. 
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 NINE 
 
      
 
    The original explorers to Venus went in search of life.  It was hoped that in the middle atmosphere, microbes or other floating or flying life forms could have developed.  There were trace compounds in the atmosphere that suggested metabolic byproducts might be existent. 
 
      
 
    Despite the scientifically sound principles, the earliest explorers did not find anything humanly recognizable as life.  Later, as human contamination of the atmosphere became inevitable, the search was largely abandoned.  More promising environments, such as the ice-covered seas of Enceladus or Europa, received funding instead of further Venusian exploration. 
 
      
 
    Earthly bacteria can survive on Venus, though it eventually dies off from lack of nutrient input.  It is hypothesized that the bacteria human explorers have brought to Venus will eventually mutate into something that can withstand the acidic environment and receive its energy needs from solar input.  Indeed, there are signs such mutations are already beginning.  Not that anyone cares anymore.  By and large, the human population of Venus has far more pressing matters to concern itself with than whether extremophile bacteria has adapted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson Harding dragged himself along the safety line one braced step at a time.  As the storm had picked up, he was, at first, grateful for the improved design of the exposure suits on Nova Aeria.  Then, as the wearying labor of repairing solar panels in gale-force winds dragged on and on, he grew resentful. 
 
    The working conditions on the curving roof of the habitat were beyond extreme.  Wind howled past him, dragging at his tool pouches and parts satchel.  Without the safety cable, he would have long since been blown off into empty space. 
 
    If they had been wearing the flimsier suits available on Nueva Angela, they would have been forced to retreat to the safety of the habitat long ago.  Reminding himself that he was being well paid for the day’s work, Jackson crept forward until he reached the next panel. 
 
    Moving one carabiner at a time, he transferred himself off the safety line and onto the panel’s anchors.  In the lee of the panel, the buffeting of the wind was lessened.  They were under a time crunch, though, and he had no time to relax. 
 
    Jackson drew out his multimeter and checked the solar panel’s wires.  The panel was hot.  Relieved that he wouldn’t have to perform any repairs to the panel itself, he looked down to the habitat’s enameled surface. 
 
    The milky-grey of the enamel was too opaque for him to see the aerogel beneath, but he could make out the shadowed form of the electrical conduit as it ran from the base of the solar panel to a junction.  That junction was reporting a successful connection, so the break in the circuit was somewhere further into the panel cluster. 
 
    Wearily, Jackson transferred his carabiners to the next panel in and repeated the task of verifying that the panel was live and connected to the junction.  Each cluster of panels was linked in series.  Individually, the clusters didn’t produce much voltage, but with all the panels connected in parallel, the amperage would pack a hell of a wallop if he accidentally touched a bare wire. 
 
    A few panels later, he heard the popping hiss of a short before he was able to see it.  He climbed slowly through the panel braces until he saw the white flashes of electrical discharge. 
 
    “I have eyes on the short,” he announced through his mic.  “Section five, panel…” he squinted, trying to make out the stenciled lettering through the jumping arcs, “panel eighteen.” 
 
    “Good work, Jackson,” Millicent said.  Her voice was tight with effort, and he could hear her labored breathing as she hauled herself along the safety line.  “Stay clear, I’ll be with you in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Belay that order,” another voice chimed in.  “This is Section Chief Tulsen.  We don’t have time for that.  Jackson, you’re qualified to repair the short.  Get it bridged then head for your nearest airlock.  It looks like that’s the last fix we need to get the panel bank online.” 
 
    “Ten-four, Section Chief,” Jackson replied.  He released the send switch on his radio and cursed to himself. 
 
    Working with solar panels was inherently dangerous.  There was no way to turn them off; once they were exposed to sunlight they produced electricity whether you wanted them to or not.  The cloud cover kicked up by the storm had reduced the throughput of the panels by around fifty percent, but even so, there was enough electricity running through the short to kill him several times over. 
 
    If he wasn’t in a race against a storm, he would make his way around the panels in the section and disconnect them one by one.  With the damaged panel isolated, he could then make the repair in relative safety.  A single panel only produced enough juice to give him a jolt if he touched a wire; not harmless, but no worse than licking a battery. 
 
    As it was, there was no time for that.  It would take hours to disconnect everything, fighting against the wind every step of the way.  There was another solution.  The enamel of the habitat did not conduct electricity.  If he broke all contact with conductive material, he could normalize his suit with the current and perform the repair without having to cut the flow of electricity. 
 
    It was madness to attempt it in the gale.  He would have to untether himself from the safety cables.  If an unexpected gust of wind hit him at the wrong time and he touched one of the panel supports, he would be dead before he knew what had happened. 
 
    “I’m going to have to do a hot bridge,” he reported over the radio.  “It looks like meteorite damage cracked the enamel and interrupted the bus connector.” 
 
    “No way,” Millicent barked.  “You don’t have the tools or the time to do a proper repair on that.” 
 
    “Could you get the panel section online?” the Section Chief asked. 
 
    “Sec C,” Millicent shouted, “there’s no way anyone could do a hot bridge in this wind!” 
 
    “Damn it, Nicks, we need that section working!  That damaged bus is cutting our power intake down by a quarter!” 
 
    “Out of the question,” Millicent barked.  “Harding, stand down, and that is an order.  I don’t care what this piece of shit says, no one under my command is committing suicide for a repair.” 
 
    “I’ll have your license, Nicks.  This is my habitat.  I don’t care what your procedures are on Nueva Angela, here we take our duties seriously!” 
 
    “Then get over here and do it yourself,” Millicent sneered.  “I’d love to see you try and keep your balance without an anchor cable.  And if you threaten me again, I’ll play this recording back to your superior.  You’ll be scrubbing swirl filters in aquaponics for the rest of your natural life.” 
 
    Jackson felt his knees go wobbly with relief.  Thank God his chief had his back. 
 
    “Now, see here, Nicks, I… what’s that?” 
 
    A sudden bloom of light caught Jackson’s eye and he twisted around to stare up at the sky.  The usual deep blue was ribboned with clouds from the storm.  The sun was hanging a little lower in the sky than he was used to seeing on Nueva Angela, but there was a second point of light, to the left of the sun.  For a moment, it matched the sun for brightness, and then it winked out. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Millicent asked. 
 
    “Sec C,” Jackson said hopefully, “I think I can isolate the panel section.  There’s a snap switch not far from my location.  It won’t fix the short, but we should be able to get the rest of the sector on line.” 
 
    There was a pause, and Jackson held his breath hopefully. 
 
    “Fine.  Do it and get yourselves secure.  Wharton, see to your crew.  I’ve had enough of this.” 
 
    The radio popped as the section chief disconnected from the circuit and Millicent blew a sigh.  “Christ, what an asshole.  Hold on, Harding, I’ll be at your location in two minutes.” 
 
    The radio cracked again as someone new joined the channel.  “What did you two do?” Wharton demanded. 
 
    “Nothing,” Millicent grunted.  “We’re almost done with our repairs.” 
 
    “Wasn’t nothing,” Wharton growled.  “The section chief sounds like you shoved a spanner up his ass.  I didn’t bring you along to make me look bad, Nicks.” 
 
    “Maybe somebody should,” Millicent shot back.  “He wanted my man to perform a hot bridge in this wind.” 
 
    “What, the new guy?” 
 
    “That has nothing to do with it.  It’d be suicide for anyone to try.” 
 
    “Shit.”  Wharton muttered something incoherent.  “Well, hurry it up.  I don’t like the look of these clouds.” 
 
    “Get inside then,” Millicent said.  “We can take care of this.” 
 
    “You didn’t hear the Sec C, Millie.  You may be okay with burning bridges, but I think I’ll do as I’m told.” 
 
    “Suit yourself, Wharton.” 
 
    Jackson saw Millicent struggling up the cable and waved a hand over his head.  “I see you, Chief.  There are two snap switches we need to throw.  One of them is about ten yards further on down the safety line from where you are, the other is on the far side of the panel cluster.” 
 
    Millicent paused and lifted her head up.  “I see it.  Stay safe, Harding.” 
 
    Moving carefully, Jackson started the slow crawl through the panel supports toward the snap switch.  Wharton’s comment about the clouds drew Jackson’s gaze out beyond his immediate surroundings.  The clouds towered over the habitat, dark orange and flickering with lightning. 
 
    Nova Aeria was like a fleck of dust lost in titanic, slow-moving waves.  Jackson was glad they had made repairs to the prop first.  At the speed the wind was blowing, the habitat needed every bit of motive force to keep ahead of those clouds. 
 
    He put his head down and concentrated on hurrying through the supports.  It was tempting to unhook himself completely and just make a dash for the switch, but it would only take a fraction of a second for a sudden gust to rip him free and send him flying through the air.  Despite the time it was taking him, he made sure to always keep one carabiner locked around a strut or a post. 
 
    The panels did help cut down the wind, though, and he made relatively good time.  In the open corridors between panel clusters, the wind was funneling into directed, howling currents strong enough to pick an unanchored man up and throw him. 
 
    Jackson looked up when he reached the switch and was shocked to see a wall of cloud was only a kilometer away.  The churning surface was blotchy with lower-atmosphere compounds, angry oranges and sullen reds. 
 
    “Oh my god,” he breathed. 
 
    “Focus, Jackson,” Millicent said tightly.  Her breath was coming hard.  “We have to get the switches flipped.  Pay attention to that first.” 
 
    Focus.  Jackson bent his head down to the task at hand.  All he had to do is keep to the three Fs and everything would be okay. 
 
    The housing for the snap switch was in the open, in the corridor between the panel cluster he was in and the next one over.  Jackson transferred his carabiners to the safety cable and stepped out into the corridor.  Wind tore at him and he lost his balance.  Before he could catch hold on a panel support he was tumbling down the corridor, half-tangled in his safety lines. 
 
    His carabiners reached a vertical post and he was yanked to a halt.  The integrated harness in his suit dug into the flesh on his shoulders and waist and he gasped at the sudden pain. 
 
    “Jackson!  Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine, Chief,” he groaned. 
 
    Shakily, he dragged himself back around until he was on his knees facing into the wind.  If he kept close to the ground, the wind was easier to move against.  Meter by meter, he clawed his way back toward the switch. 
 
    At the edge of his vision, the angry wall of cloud was sweeping closer. 
 
    His radio crackled to life as a general broadcast overrode his local loop with Millicent.  “What is going on out there!  You extras need to get inside immediately!” 
 
    “Nearly complete,” Millicent grunted.  There was a heavy clunk and Millicent released a pent up breath.  “Done!  Harding, how is your switch?” 
 
    “You’re still doing repairs?!”  The voice sounded near panic.  “There’s no time for that!  Chief, get your crew secured, we’re dropping the ballast!” 
 
    Jackson reached the switch.  The housing was flush with the surface of the enameled floor.  He grasped the handle and hauled upward, his aching, tired arms trembling with the effort.  The casing pulled upward reluctantly, revealing the heavy lever within. 
 
    “Jackson, stop what you’re doing and secure yourself!” Millicent shouted. 
 
    “I’ve almost got it!” 
 
    Jackson reached down into the cavity and grabbed the lever.  Wind shrieked about him, dragging at him and trying to throw him back down the corridor.  He braced his legs and twisted the lever, throwing his body weight behind the effort.  For a moment, it seemed like the switch wouldn’t turn, then it released abruptly and the spring-loaded plates of the snap switch yanked apart with a loud clank. 
 
    “There,” he gasped.  “I got it.  I–” 
 
    The habitat surged beneath him and a sudden, crushing howl of wind slammed him to the ground.  The breath was knocked out of Jackson, and he flung his arms reflexively around the protruding switch casing.  The wind was a solid weight bearing down on him.  He saw the plastic curve of his helmet viewport flex and bow under the torrent and he squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    Then, as suddenly as it had come, the wind was gone.  The gale winds channeling through the corridor was all but gone as well, only a slight tugging against his suit told him there was any wind at all. 
 
    “Chief, Millicent, are you okay?”  Jackson struggled to his feet, gasping after the air that had been punched from him. 
 
    Millicent coughed.  “I’m here.  I’m okay.  Laud, you there?” 
 
    “Safe and sound,” Laud replied.  “Inside, like any sane person.” 
 
    “Good man,” Millicent gasped out a rough chuckle.  “Damn, but I thought I’d never have to do that again.” 
 
    Awkwardly, Jackson climbed to his feet and pushed the switch housing back into place.  “I got the switch flipped,” he reported.  “That panel cluster should be isolated now.” 
 
    “To hell with the cluster,” Millicent rasped. 
 
    Jackson coughed a laugh and looked around for the wall of cloud.  There was nothing to see.  He stood and peered over the edge of the habitat.  Far below them, almost a kilometer away, the white-streaked upper edges of the cloud waves were diminutive with distance.  The streaks of the cirrus clouds were a lot closer than they had been a moment before. 
 
    “What happened?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “The ballast was dumped.  Several tons of liquid carbon dioxide was released all at once and we shot upward.  We’re well above the storm now.  It will take weeks for the habitat to gather enough carbon dioxide to sink back down to normal cruising altitude.”  Millicent sighed.  “Come on, let’s get back inside.” 
 
     Jackson turned and started making his way around the panel cluster to where Millicent was.  Without the gale-force winds hammering at him, it was almost pleasant.  If his suit didn’t smell like fear sweat and if he wasn’t completely exhausted, he would have enjoyed the walk. 
 
    He turned the corner and came into view of Millicent.  He raised his arm to wave and the quality of the light changed.  That wasn’t unusual; with the clouds constantly moving in front of the sun and passing by again, the light had been flickering all day.  This was different, though.  The light didn’t just dim, it turned a ruddy orange. 
 
    Jackson tilted his head up and had to bend his back to get the top edge of his helmet out of the way.  The cirrus clouds ran in parallel courses, north to south.  Streaking across them at right angles were clouds of smoke trailing behind brilliant points of light. 
 
    There was a thunder-clap of noise as a sonic boom rushed by them.  Inside the habitat, sirens woke into sudden, wailing life. 
 
    “Brace for impact!” Millicent screamed.  
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 TEN 
 
      
 
    The biggest hurdle for creating a viable and stable civilization on Venus was the acquisition of bulk building materials.  The aerogel habitat cores provided the lighter-than-atmosphere lifting force, but that didn’t obviate the need for materials to build living quarters from. 
 
      
 
    There were two options.  One, mine the planet’s surface.  This was categorically out of reach as a viable method.  Even if one were to overcome the crushing pressure, the inferno temperatures, and the constant geological activity, you would still have to somehow get all that material back off the planet’s surface.  The fuel to produce the requisite lift couldn’t be manufactured in a reasonable time frame, and the vehicles would have to be specially produced on Earth and shipped to Venus at ruinous expense. 
 
      
 
    That left the second option: capture passing asteroids with remote-operated shepherd drones and nudge them into stable orbit around Venus.  Orbital refineries caught the asteroids and broke them down into their component elements.  Steel and nickel were the bulk of the material recovered, but there were stony asteroids with water ice and more exotic elements to be found as well. 
 
      
 
    Asteroid mining provided all the bulk material the growing colony needed.  Specialized compounds and organics still had to be shipped from Earth, but the vast majority of the building material was created on-site.  It wasn’t a perfect solution.  Slag and refinery waste had to be jettisoned to the planet’s surface, lest it clutter the orbital lanes.  Accidents happened, though rarely, and the risk was accepted as a necessary evil to building the colony.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson cowered against the safety line, mind blank with fear.  He had seen first-hand the damage a few fist-sized pieces of refinery junk had caused the habitats.  These white-hot boulders tumbling through the atmosphere were a hundred times larger.  If one of them hit the habitat, it would rip right through without slowing. 
 
    “Jackson,” Millicent called to him, her voice urgent, “you have to transfer your carabiners to something solid.” 
 
    Of course.  If the line were severed, he wouldn’t be connected to anything.  He was only a few steps away from the nearest panel support, but it took a strenuous effort of will to unlock his hands from around the safety cable and transfer the carabiners. 
 
    Once he was safe, he hid beneath the shield of the panel, as if the flimsy sheets of glass and silicone would do anything to stop a meteor.  It didn’t block his view of the smoking trails streaking through the atmosphere around them. 
 
    “Why aren’t we moving?” Jackson cried.  “We need to get away from here!” 
 
    The habitat lurched under his feet and he cried out involuntarily.  They were hit!  Frantically, Jackson locked is gaze on the nearest clouds, watching to see if the habitat was going to begin sinking.  If enough damage was dealt to the aerogel core, the delicate structure would implode and the habitat would suddenly be forty tons of steel without anything holding it up. 
 
    Another impact shuddered under his feet, but still the habitat remained floating.  Clouds were rotating about; someone had finally gotten the habitat pointed away from the meteor shower.   
 
    Jackson clutched the support and watched the meteors streaking by.  Some of the boulders were the size of a skimmer and tumbled by with roaring sounds before exploding into a cloud of molten shrapnel. 
 
    There was a rattling screech that went by a few meters to Jackson’s left.  A hail of gravel ripped through the panels, smashing them to flinders, and left a trail of destruction five meters wide and thirty long before petering out. 
 
    Jackson was beyond fear.  He was frozen in animal terror, both hands clamped around the support with painful intensity.  At any moment, he expected to be struck by a meteor or for the habitat to sustain catastrophic damage and plummet out of the sky. 
 
    At the edge of the habitat, a prop was struck by a meteor and exploded in coruscating showers of sparks.  One of the blades hummed by overhead, another buried itself into the roof of the habitat. 
 
    This was destruction beyond anything Jackson had heard of.  Once, in the early years of the colony, a habitat’s aerogel core had been breached by a fire and the habitat had vanished.  That had been the first, and last, habitat to have been destroyed.  No habitat had ever been exposed to a full meteor storm like this, though. 
 
    How had it happened?  Normally when a refinery dropped its refuse, it was planned and scheduled months in advance, and all the habitats moved well away from the drop zone.  He remembered the flash of light he had seen in the sky.  Had that been a refinery exploding? 
 
    Millicent shouted something over the radio that Jackson couldn’t make out through the rumbling roar of passing meteors.  He leaned out from the shelter of his panel just in time for the habitat to be struck.  The roof bucked beneath his feet, knocking him sprawling.  Only the carabiners locked around the support kept him in place. 
 
    Down the slope from him there was a brief wash of flame as the exposed air flashed into ignition.  The habitat listed drunkenly, five or six degrees off level. 
 
    Jackson picked himself up.  The meteor had torn through a section of habitat a hundred meters from where he was standing.  The ragged edges of the tear glowed red and trailed smoke in the breeze.  The meteor had torn a breach some twenty meters across through the top layers of the habitat, taking who knows how many lives with it. 
 
    He stared at the drifting smoke.  Beneath his feet, he felt the tremors as bulkheads slammed shut, sealing off the exposed sections of the habitat. 
 
    Movement next to him made him flinch.  It was Millicent, climbing uphill toward the breach, her safety lines loose about her waist. 
 
    “Chief?” Jackson croaked. 
 
    “There will be people inside that need rescue!” Millicent cried.  “We have to hurry!” 
 
    Unlatching himself from the stability of the panel support was the hardest thing Jackson had ever done in his life.  The safety line was still taut, which mean the end was secured somewhere, but the meteor shower was not over.  At any moment, the habitat could be struck again, perhaps tearing the line and sending Millicent and himself tumbling off into empty space. 
 
    Or he could just be struck directly and killed instantly.  Or the cores could be compromised and the whole habitat could fall into the crushing inferno fifty kilometers below. 
 
    He forced his hands to unclasp the carabiners from the support and transfer them over to the safety line.  Fear would not solve anything.  Jackson clung to the safety line, his fingers painfully tight.  What happened to sticking to the Three Fs?  Fasten, Foresight, and Focus.  These were the three keys to survival outside the habitats.   
 
    Millicent had thrown the first of the Three Fs to the wind, figuratively speaking.  She had rushed ahead without having her carabiners secured.  If the habitat was struck again, she could lose her grip on the line and die.  But she would also reach the breach minutes faster than if she had to stop every twenty meters and step her carabiners around the posts.  Was she showing foresight?  Any survivors stuck on the wrong side of the locked bulkheads would have to hold their breath and hope an emergency station was nearby.  If they couldn’t find one, they would suffocate on carbon dioxide. 
 
    Jackson fastened one of his carabiners to the safety line and started jogging uphill.  He couldn’t bring himself to go completely without, but with only one carabiner, he wouldn’t have to break his stride when he came to a post.  By this point, he had become proficient enough with the carabiners that he could unclip it and reattach it to the safety line in one swift movement.  It left him exposed for that second or two, but it was a risk he was willing to take. 
 
    By the time he reached the edge of the impact site, Millicent had already anchored her rappelling cable around a solar panel support and had disappeared from view.  For the last fifteen meters to the ragged edge Jackson had to make his way from panel support to panel support.  The safety line that he had been following had snapped when the meteor had crashed through the habitat. 
 
    He reached the edge and leaned out over the destruction, his heart in his throat.  The meteor had torn through the edge of the habitat, taking a twenty-meter bite.  Fortunately, the meteor had been traveling away from the habitat when it had hit, so the path of the destruction clipped through four levels of the habitat then exited out the side. 
 
    From his position on the top edge, Jackson could see the messy cross-section of the habitat floors.  Ducts, wiring, support struts and pipes were in ruinous display.  Automated systems had cut off the pressurized components, so water and air weren’t flowing through the pipes and ducts, and the power cables were dead. 
 
    The contents of the exposed rooms and hallways were in massive disarray.  The available oxygen had ignited on impact, but after that, the carbon dioxide atmosphere smothered every flame.  Surfaces and materials that were hot enough to burn, but didn’t have the requisite oxygen to produce flames, were bubbling and melting. 
 
    The top floor had taken the brunt of the force and had been the chimney through which the brief rush of flame had channeled.  Jackson’s stomach twisted.  There was nobody alive on that floor.  The few people Jackson could see were scorched and burned. 
 
    Millicent seemed to have come to the same conclusion, for she was on the second level down, just now unclipping herself from the climbing line.  She looked up, waved at him, then vanished from sight. 
 
    Jackson swallowed back his fear and caught up the climbing line.  He felt clumsy trying to thread it through his suit’s harness with gloves deadening his sense of touch and the suit blocking his vision, but he managed.  His heart was thumping in his chest as he carefully backed over the edge and started lowering himself into the destruction.   
 
    How long had it been since the meteor had hit?  A minute?  A minute and a half?  He tried to remember the details of the safety lectures he had as a child in school.  In the event of a hull breach, someone exposed to pure carbon dioxide had roughly fifteen seconds of consciousness.  If they had the presence of mind to hold their breath, that estimate could be extended up to a minute, but the adrenaline and fear of the situation made it unlikely you could stay conscious beyond that.  After consciousness was lost, death would occur after two minutes. 
 
    If there was someone still alive, they had only a handful of seconds remaining to reach them. 
 
    Jackson kicked off the ragged lip of the tear and let the carbon fiber line slide through his grip.  Inexperience made him clamp down too soon and he swung about awkwardly a foot off the floor of the first level.  He eased off and slid the rest of the way to the floor, then pushed off and dropped to the second level. 
 
    This time he timed it better and he landed hard on the second floor.  The room he was in looked like a cross section of a hospital room.  The remains of an examination table were melting and bubbling.  Cabinets sagged and plastic containers wilted across counter tops.  There was nobody in the room.  Jackson could hear Millicent to his left, so he turned and went right, the better to spread their efforts and rescue more people. 
 
    Each level of the habitat was sectioned off by emergency decompression bulkheads.  If a hull breach occurred, the bulkheads would slam shut, sealing off the area with the damage and protecting the rest of the habitat.  They couldn’t build many bulkheads into the walls without taking up valuable space and weight, so most habitat levels had bulkheads spaced every hundred meters.   
 
    Jackson pulled open a door and drew up short.  A bulkhead intersected the hallway, sealing him off from the rest of the habitat.  The emergency panel next to the bulkhead had popped open, with small, ten-minute air supply canisters hanging from racks.  Jackson reached in, grabbed a handful of webbing and hoses, and pulled out half a dozen or so masks. 
 
    He hurried back the way he had come and crossed over the ruins of the doctor’s office, edging around the hole in the floor.  He followed his ears toward Millicent and found her in the next room.  It was an operating theater, a big set of lights hanging askew from the ceiling.  Millicent was trying to kick down a door that had halfway melted shut.  There were more people lying on the ground, unconscious or dead. 
 
    “I have masks!” he called to her. 
 
    Millicent turned from the door, relief on her face.  “Good!  Quick, now!” 
 
    Jackson handed her some of the rebreathers he had collected and knelt down by the closest figure.  It was an unconscious woman; her eyes partially opened and rolled up into her head.  She was hyperventilating weakly, breathing shallowly and rapidly.  Jackson strapped the mask to her face and adjusted it until it was snug, then turned on the air supply.  He rolled her onto her side into the recovery position, and then hurried to the next person. 
 
    This one was a man, a bloody weal across his temple.  He wasn’t breathing.  For a second, Jackson hesitated.  The man might still be alive, but without CPR, he wouldn’t recover.  There just wasn’t a way to provide CPR without a friendly atmosphere.  There was nothing Jackson could do for him. 
 
    Millicent had finished fitting her first mask on a young woman, a few years younger than Jackson was by the look of it.  “There are more in the next room,” Millicent jerked her head, indicated the half-melted door. 
 
    The rush of heat from the meteor had warped the door just enough that it no longer fit into the wall cavity.  Millicent had been in the process of prying it open, and she had managed to create a gap of a few inches before the door had jammed. 
 
    Jackson had had the opportunity to repair more than a few doors during the course of his routine work around Nueva Angela.  Most doors on the habitats were designed to slide into a cavity rather than swing open, as it involved fewer moving parts.  A Teflon ribbon set into a groove in the floor made wheels unnecessary. 
 
    He could tell at a glance that the door would never open.  But habitat doors were lightweight, a honeycomb of thin plastic sheathed in sheets of more plastic.  They were rigid enough but had next to no flex resistance.  Jackson took half a step back, dropped his shoulder, and rammed his full weight against the door. 
 
    With a pop, the door sprung free of the tracks and clattered into the room beyond.  There were a lot more people in the room and judging by the number of comfortable-looking chairs, Jackson guessed it was a waiting room. 
 
    Two women sat in adjacent chairs, white-faced, passing a rebreather mask back and forth between them.  The rest of the people were male, and unconscious.  Jackson underhanded one of his masks toward the women, and stepped into the room, checking on the men. 
 
    Of the four men, two weren’t breathing.  Jackson turned his attention to the ones that were, and fitted his last mask onto the face of the one with the weakest breathing.  Millicent joined him a moment later, and together they masked up the other survivor and set the two men on their sides. 
 
    “Will they live?” one of the women asked. 
 
    “If they’re still breathing, there is hope,” Millicent responded shortly.  She pushed herself to her feet and opened the outer door to the waiting room.  The hallway beyond was truncated by a bulkhead.  Banging noises were coming from the other side; someone trying to get through. 
 
    “Addison and Carlson, there is nothing we can do?” the other woman asked. 
 
    “Those are the two not breathing?” Millicent asked. 
 
    The woman nodded numbly. 
 
    Millicent shook her head.  “No.  I’m sorry.” 
 
    “A mask–” 
 
    “Would only waste air,” Millicent said harshly. 
 
    The woman flinched and raised her chin defiantly, bloodshot eyes narrowing in anger.  “Do you even know who I am?” 
 
    “You could be Annette Everard herself,” Millicent shook her head.  “It would change nothing.  They’re as good as dead already.  No vital signs and no way to restore them.  I really am sorry, but now we must focus on those that can be saved.” 
 
    The woman stiffly nodded once and turned her head away. 
 
    Millicent jerked her head at Jackson and headed back into the room that had borne the brunt of the damage.  “Jesus Christ,” she whispered over the radio once they were out of sight.  “I think those were matriarchs.”  Jackson looked back involuntarily and Millicent caught his arm before he could return to the room.  “I meant what I said to her.  There is nothing we can do for her ainlif.  It’s a tragedy, but such is life.” 
 
    Booted feet swung over the edge of the roof and figures in exposure suits rappelled down the line.  Four or five of them went to lower levels.  One of them stopped at the second level with Millicent and Jackson, and Jackson recognized Wharton. 
 
    “Have you checked the lower levels yet?” he demanded. 
 
    “No, we just finished triage on this level,” Millicent shook her head.  “What took you so long?” 
 
    “We got here as fast as we could,” Wharton growled. 
 
    More lines were lowered, and it seemed like the entire extra work crew was present, clambering over wreckage and searching for more survivors.  Distantly, Jackson was aware that the meteor storm was over.  The sky was still streaked with smoke, but there were no more fiery streaks racing across the sky. 
 
    “Got a pair of matriarchs back there,” Millicent said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder.  “We should get them evacuated soonest.” 
 
    “Matriarchs!?”  Wharton took half a step in that direction before he pulled himself under control.  “Anyone else?” 
 
    “They’re the only ones conscious.  There are a pair of ainlif that didn’t make it, and another two that did.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Wharton shook himself out of his stunned immobility.  “Great.  We’ll take care of that.  Why don’t you two get them prepped on stretchers.  I’ll have my men get them to an airlock.” 
 
    Jackson looked to Millicent and his chief shrugged.  “All right.  Come on, Jackson.  Their air won’t last forever.” 
 
    The extra repair crew had brought stretchers with them, and once it was known there were conscious people needing rescue, the stretchers were lowered rapidly over the broken lip.  A proper pulley system had been set up, with a motorized winch. 
 
    It would take time for the bulkheads to be released.  First, everyone had to be evacuated from the next section over and the next ring of bulkheads sealed, then the air pumped out of the isolated section and replaced with raw atmosphere.  Only then could the bulkheads closest to the damage be opened and rescue parties gain entry. 
 
    The extra crew had brought sufficient air tanks with them that the dozen or so unconscious survivors would be in no danger of asphyxiation.  It was procedure to evacuate out the conscious survivors as soon as possible, so long as it wasn’t precipitating.  Being conscious, they could navigate the external areas of the habitat without having to be carried. 
 
    Conditions outside the habitat were as mild as Jackson had ever seen, if a bit chilly.  The wind was barely more than a breeze, and any clouds at their level were many kilometers away.  The matriarchs could make the trip swiftly and safely.  They could be back inside the habitat in a few minutes, rather than waiting for up to an hour for the bulkheads to be cycled. 
 
    After explaining the situation to the matriarchs, Jackson and Millicent got the two women lying down and strapped safely in.  Carefully, the matriarchs were winched up to the surface, with people standing at the lips of the ruined floors, keeping them from bumping into the ragged edges. 
 
    Jackson stayed below, and he and Millicent were tasked with various duties, seeing to the safety and comfort of the unconscious survivors.  The matriarchs passed from his thoughts, and he focused on the present. 
 
    By the time the day’s work was over, the survivors cycled through the bulkheads and hustled off to receive medical care, he was barely able to keep upright.  When he was told to report to the dirigible for the return trip to Nueva Angela, he dragged himself aboard gratefully, with only enough energy to get himself situated and strapped in, then he fell into a deep sleep, troubled with nightmares. 
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 ELEVEN 
 
      
 
    The construction of the habitats would seem alien to anyone from Earth.  There are no wooden products to be seen, and there are no bulk mineral components either.  Concrete, plaster, gypsum, latex and cotton are completely absent.  There is very little organic material to be had on Venus beyond the inevitable food waste.  Constructing the habitats entirely out of mined iron and nickel would be prohibitively heavy. 
 
      
 
    The solution came in the form of synthetics.  Nylon and other synthetic plastics were used for everything that didn’t require structural strength.  The raw materials that couldn’t be gathered on Venus were shipped from Earth in bulk and the final material synthesized on location. 
 
      
 
    The engineers and chemists developing the habitats found they could substitute nearly everything with one form of plastic or another.  And better than organics, plastic could be endlessly recycled and reused.  Nothing on Venus went to waste. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila jerked awake as the habitat lurched and swayed beneath her.  Panic choked her, and she lunged from her bed, fumbling for the emergency kit that was always kept under her bedside table.  Blankets tangled around her feet, and the bed was lower than she was used to.  She lost her balance and struck her knee against the hard floor. 
 
    That, more than anything else, shocked her fully awake.  She had thick, exquisitely soft carpets in her bedroom.  Her tablet blinked on and started emitting a piercing alarm.  In the flashing red lights from the tablet, she finally got a clear look around her. 
 
    She was not home. 
 
    Memory of the Challenge came crashing back.  Her eyes burned and she choked back a sob.  Tears blurred her vision, squeezed from abused tear ducts already raw from unaccustomed use.  Leila fumbled at her tablet, muting the alarm. 
 
    She was no longer Leila Everard.  She could keep her first name, if she wanted to, but her last name had been stripped from her.  The nausea from the injection still coiled tendrils of disquiet in her stomach, but she felt no immediate need to vomit.  She had been sterilized, her eggs poisoned and rendered unviable. 
 
    Leila pressed a hand against her lower stomach, imagining the ovaries beneath her fingers withering and dying under the chemical assault.  Outside of her room, alarms shrilled, stabbing at her ears.  She barely heard them.  She was barely aware of the room about her.  The panic from a moment earlier was gone.  Had the habitat been struck by something?  She had sensed no drop of air pressure, and she felt the first stirrings of regret in her chest.  How easy it would have been, to have been ushered into death. 
 
    What had happened?  The tears in her eyes blurred the lettering on the tablet, making it impossible to read the details of the emergency.  Stiffly, she lay back down on her bed and stared up at the ceiling. 
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to care about the danger.  Vaguely, she remembered seeing an emergency supply cabinet outside and down the hall.  There would be others about, people rushing to get to those supplies.  The empty feeling in her chest spread. 
 
    Leila couldn’t bring herself to face anyone right now.  She couldn’t bear the thought of looking into someone’s eyes and seeing the recognition in them.  She couldn’t bear to be reminded of what she had lost. 
 
    She could no longer be a matriarch.  Forty thousand years of life had been stripped away from her in a heartbeat.  Now she would live the truncated, meaningless existence of a normal human.  If she developed cancer or sickened, she would die like every other human. 
 
    What was the point, then?  She had sixty years of life remaining to her, maybe a few more if she was lucky.  She no longer had decades available to her to search for what she wanted to do with her life.  She no longer had the resources of the matriarchs available to her.  She already had more of an education than most of the common folk, though.  Unless she somehow found a way to make a great deal of money very quickly, she would never be able to afford further education. 
 
    Unbidden, her mother’s cautious protests about taking the Challenge came to mind.  Had she known, somehow, that Leila wouldn’t succeed?  It wasn’t unheard of for the female children of matriarchs to pass up on the opportunity to take the Challenge.  They wouldn’t be immortal, but they were also left intact and able to reproduce and were not ostracized from their families. 
 
    She could have taken that route.  No.  Leila squeezed her eyes shut and felt the hot tears track down the sides of her face.  She couldn’t have.  Ever since she was old enough to understand, she had wanted to take the Challenge. 
 
    It was her mother’s fault.  She had known, somehow, that Leila hadn’t been worthy.  Cynthia hadn’t taught her the right things, hadn’t trained her sufficiently.  Fresh tears burned at Leila’s eyes and she scrubbed the backs of her hands over her face.  Even now, in the depths of her despair, she couldn’t blame her mother.  The Challenge tested a person for who they were, not what they had been taught. 
 
    It was her own fault that she had failed the Challenge.  Even Annette Everard, First of the Matriarchs and Leila’s grandmother, had been forced to leave one of her children behind on Earth.  Susan Everard had been the first person to fail the Challenge, and she certainly hadn’t been the last. 
 
    Leila wasn’t worthy of being a matriarch. 
 
    The thought hung in her mind and she couldn’t shake it free.  She wasn’t worthy to live forever.  There was something rotten about her, something in the core of who she was that was filthy and beneath the purity of the matriarchs. 
 
    Shame blossomed within her and grew to fill the emptiness.  Everyone would know she was tainted.  She remembered the looks on the faces of the other girls when her failure had been announced.  They had been horrified to be standing next to someone who had been proven corrupt. 
 
     Was this to be her life, then?  Sixty years of worthless existence?  Was she to lead a meaningless life without even the bare comfort of children?  What mark could she leave on the world now?  A hundred years from now, nobody would even remember her name.   
 
    A sudden thought occurred to her.  She could save up money and travel to Mars.  The Helix Rebuild had been denied her, but the Womack Process would still work.  Even the thought of that turned her stomach and she discarded it immediately.  Better to die and be forgotten than to live on the stolen lives of other women. 
 
    Death, then, was her only future. 
 
    She would have died eventually, of course, but forty thousand years is more time than any human could fully comprehend.  The whole of human history was only a fraction of that time.  What wonder and glory of the human race had she been denied the knowledge of? 
 
    What was the point of the empty struggle of life?  Sixty years of daily, pointless toil, was all she had to look forward to, then eventually the final humiliation of a failing body, followed by ignominious death. 
 
    She wished she was dead. 
 
    The thought grew within her.  Death would be a reprieve from a life devoid of worth.  It would bring an end to the suffering before it had a chance to begin. 
 
    Leila had never given much thought to the afterlife.  Where religion had entered her thoughts at all, it was belief in the rebirth of the soul that had been the most appealing to her.  If she died, would she be reborn?  Would she have another chance to take the Challenge and perhaps this time succeed? 
 
    As attractive as the thought was, she couldn’t convince herself to believe in it.  No, all death would bring was an early end to the inevitable. 
 
    If only she had been killed in whatever disaster had just happened.  That would have been the easiest; a swift death that was out of her control.  Her existence could have ended, and she could have moved on to whatever afterlife was her fate. 
 
    Belatedly, she remembered her mother was on the habitat, along with most of her brothers.  Were they safe?  The shame returned, harder than before.  It had taken her nearly half an hour of wallowing in self-pity before she even wondered if her family had survived.  No wonder she wasn’t worthy to be a matriarch. 
 
    How many people had died?  Morbid curiosity pulled her up into a sitting position and she turned her tablet back on.  The public security channel had all the information she wanted.  A score of sectors across four levels had been marked as isolated.  Red lines marked areas that had taken direct damage, with yellow outlines around rooms and hallways that had been exposed to atmosphere. 
 
    She traced her finger across the map and zoomed in, searching with increasing anxiety.  They had had an examination room reserved for after the Challenge.  It was to be a dual appointment, with Derek scheduled to receive his yearly Helix treatment at the same time.  Level two, room 16B. 
 
    Her heart froze in her chest.  16B was squarely in the center of the damage.  She was on her feet and halfway to the door before she remembered that she wasn’t allowed to leave her room.  She couldn’t claim a family emergency, since her mother was no longer her family. 
 
    It was too much.  Leila sank down to her haunches and hugged her knees to her chest.  Her eyes burned and the tears refused to come.  Her tear ducts felt like someone was running a pipe cleaner through them.  What could she do, anyway?  If her mother had been punctual to her appointment, as she always was, then she was dead, or at the very best, locked on the wrong side of a bulkhead.  There was nothing she could do to help, even if they would let her. 
 
    She let gravity pull her backward to the ground and she stared up at the ceiling.  The polymer floor was cold and hard against her shoulders but she didn’t have the energy to do anything about it. 
 
    Time passed.  She may have fallen asleep, or maybe the spinning thoughts in her mind sucked awareness of the outside world away.  Was there a difference?  Her tablet chimed, and her eyes opened.  Someone was calling her. 
 
    Leila closed her eyes again.  Weariness pooled in her limbs.  Her neck was stiff and painful but she didn’t care enough to move to a more comfortable position. 
 
    Her tablet chimed again and she ignored it.  There was nobody in the world that she had the faintest interest in talking to. 
 
    It felt good, in a spiteful sort of way, to ignore the call.  It was probably something important, but she derived a sour pleasure from ignoring the call.  It wasn’t behavior worthy of a matriarch, but she had no illusions about that any more.  She didn’t have to impress anyone with her manners or conscientiousness. 
 
    She was fully awake now.  The time she had spent on the floor had started an ache in her hips and shoulders, and now that she was paying attention to it, the aches seemed to grow worse.  Still, she couldn’t summon the energy to sit up.  What difference did it make? 
 
    Someone rapped on the door and it slid open.  A man wearing the proctor’s insignia on his shoulder stepped into the room.  “Leila, are you…”  He sighed as he saw her lying on the floor. 
 
    Leila stared at the ceiling, refusing to meet his eyes.  Ignoring the calls seemed petty now, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of admitting she had been wrong. 
 
    “The dirigible returning to Nueva Angela is leaving ahead of schedule.  With the damage to the habitat, all non-essential personnel are being evacuated.”  Leila heard the scuff of the proctor’s shoes as he walked over and knelt down next to her.  “Life may seem impossible to you right now,” he said gently, “but in a few weeks you’ll find new purpose.” 
 
    The obvious counter was the percentage of failed Challenge contestants who committed suicide within twenty-four hours.  Leila closed her eyes.  She didn’t know if she had the courage to take her own life.  She heard the rustle of the proctor’s clothes as he stood up again. 
 
    “I don’t want to carry you,” he said matter-of-factly, “but if you do not stand on your own, I will.” 
 
    The humiliation of being dragged off the habitat by the proctor was more than Leila was willing to experience, no matter how much she wanted to make life difficult for him.  Stiffly, she rolled to her side and climbed to her feet.  She hung her head, unwilling to look up at the proctor. 
 
    “That’s better.  Don’t forget your tablet.” 
 
    Leila accepted the device and hugged it to her chest.  It was the only thing she was allowed to keep of her old life.  Tablets were universal: everyone had an identical tablet and the content on them was stored in the central cloud, but the scratches on the case and other small nicks and wear made it hers. 
 
    “I’m to walk you to the dirigible,” the proctor said.  “If you cooperate, I’ve no issue with letting you walk on your own.  But if you try and make a run for it, I have the authorization to tase you and bring you aboard in handcuffs.” 
 
    That made Leila look at him in disbelief.  She had failed the Challenge, but she wasn’t a criminal. 
 
    The proctor shrugged.  “Things are tense right now.  I have more important things to do than to chase you around the habitat.  I have no desire to tase you, Leila, but given the situation, I won’t hesitate.” 
 
    “You won’t have to,” Leila said.  Her voice was hoarse from crying and cracked halfway through. 
 
    “Good.”  He touched her lightly on the shoulder.  “I really am sorry.  Failing the Challenge is emotionally crushing.  You should find something to look forward to, even if it is something as simple as your next meal.  You do have a future waiting for you, if you’re able to find it.  Now come.  The dirigible is leaving in a few minutes.” 
 
    Leila dreaded the walk to the dirigible.  She imagined everyone they passed in the hallways staring at her.  She didn’t know what would be worse, the looks of pity or the looks of contempt. 
 
    They stepped out into the tight hallway and Leila kept her head down, hoping nobody would recognize her.  Leila didn’t see anyone else until they had left the Challenge auditorium and its associated rooms behind.  She thought the entire habitat had been evacuated until they reached the main thoroughfare running along the outer edge of the habitat rings. 
 
    She hadn’t seen anyone earlier because the entire population of the habitat was involved in the rescue efforts.  People were rushing back and forth, carrying air tanks, exposure suits, tools, and materials.  Along the outer side of the hallway under the panoramic windows looking out over the cloudscape, bodies wrapped in sheets were laid head to foot. 
 
    Leila followed close to the proctor, for the first time understanding the magnitude of the disaster that had struck the habitat.  Shame dug its claws into her throat and she choked on it.  She had been so caught up in her lost future that she hadn’t given a second thought to the men and women who had their lives ended abruptly.  Not all the sheets she passed her adult sized.  Children had died as well, children who hadn’t had the opportunity to live even as much as she already had. 
 
    None of the people passing by spared her so much as a glance.  They were intent on saving their home and the lives of those who hadn’t been killed by atmosphere exposure.  Derision for the girl who had failed her Challenge couldn’t have been further from their minds. 
 
    This is what she had pulled the proctor away from.  The calls she had ignored had been to instruct her to make her own way to the dirigible.  Her noncompliance had made it necessary for the proctor to escort her.  She had prevented him from carrying out the vastly more important task of saving the habitat. 
 
    Even so, the proctor had treated her with nothing but kindness.  He could have been furious with her or derided her for her breakdown. 
 
    They reached the dirigible docks and the proctor checked his tablet to refresh his memory on which airlock they wanted before hurrying to the third airlock in the bank.  The rebreather masks had all been stripped from the lockers by emergency responders. 
 
    The proctor turned away, frustrated, to search for a mask for her, but Leila caught his sleeve. 
 
    “It’s okay.  Other people need the masks more than I do.” 
 
    He frowned down at her.  “Regulations–” 
 
    “Are less important than someone dying because they didn’t have a mask.  I’ll manage.” 
 
    The proctor jerked his head in a nod before initiating the airlock cycle.  “Thanks, Leila.  But I don’t feel good about it, though.  I’ll walk you over to the dirigible.” 
 
    “Even if the gantry is compromised I can hold my breath that long,” Leila shook her head.  “You have more important things to be doing.” 
 
    The airlock cycled open and Leila stepped in.  “I’m sorry about earlier,” she said.  “Thank you for your patience with me.” 
 
    The proctor looked torn but nodded finally.  “You’re not a bad kid, Leila.  The matriarchs set a high bar for themselves.  I hope you can find a way to be happy.” 
 
    Leila nodded, her vision blurry with sudden tears.  “Stay safe.” 
 
    There was more she wanted to say, but the airlock doors slid shut with a snick of finely machined parts sealing.  She was alone.  The proctor had been the last connection with her life prior to the Challenge.  Now she had nobody she could turn to, nobody who knew her, nobody who cared what happened to her. 
 
    The outer doors of the airlock opened and the narrow gantry leading to the dirigible stretched away in front of her.  She took a careful breath and caught the acrid scent of atmosphere in the air.  The carbon dioxide alarms weren’t going off, though, which meant the breach had been a temporary thing, probably when the habitat had been in the thick of the storm. 
 
    The gantry might have been safe, but she hurried across anyway.  There was no sense in prolonging things.  She reached the dirigible and saw it was the same class as the ones her mother used to ferry large shipments of produce to other habitats.  She initiated the airlock cycle and the door slid open immediately.  They were waiting for her.  Feeling self-conscious, she stepped in and cycled the airlock through. 
 
    Inside the dirigible, the light was dim and the air was musky with the scent of stale sweat.  The high ceiling of the cargo bay had been subdivided with a temporary floor of expanded steel platforms.  There were several dozen people crowded into the claustrophobic space, lining the wall benches and standing in tight knots.  The level above seemed packed with cargo crates. 
 
    “You Leila?”  Leila nodded to the bearded man and he tapped something into his tablet.  “Good,” he grunted.  “You’re the last one.  Find a spot to sit, if you can.  It’s a long ride back to Nueva Angela.” 
 
    The man pushed his way forward, leaving Leila to her own devices.  The men and women about her looked ominous in the dim light.  They had the weathered look of extras, the laborers who worked outside the habitats. 
 
    A little timidly, she made her way aft.  The throb of the engines there would make conversation difficult, and hopefully discourage people from talking to her.  She hadn’t made it more than five paces when a knot of men in front of her stepped apart and blocked her path. 
 
    She made an apologetic sound and tried to walk around, but the man in front of her, an older fellow with streaks of white in his bristly beard, sidestepped with her and blocked her again. 
 
    “Sorry,” Leila said, having to half-shout to be heard over the engines, “I’m trying to get through.” 
 
    The man ignored her, and simply moved to block her when she tried to go around him.  Leila got the point.  For whatever reason, the man and his friends didn’t want her going to the rear of the gondola.  Feeling unreasonably upset by the wordless refusal, Leila turned around and walked toward the bow of the ship. 
 
    She would not cry.  She might not have passed the Challenge, but she had been raised by a matriarch. 
 
    “Why are you crying?” 
 
    “I’m not–” Leila scrubbed the back of her wrists over her eyes.  “Screw you.  Go away.” 
 
    “Sorry.  Sorry.  Uh,” the man held out his hand.  “I’m Jackson.  Jackson Harding, from Nueva Angela.” 
 
    Leila glared at him until he dropped his hand.  Closer inspection showed he was in his mid-teens, only a year or two older than she was. 
 
    “Okay, um.  Look, don’t take it hard, Wharton is an asshole, right?  The only reason he isn’t screaming his head off is because we landed a big bonus for being first responders to the meteor strike.” 
 
    She perked up at that.  “You were there?” 
 
    “Sure.  I, uh, I have a place forward with my crew chief.  There’s not much room to sit, but it’s out of sight of those guys.  If you like, you can come sit with us.” 
 
    Leila nodded, filled with a burning desire to know if her mother had survived.  “I’m Leila.  Thanks.  For coming over.  You didn’t have to do that.” 
 
    Jackson shrugged and grinned.  “I’ve been all alone enough to recognize it in someone else.”  He held out his hands in a gentling gesture.  “You don’t need to tell me your story or anything.  But I know it helps to know a friendly face.” 
 
    “And you’re that?  Friendly, I mean?” 
 
    “I’d like to think so,” Jackson shrugged again.  “Friendlier than Wharton, though that isn’t saying much.” 
 
    Jackson had led Leila forward and they ducked through a low-hanging partition.  The room beyond was cramped but had a porthole that brought welcome light into the space. 
 
    “This is Millicent, my chief.  That’s Laud.  Guys, this is Leila.” 
 
    Millicent looked up from her tablet and smiled briefly at Leila.  “Making friends, Jackson?” 
 
    Laud eyed Leila and snugged his cap down over his face with a grumbling mutter. 
 
    “Hello,” Leila said, a little put off by Laud’s cold shoulder.  But at least Millicent hadn’t throw her out. 
 
    “Wharton has half the space sectioned off with his men,” Jackson said.  “He wouldn’t let Leila through, so I didn’t even try.” 
 
    The chief nodded shortly.  “Thanks for looking into that, Jackson.” 
 
    “What’s it mean?  What is he hiding?” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Millicent said frankly.  “And neither should you.  Nothing good will come from nosing about in that man’s business.  We got our bonus, let’s just lay low and get home.” 
 
    “Why’d you send me if you don’t care?”  
 
    Millicent shook her head and picked her tablet back up again.  “He’s probably smuggling something.  If your conscience demands it, report him to the port authority when we arrive.  But be aware that it will only make life difficult for you.” 
 
    Jackson frowned and opened his mouth, but Leila touched his arm, distracting him.  “Sorry.  You were there?  At the hull breach?” 
 
    “Millicent and I were the first ones on the scene,” Jackson said proudly. 
 
    “By accident,” Laud pointed out, his face still mostly covered by his cap. 
 
    “Did anyone survive?” 
 
    “Sure.  The closed doors kept all but a trickle of the atmosphere from getting into the rooms further from the breach, so a lot of people in the deeper parts of the habitat came through it all right.” 
 
    Leila thought about the bodies lining the corridor on the approach to the airlocks.  “But not everyone.” 
 
    “No.”  Jackson shivered a little and his eyes looked haunted for a moment.  “Not everyone.” 
 
    “There was a, uh, a matriarch I met once.  I was hoping to see her, but then the accident...  She, uh, worked in the sector that was damaged.”  Leila fumbled her way through the lie.  “She had long, dark hair that she kept in a plait.” 
 
    Millicent lowered her tablet and looked at Leila for a moment.  Leila flushed, and Millicent’s eyes widened slightly.  A look of pained recognition came over Millicent’s face, and she lowered her gaze back down to her tablet. 
 
    “Oh!  Yes, there was a matriarch like that.  We rescued her and her friend first.”  Jackson nodded happily, eager to give the good news and completely oblivious. 
 
    Leila closed her eyes.  Relief pulled fresh tears from her and she rubbed them away.  Her mother was alive.  “Oh.  I’m… glad.” 
 
    Jackson nodded and launched into telling the story, starting with his own arrival on Nova Aeria.  Leila listened with half an ear.  Most of the details of the story were meaningless to her, but she understood enough to grasp the basics. 
 
    Her mother had survived.  Jackson’s story rolled on, a welcome distraction from her own plight.  In a few hours they would arrive at Nueva Angela.  She would have to find a job and a place to sleep.  Despair lurked at the edges of her thoughts. 
 
    In a few hours, her new life would begin, whether she was ready for it or not. 
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 TWELVE 
 
      
 
    In almost every way, the Helix Rebuild was superior to the Womack Process.  The duration of the treatment was an order of magnitude longer.  Every egg could be used, rather than the roughly ten percent success rate the Womack Process could boast.  Depending on who you asked, the Rebuild’s restriction to a biologically compatible recipient was a positive or a negative.  On Venus, at least, there was no ambivalence on that particular point. 
 
      
 
    But the Helix Rebuild still was not perfect.  In time, at around four hundred days, withdrawal would start to set in.  Unlike with the Womack Process, the withdrawal built slowly and took longer to turn fatal.  But make no mistake, those among the immortals on Venus who lost access to the treatment would die, and it was every bit as horrible and painful as the Womack Process withdrawals.  If anything, the prolonged nature of the Rebuild’s withdrawal made it even worse to experience. 
 
      
 
    For those ainlif who found themselves bereft of their matriarch, suicide, often formalized, was the only recourse they had. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison crouched at the lip of the meteor damage and stared into the void below.  He was numb with shock, his mind foggy and his thoughts sluggish and circular. 
 
    How could this have happened?  He couldn’t shake the sight of his brothers, faces blue with carbon dioxide exposure, eyes bulging in death.  Addison and Carlson had been in the waiting room just behind him.  The first responders had brought masks for the other two ainlif in the waiting room, and they had survived, though they were still unconscious. 
 
    He fought down the unreasonable fury.  Why had his brothers not survived?  Why had the extras not tried harder to save them?  Logically, he knew there had been nothing the extras could have done.  The extras had acted correctly; his brothers had already stopped breathing when they had arrived. 
 
    Of course, it was all for nothing.  Alana and Cynthia Everard had been lost when the meteor had struck the habitat.  The other matriarch who had been present, Emily Rey, and her daughter, had survived though.  What twist of fate would put them so close together, some to survive and others to be obliterated in an instant? 
 
    Dennison swallowed back the lump in his throat.  He had a sudden sympathy for the girl who had failed her Challenge.  Without Alana, he and all his brothers were doomed.  Garrison would be the first to die.  His treatment had been scheduled for today, and his withdrawals would start by the end of the month.  The rest of the Romaine ainlif would die one by one in the months following, assuming they let themselves live that long. 
 
    Through the grief and shock of loss, guilt clawed at him.  It had been his call to release the ballast and raise the habitat.  What would have happened if he had waited another five seconds?  Or triggered the release five seconds earlier?  Would the habitat have avoided the meteor swarm altogether, or would the strike have hit them more directly, destroying the habitat outright? 
 
    In a way, that the habitat had come through the swarm with only the one major strike was a minor miracle.  The damage could be repaired quickly, and they probably wouldn’t have to evacuate the habitat completely to make the repairs.  Nova Aeria would be back in full use in a few weeks. 
 
    He should be proud that he had assisted in weathering the storm so successfully.  If Alana had survived, he would be celebrating right now. 
 
    Dennison toed a cracked tile over the edge.  It clinked as it struck the floor below, and then spun off into the empty sky.  He watched it until it dwindled in the distance, imagining taking the step forward himself and falling. 
 
    He shivered.  With the habitat at such a high elevation, the atmosphere was thin and cold.  He didn’t want to die.  He still had another forty thousand years to live.  It seemed unreal, impossible, that Alana was gone. 
 
    His radio chirruped and he thumbed it off irritably.  He wanted to be left alone with his thoughts. 
 
    Dennison ran his hand over the half-melted examination table.  Had Alana been lying here, getting her uterine implant serviced while she waited for Garrison?  The thin layer of carbonization over the surface streaked and he rubbed his fingers together absently. 
 
    At least there wasn’t any danger of precipitation.  With the habitat above the cumulous cloud layer, the exposed interior to the habitat would stay dry and free of sulfuric acid. 
 
    A masked figure in work coveralls stepped through the doorway behind Dennison.  “Sir?  Mr. Romaine?” 
 
    Dennison turned with a glower.  “What do you want?” 
 
    “Sorry, sir.  I was sent to get you.  It’s urgent.” 
 
    What was urgent?  Alana was dead.  There was nothing left in this life for him to do but die with as much grace as he could muster. 
 
    “Well?” Dennison demanded.  “What is it?” 
 
    “I wasn’t given details, sir.  But one of the other ainlif is awake and talking.  Mr. Edison instructed me to tell you to come with all haste.” 
 
    “Edison sent you?”  Dennison straightened, some of the mental fog clouding his thoughts lifting away.  Edison wasn’t prone to excitement.  If he thought it was urgent, then it was.  “All right.  Thank you.” 
 
    Dennison walked quickly to the bulkhead, where a temporary airlock had been installed to facilitate access to the damaged sector.  It was only big enough for one man to stand in comfortably, and the extra waved him through, politely giving the ainlif priority. 
 
    Inside the airlock, Dennison bounced impatiently on the balls of his feet.  What could have made Edison send for him with urgency?  He pulled out his tablet and had it draw a map to where Edison was.  He wasn’t far; the sector that had been damaged was the medical wing and the people who had been exposed to carbon dioxide found treatment almost literally next door. 
 
    The airlock finished cycling and Dennison tore off his mask, underhanded it to a surprised-looking extra, and set off down the hallway at a jog.  Wild hope that Edison had found Alana alive spurred him into a full-on sprint before he squashed the upwelling of optimism ruthlessly.  He knew better than to let himself have false hope.  Still, he didn’t slow his pace. 
 
    Dennison burst into the hospital room out of breath.  The habitats weren’t built to hold pressure, and the interior air had normalized with the exterior atmosphere.  The air was thin enough to make him regret his short sprint.  Edison sat in a bedside chair next to a hospital bed occupied by a man with his face covered by a bandage. 
 
    “What is it?” Dennison demanded, panting for air. 
 
    Edison stood.  “This is Alec Everard,” he gestured at the man lying in the bed.  “Alec, Dennison is here.  Tell him what you told me.” 
 
    Alec cleared his throat.  “Cynthia and Alana are alive,” he rasped.  “I had a rebreather on me and after the impact I gave it to the matriarchs to share between them.” 
 
    “How can that be?” Dennison exclaimed.  “The extras reported only four men were in that waiting room!” 
 
    “Then the extras lied,” Alec shook his head.  “I swear on my blood and the life of my mother, when I blacked out, they were alive and well.” 
 
    Edison caught Dennison’s arm, his grip painfully tight.  “You know what this means?” 
 
    “They’ve been taken,” Dennison said grimly.  “Who have you told?” 
 
    “Nobody,” Edison said.  “I sent for you as soon as I heard.” 
 
    Dennison took out his tablet, and in a minute had found what he was looking for.  “The extra crew chief submitted an after-action report.  One adult female, one adolescent female, four adult males.  That’s it.  No mention of our mothers.” 
 
    “Who’s the crew chief?” 
 
    “Outside help.  A man named Wharton.  He was brought over from Nueva Angela to assist in the solar panel repairs.” 
 
    “Well, where is he now?  Let’s track him down and find out what happened!” Edison exclaimed. 
 
    Dennison cursed and flipped his tablet around to show Edison.  “They’re gone; left by dirigible back to Nueva Angela four hours ago.” 
 
    “Security tapes,” Alec rasped. 
 
    Edison snapped his fingers.  “Yeah, that’s right.  There will be footage of the airlocks.” 
 
    Dennison wished he had a workstation to use.  His tablet would do the job eventually, but it took forever to buffer the videos and trying to use the touch screen to scroll through footage was painfully inaccurate.  He managed to find the footage of the airlock and ran it forward quickly. 
 
    “There,” Edison said sharply from behind his shoulder. 
 
    Dennison paused the footage and backed it up a minute, then ran it forward at frame advance.  A crew of extras was loading equipment into the airlock, hard-sided tool cases and garment bags for their exposure suits.  The security camera wasn’t a very good one, and the images were grainy and it only saved snapshots once every few seconds. 
 
    “These two.  How long is that case between them?” 
 
    The extras in question had a black plastic tool case carried between them.  The case was around two meters long, and half a meter square. 
 
    “You could fit a person in there,” Dennison allowed.   
 
    He froze the frame and stared at it.  Such large equipment lockers weren’t exactly unusual, but it struck him as strange that the extras would have bothered to bring anything so bulky from Nueva Angela.  Any heavy equipment they needed would have been provided by Nova Aeria. 
 
    Dennison stepped through the footage some more, and found a second long case loaded after the first.  The airlock was cycled after that, and the crew vanished to go fetch another load.  He watched the rest of the footage, but those were the only two cases that were loaded. 
 
    He thumbed off the tablet and stretched a crick from his neck.  It was possible the cases were holding equipment.  It wasn’t unheard of for specialist crews to have custom-designed equipment that wouldn’t be available on Nova Aeria. 
 
    “Edison, dig through the security records and find the footage of them offloading from their dirigible on arrival.  I will bet every credit in my account that they didn’t arrive with those cases.” 
 
    Edison nodded and pulled out his own tablet. 
 
    “My brothers,” Alec rasped.  “They need to know Cynthia is alive.” 
 
    “I will get them,” Dennison promised.  “And all of my brothers who are here.  But until we decide what to do, this does not go anywhere.  If our mothers were taken, then surprise may be our only chance to rescue them alive.  Those equipment cases had to have been given to them by someone living in Nova Aeria.” 
 
    “Go, brother,” Edison urged.  “I will gather the evidence.” 
 
    Dennison reached out and clasped Alec’s hand.  The injured ainlif returned his grip painfully tight.  “We will find them,” he promised.  “And we will rain down such a fury upon them that they will wish for death.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was a council of war.  Calling it anything else would have been blind to the truth. 
 
    The ainlif of the two missing matriarchs gathered and sealed off access to a wing of the hospital, blustering and pulling rank to empty out the rooms.  Methodically they unplugged every security camera and recording device in the wing until they were satisfied nobody could eavesdrop on their council. 
 
    The Everard ainlif: Alec and Derek, both still lying in hospital gurneys, their heads swathed in bandages.  Chase, Evan and Ferrell had been occupied elsewhere in the habitat when the meteor had struck, and they stood with barely contained fury.  The remaining six of the Everard ainlif were attending the council remotely from New Galway, watching and listening from tablets held by their brothers. 
 
    The Romaine ainlif: Addison and Carlson were dead, killed by carbon dioxide exposure.  Bryson, Dennison, Edison, Ferguson, and Garrison were present, with the four remaining Romaine ainlif attending via tablet. 
 
    Dennison held up his hand, quieting the discussions and bringing all attention to him. 
 
    “Our matriarchs have been taken,” he said.  Absolute silence met the pronouncement.  The gathered men knew exactly what the stakes were.  He didn’t have to spell any of it out for them.  They were ready to act, and, at least for the moment, were willing to let Dennison take the lead. 
 
    “Here’s what we know,” Dennison started.  Edison had gathered a damning portfolio while the ainlif were gathering and securing the wing, and Dennison read from it as he briefed the others.  “At 0600 yesterday, a dirigible from Nueva Angela docked at Nova Aeria carrying a crew of twenty extras.  The crew chief is one Remer Wharton, an extra veteran of four decades.  He has a record of malcontent, with three recorded incidents of inciting others against matriarchs. 
 
    “With him are three extras from a smaller crew, led by Millicent Nicks.  Nicks has no record but is married to a woman who failed the Matriarch Challenge.  It is unknown how involved Nicks is, but given her connections, she may be harboring malcontent as well. 
 
    “I’ve sent video footage of the dirigible unloading upon arrival, which you can review later to your own satisfaction.  Following the emergency measures taken when Nova Aeria was struck by meteors, the extra crew loaded their equipment back into the dirigible they arrived on.  At 1432, today, the cameras in the airlock bays recorded the extra crew taking on cargo that they did not arrive with.” 
 
    Dennison sent the stills from the video footage to a projector with a swipe of a finger.  “Two equipment cases, measuring one hundred and eighty centimeters long, forty centimeters wide and thirty tall, were loaded into the airlock.  These cases were not unloaded by the crew upon arrival.” 
 
    Edison stepped forward.  “I tracked down the provenance of the cases to a supply depot.  The clerk says he sold the cases to an extra from Nueva Angela, who claimed damage to their own and needed replacements.  At this time, we do not think anyone from Nova Aeria is complicit, but we cannot be certain, thus the need for security.” 
 
    “How did the extras capture our mothers to begin with?” Evan demanded. 
 
    “I’m getting there,” Dennison said.  “We weren’t able to track the cases through the hallways, but we ran a search on all airlocks used after the accident happened.  Seven minutes after the meteor strike, an airlock was opened from the outside; not an airlock nearest to the damaged sector, but one further away, that the extra crew had been operating out of while performing repairs before the storm.” 
 
    Dennison played footage from his tablet on the projector.  The view was from the airlock foyer, and it showed a shot of the airlock door.  The image was grainy and out of focus, but it was clear that the airlock was crowded to capacity.  After a moment, the processing lights turned green and the airlock door slid open. 
 
    Remer Wharton stepped out first and scanned the room.  His eyes lit on the camera and he strode toward it.  With a single swing from a wrench, he smashed the security camera and it went dark. 
 
    “Just before Wharton destroys the camera,” Dennison said quietly, “we have an angle into the interior of the airlock.” 
 
    He backed the video up and played it at frame advance, tapping his tablet to move the footage forward a single frame at a time.  Wharton came into view, his teeth pulled back into a grimace, the wrench already traveling forward toward its destination in the camera housing.  In the background, blurry but still recognizable, a woman was struggling from the airlock, one fist raised, her long black hair swinging wildly in its plait. 
 
    “It is unmistakably Cynthia Everard,” Dennison said.  “We have no footage of Alana Romaine, but given the circumstantial evidence, we are assuming she was held further back in the airlock.” 
 
    “Leave it to mother to fight free,” Evan said with a grim smile. 
 
    “Yes,” Dennison agreed.  “This footage is all the proof we need to know for certain that Wharton and his crew have taken prisoner Cynthia Everard and Alana Romaine.  It is up to us, now, to recover them.  I don’t know about the rest of you, but this is my fight.”  Dennison smashed a fist into his open palm.  “These extras and their cohorts will feel the weight of justice.  I will not stand by and let anyone else take my place in this.” 
 
    “Damn right,” one of the Everard ainlif muttered.  “We’re with you on that, Romaine.” 
 
    “We’ve pulled the flight plan and logs of the dirigible,” Dennison said.  “We know the dirigible made contact with Nueva Angela roughly an hour ago.  Our mothers are being held somewhere in that mega-hab, probably at gunpoint.  Make no mistake, gentlemen, Nueva Angela is their home turf.  If we roll in heavy, they will see us coming.  I will not put my mother at risk.  A subtle approach is required.” 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” Alec rasped. 
 
    “Only the beginnings of one.  That is what you all are here for.  We expect Wharton will have demands for us and will use our mothers as hostages.  Likely they will present their demands to the Council.” 
 
    Garrison gave a wry laugh.  “That will go poorly for them.” 
 
    Dennison nodded.  “The Council will not tolerate a matriarch being held hostage.  They would sooner shoot Nueva Angela out of the sky as a warning to other would-be extortionists than give in to Wharton’s demands.  We must be able to demonstrate to the Council that the matter is under control when the ransom video comes in, so we have a hard timeline.” 
 
    “Damn these bandages,” Alec growled.  “They say my eyesight will take months to fully recover, but I will be mobile in another day.  I will take a dirigible to Horizon and interface with the Council.” 
 
    “We need a Romaine representative,” Bryson said.  “I will go.” 
 
    “No, we need your gun,” Dennison shook his head.  “Garrison, what say you?” 
 
    Garrison growled something inaudibly but nodded.  “You won’t be needing a second pilot.  Fine.  I’ll go.  Mother has strong support from the Council.  Maybe we should pre-empt Wharton’s demands?” 
 
    “Use your judgment,” Dennison spread his hands.  “You know as well as I do that moods can swing wildly with sudden bad news.  Whatever you do, you must hold off any retaliatory action.  Give us time to infiltrate before the Council sends in the marines.” 
 
    Garrison nodded.  “I’ll buy you as much time as I can.  Alec, can you walk?  I’ll fly us straight to Horizon.” 
 
    Alec rolled his legs over the side of the gurney and levered himself up to a sitting position.  Evan caught his arm and steadied him, and gingerly Alec stood.  He wobbled when he tried to take a step and cursed. 
 
    “Not yet.  My inner ear is shot to hell.” 
 
    “A wheelchair, then,” Garrison said.  “Sit down before you hurt yourself.  Dennison, don’t worry about us.  I’ll get us to Horizon.  I’m counting on you, brother.  Make that bastard Wharton pay.” 
 
    Dennison traded a clasp with Garrison.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll have mother back, safe and sound.  You still have a month, at least.” 
 
    Garrison’s smile was grim.  “Just get her back safely.  Even if it takes a year.” 
 
    “What about you, Derek?” Dennison asked.  “How is your eyesight?” 
 
    Derek unwound the bandages from his eyes and squinted into the room.  His eyes were bloodshot and dried blood marked where it had trickled from his tear ducts, ears and nose.  “Damn that stings,” he muttered, “but I can see.  The doctors said I should have my eyesight and balance back in a day.  I guess I got lucky with the exposure.”  
 
    “Are you sure?” Garrison asked doubtfully.  “They’re going to have enough problems without having to take care of a cripple.  There’ll be room in the skimmer for one more.” 
 
    “I won’t be left behind,” Derek growled.  “My eyes are fine.  My treatment was supposed to happen today, and I’ll be damned if I let anything get between me and my mother.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.”  Evan squeezed his shoulder.  “You’ll come with us.  We’ll need your gun.” 
 
    Dennison nodded.  “Fine.  Let’s get moving, then.” 
 
    Farrell found a wheelchair in one of the side rooms and they got Alec seated and strapped in across the chest.  Whatever inner-ear damage he had suffered made it impossible for him to sit up straight without getting dizzy.  Given time that damage would heal but it would likely take a course of Helix treatment for him to fully recover.   
 
    Without waiting for anything else, Garrison wheeled Alec away, heading for the skimmer bays. 
 
    “Is he going to be all right?” Evan asked doubtfully.  “Horizon is thousands of kilometers away from here.  With the storm blowing…” 
 
    “He’s a pilot,” Dennison shrugged, “one of the best there is.  He’ll make it, if he has to leapfrog from habitat to habitat to do it.” 
 
    Evan grunted.  “Why do I get the impression he’s going to have the easy job?” 
 
    “Jealous?” 
 
    “Hah.  You wish.  No, I’m going to be right there in front, with you.  Nobody takes a matriarch and gets away with it, and certainly not Cynthia Everard.  There will be blood to pay.” 
 
    “Good to hear.  All right, everyone.  Listen up.  We’ve little time to prepare.  Here’s what I think might work.  If any of you have better ideas, don’t be shy.” 
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 THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    Food production in the habitats was almost entirely locally produced.  It wasn’t feasible to concentrate agriculture in only a few habitats and distribute it.  The constantly changing wind and the distance between the habitats made travel dangerous and unpredictable.  Consequently, the habitats had to dedicate a significant fraction of their population toward the cultivation, gathering and preparation of food. 
 
      
 
    As each habitat was an isolated environment, it was necessary for oxygen to be produced locally.  The tried-and-true method of algae vats was ubiquitous, and supplemented by other vegetative growth in the aquaponics gardens.  Like all sealed ecosystems, water is the primary building block, without which the cycle of life falls apart. 
 
      
 
    On Venus, production of water is achieved through a simple electrolysis of sulfuric acid precipitate.  There is no shortage of the acid, as it rains from the clouds.  The resulting oxygen and hydrogen is burned in a controlled environment, producing water.  The excess oxygen is released into the habitat to build the air within or stored for emergency use. 
 
      
 
    In habitats with a high demand of water and low population like New Galway, the sulfuric acid electrolysis produces more than enough oxygen to supply the demands of the people living aboard, without the need of supplemental algae tanks. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cynthia Everard jolted awake.  She had a throbbing migraine, and a deep ache along her left side—bruising from when she had been tackled to the ground shortly after breaking free of the airlock. 
 
    It was completely black.  She lifted her arms and the back of her hands knocked against corrugated plastic.  Memory returned.  She was in a tool case, only wide enough to fit her shoulders if she hunched inward.  There was precious little space above her, maybe only a dozen centimeters.  The air was thick and stifling. 
 
    The case lurched and she felt herself picked up.  The bumping, swaying motion that followed told her she was being carried, and she crushed down the feeling of panic.  Her sons would find her.  She had no doubt of that.  All she had to do was remain alive until they did. 
 
    Fear was an unfamiliar sensation.  She knew caution, and took care to preserve her physical well-being, but outright fear was not something she had experienced for many, many years.  Cynthia felt it now, though.  Unmistakable fear gnawed at her gut and sent flashes of cold sweat down her back.  She felt sick with it. 
 
    Cynthia prided herself on maintaining an even emotional keel.  Accidents, emergencies, and other situations that raised emotions in the people about her, she had learned to weather and retain her calm throughout. 
 
    That familiar rock of calm was gone, now.  Emotions rushed through her and she spun with them; she choked on her fear, then was blinded with rage, and then wept with uncertainty.   
 
    The jolting of her case seemed to go on forever.  Claustrophobia was added to her emotional rollercoaster.  She needed air.  She needed to be able to move! 
 
    There was a lull, where her carriers were standing still.  Through the muffling plastic, she heard the mechanical whine of a lift that seemed to go on forever.  New Galway, her home, was a relatively small habitat, with only a single core.  The habitable section of the habitat was only six levels, so any lift rides took a few seconds at most.  This habitat, wherever she was, was huge, probably one of the mega-habs, with dozens of levels. 
 
    Finally, the lift chimed and the jolting sway of her case continued.  They were nearing their destination.  Cynthia crushed down her wildly vacillating emotions and tried to think logically.  Dirigible docks were always on the upper levels of the habitats.  Given the duration of the lift ride, she had to be near the bottom levels of the habitat where the levels were small. 
 
    She didn’t have much time before she would be arriving, wherever her destination was.  She forced her breathing to slow and twisted her shoulders up to rub her cheeks dry.  She couldn’t raise her hands to her face, so she could do nothing about the state of her hair.  First impressions were vital.  She needed to show her captors who she was.  She was not just another woman.  She was Cynthia Everard, Matriarch, scion of Annette Everard, and nearly three centuries old. 
 
    Cynthia had her emotions under control and her face smoothed to a formal stiffness when her bearers dropped her to the ground.  She bit back a cry of surprise and pain and readied herself.  This was it. 
 
    The clunks of locks disengaging around the perimeter of the case gave her warning and she took a final, deep breath.  Glaring lights stabbed into her eyes as the lid hinged open.  She would not cower.  She would not flinch. 
 
    Stiffly, Cynthia sat up.  She was in a storage room of some sort, with unlabeled boxes sitting on shelves lining two of the four walls.  Simple strip lighting cast a harsh, white light into the room.  Her case, and another like it, was in the center of the room.  The shelves had been pushed to the edges to make an open space.  A dozen men stood around her, with the weathered, tanned faces of extras. 
 
    All eyes were on her as she levered herself out of her tool case and stood.  She looked around, and most of the men dropped their eyes, except for one, a bearded man with white in his hair and a nasty smile on his face.  He alone met her eyes and held them. 
 
    “You are a matriarch?” he asked. 
 
    Cynthia nodded stiffly.  “I am; Matriarch Cynthia Everard.” 
 
    “Shit,” one of the other men muttered, “an Everard.” 
 
    “Quiet,” the bearded man snapped.  “This is a good thing, exactly what we wanted.  Sorrel, open the other case.” 
 
    Sorrel stepped forward and knelt next to the case to fiddle with the locks.  Cynthia remained standing, gauging the mood of the room.  Not everyone present was completely on board with kidnapping a matriarch.  They were already considering the inevitable reprisals.  If they had kidnapped a no-name matriarch, they might have been able to leverage a deal, but they had kidnapped an Everard; and not some third-generation scion, but the fourth and youngest daughter of Annette Everard herself. 
 
    Whether they knew it or not, nobody in this room would live to see the end of the month. 
 
    The second case cracked open and Sorrel moved back, joining his fellows in the watching crowd.  The lid swung open and Alana Romaine climbed out stiffly.  She scanned the room and immediately identified the bearded man as the leader. 
 
    “You.  What is your name,” Alana demanded. 
 
    The man grinned, took two steps forward, and drove his fist hard into Alana’s stomach. 
 
    Cynthia flinched despite herself.  Alana doubled over, sobbing after breath.  The man grabbed a handful of Alana’s hair and hauled her upright. 
 
    “My name is Remer Wharton.  I’m only going to say this once, so listen very carefully.  You are not in charge here.  You live at my pleasure.  If you do exactly as I say, then maybe you will survive to return to your coddled, endless lives.” 
 
    Cynthia folded her hands at her waist and stared straight ahead.  Inwardly, she cursed, and was thankful she had not spoken out too soon.  This was not a petty criminal hoping for a ransom payout.  Wharton was an extra, and a wealthy man already.  This was about something else than credits entirely. 
 
     “Mr. Wharton,” Cynthia said carefully, “I have no illusions about the danger we are in.  You do not strike me as a man who acts without purpose.  What do you wish to accomplish?” 
 
    Wharton stepped up to her, and Cynthia wondered if she was going to be struck as well.  Physical damage didn’t worry her over-much.  A course of treatment would heal everything but missing organs or limbs.  The pain of being beaten would be transitory. 
 
    She told herself that and felt a bead of sweat forming at her temple.  It would be transitory, but it would still be pain.  She was not used to pain. 
 
    Wharton glared at her, and she met his eyes calmly.  Finally, he barked a laugh.  “Matriarch Everard, I think you and I will get along just fine.  I’m glad you asked, actually.  I do have a purpose, one which you are going to help me to accomplish.” 
 
    He snapped his fingers at Alana.  “Stand up, woman.  That’s better.  Give me your name, so I know who I’m dealing with.” 
 
    Alana grimaced but stood.  She was hunched, still, and her face was white, but she spoke evenly enough.  “I am Matriarch Alana Romaine.” 
 
    There was some muttering among the watching men, and Wharton nodded, satisfaction on his face.  “Well, well.  We’re in exalted company, gentlemen!  We have a second-generation Everard, and the scientific mind behind Romaine Automations, unless I’m mistaken.” 
 
    “You are quite correct,” Alana said quietly. 
 
    “You’re a smart woman,” Wharton leered, “and one of the eldest of the matriarchs.  But don’t think that makes you too good to die.  Cross me again, and I’ll put a bullet in your head.” 
 
    Cynthia cleared her throat and met Wharton’s gaze calmly when he spun to her.  “We understand our situation, Mr. Wharton, you needn’t belabor it.  I would, however, advise against killing one of us.  Anything you hope to accomplish will be impossible with the blood of a matriarch on your hands.  The Manifesto forbids it.” 
 
    “Is that right?” 
 
    “Yes.  Tenet Thirteen.” 
 
    “Hey, Wharton, I dunno about this, man.  These are matriarchs!” 
 
    Wharton turned and eyed the man who had spoken up.  “If you want to leave, Markel, I won’t stop you.  But I picked you to be here because I know your situation is unlivable.  You’re the one we’re trying to help with this, and you have to carry your weight too.  It is difficult doing what must be done at times, but without sacrifice, nothing will change.” 
 
    Markel dropped his gaze.  “I’m sorry.  I need change as much as anybody here.  But…” 
 
    “But your wife is pregnant again, and there is no space in your apartment for another child.  You already work extra shifts to make ends meet.”  Wharton turned and spread his arms, encompassing everyone in the room.  “Every one of you has been asked to assist because you are all in desperate need.  I won’t force any of you to stay, but only those who stay will reap the rewards of our effort.” 
 
    Cynthia recalled Evan’s warning about unrest among the commons.  Had it only been this morning?  “You have a shortage of housing,” she guessed. 
 
    “Not a situation you would be familiar with,” Wharton growled.  “You live on a habitat with only two hundred people.  In an entire habitat!  Do not attempt to empathize with us, Matriarch.  We already know your hypocrisy.” 
 
    “New Galway is a farm,” Cynthia refuted gently.  “The displacement mass is entirely taken up by culture tanks and water.  We cultivate new strains and breeds of fish and vegetation for everyone on Venus.  Our population is limited because of the life support and weight restrictions.” 
 
    Wharton flushed.  “I’m not interested in your propaganda.  Be silent.” 
 
    Cynthia bowed her head slightly in acquiescence.  “My apologies.” 
 
    The room was silent as Wharton glared at the matriarchs.  Cynthia met his eyes briefly, and then glanced down.  She didn’t want to escalate the conflict, but she also refused to abase herself.  Finally, Wharton growled something under his breath. 
 
    “All right.  Here’s what’s going to happen.  You are going to make a video describing our demands.  You are going to read the exact script provided, with no additions or admissions.” 
 
    “No,” Alana said flatly.  “We won’t.” 
 
    “Maybe I haven’t made myself clear,” Wharton said, stepping forward to loom over Alana.  “You will do everything we ask of you.” 
 
    Alana spat in his face.  Cynthia was already moving when Wharton recovered from his shock and threw a swinging punch at the side of Alana’s head.  The blow went by, close enough to Cynthia that she would have caught part of it if she hadn’t moved. 
 
    Cynthia had been standing long enough to get the cramps from her legs, so when she dodged to the side, she moved without stumbling.  Alana swayed back, letting Wharton’s fist pass harmlessly by, and she grabbed at his sleeve, giving just that little extra momentum to throw the bigger man off balance. 
 
    There was an opening, and Cynthia went for it.  She kicked out at the back of Wharton’s knee, staggering him further, then slammed her open palm into the base of his skull.  Wharton collapsed, unconscious.  It was a blow she would never have dealt in a practice bout, as it had even chances of killing the person struck outright.  This was no practice bout, though. 
 
    With shouts of alarm, the watching men started from their open-mouthed surprise.  Cynthia danced backward, Alana at her side, and met the first of the angry extras with a swift judo throw over her hip to the ground and followed with a sharp blow to his throat.  She was straightening up when a thick-bodied man crashed into her, tackling her to the ground. 
 
    He must have weighed twice was Cynthia did, but she fought him as best she could.  With his weight crushing her and her jabs absorbed by the muscle of his shoulders, there was little she could do.  He caught her arm as she pulled back to poke at his eyes, then slugged a heavy fist into the side of her head. 
 
    Stars burst into Cynthia’s vision and the world seemed to wobble.  He hit her again and she slumped backwards to the ground, groaning, with no fight left in her.  The sounds of Alana scuffling with her captors went on for a little bit longer, then she, too, was subdued. 
 
    Cynthia concentrated on breathing.  Her mouth stung numbly, and she tasted blood from a split lip.  Rough hands flipped her over onto her stomach and her hands were dragged behind her.  She resisted on reflex, until a sharp blow to her kidneys drained the last of her strength.  Pain swamped her, and she couldn’t think. 
 
    Bindings were wrapped around her hands and ankles, several turns of the fiberglass-backed tape used to make repairs outside the habitat.  It was strong stuff and had to be cut with shears.  There was no way she would be able to break free on her own. 
 
    She was dragged into a sitting position against a shelf and turns of tape went around her shoulders and waist, fastening her to a shelf.  Cynthia made no attempt to resist.  They had had their opportunity, but it hadn’t been enough.  Cynthia was short and slender, a hundred and sixty centimeters, and just under fifty kilos.  Alana was taller and stronger than she was, but these men worked with their hands for a living.  A fight against so many had had an inevitable outcome. 
 
    Maybe she had killed that piece of shit Wharton, though.  It had been a solid blow, but he had enough muscle that she didn’t think she had been so lucky.  If nothing else, he would wake up with a killer headache. 
 
    The men finished lashing Alana to a shelf and stood back, breathing hard.  Alana hadn’t given up easily.  Her nose was broken and blood ran down her face, along with the beginnings of a truly glorious shiner.  Cynthia looked at the trail of unconscious and wounded men on the floor and felt a glow of vicious satisfaction.  Alana had broken the arms of two men and knocked out a third.  Cynthia’s contributions were the unconscious Wharton and the extra rolling back and forth on the ground, making choking noises and clawing at his throat. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, look at Tovin,” one of the extras cried. 
 
    One of them pulled Tovin’s hands out of the way, and Cynthia saw the mottled purple of the man’s trachea, and the unnatural bulge to one side. 
 
    “He needs a tracheotomy,” Cynthia said. 
 
    “What the hell did you do to him!” 
 
    “He will die unless you do it right now,” Cynthia said louder, overriding the shout.  “Cut me free, and I’ll perform the operation.” 
 
    “No,” Sorrel shook his head.  “Not a chance.” 
 
    Cynthia shrugged as best she could.  “His death is on you, then.” 
 
    “Damn you, woman!  Tovin has a family!” 
 
    “You’re the one who abducted me,” Cynthia snapped back.  “These consequences are on your head!” 
 
    Alana laughed and spat blood onto the floor.  “You idiots have no idea what hell you have unleashed upon yourselves.  The Council will shoot this habitat out of the sky before it concedes to your extortion.  You’ve doomed yourselves and everyone you love.” 
 
    Cynthia watched the men fraying before her eyes.  Wharton was the leader.  He was the driving force behind this little rebellion, and he was lying face down where Cynthia had dropped him.  There was no inspiration, no threats, no cajoling coming from him now.  It was possible that she could talk her way out of this yet. 
 
    Alana seemed to have assumed the role of bad cop, so Cynthia pitched her voice to a reasonable, motherly tone.  “You’ve made a mistake, but it’s not too late.”  The veins in Tovin’s face were standing proud, and his choking gasps were turning liquid, a grim counterpoint to her words.  “Release us, and you have my word your punishments will be lenient.  You can still walk away from this.  You don’t have to end up like him.”  Cynthia jerked her head at Tovin. 
 
    She could see the uncertainty grow.  They wanted to improve their lives.  That was only natural.  Wharton had convinced them that abducting a matriarch or two would give them a platform to speak from.  They were wrong, but that mistake could still be made right.  Tovin’s writhing was growing weaker, his gasps for air faint and whistling. 
 
    “Or you can carry on your chosen course,” Alana said harshly, jumping in with perfect timing and wielding the brutal truth like a club.  “You can expect nothing but death and suffering if you do so.  You will have no opportunity to speak to the Council.  Everyone you love, everyone you hope to benefit, all will suffer immeasurably.” 
 
    “Just cut us free,” Cynthia wheedled.  “Let us leave and it doesn’t have to get any worse.” 
 
    Cynthia could see at least several of them men had accepted her word.  They had looks of horror on their faces as they stared at Tovin, seeing their own mortality in his fading life. 
 
    “You have until Tovin dies,” Alana snapped. 
 
    Cynthia could see what Alana was going for.  Spur them into action, snap them out of their fearful paralysis.  But the timing wasn’t right yet.  It made them realize that the matriarchs had killed Tovin, and perhaps two more.  It made them angry, and angry men are impossible to convince with logic. 
 
    “They’re trying to frighten us,” Sorrel cried. 
 
    “Yeah.  And it’s working,” one of the others spat.  “How am I going to help my children if I’m dead?” 
 
    “We have to keep going!” Sorrel argued.  “We have control of the matriarchs.  They won’t dare attack us!  The moment we see them coming down the lifts we can kill our captives.  They know this!  We’re safe, and we’ll get our demands met.  We’ll let the matriarchs go when it’s over.  I don’t want to kill them any more than you do.” 
 
    Cynthia licked at her split lip and felt the sting.  The numbness was wearing off, and she was starting to feel the aches and pains of her bruises.  She had to regain control of the situation.  She had been so close! 
 
    Tovin’s face was turning purple.  His throat had swollen to the point where his airway was completely obstructed.  Without a tracheotomy performed in the next handful of seconds, he would die.  Then Wharton groaned and rolled onto his side, and Cynthia felt her hopes fade away with the last twitches of Tovin’s legs. 
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 FOURTEEN 
 
      
 
    The Matriarch Manifesto 
 
    Tenet Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Terrorism is inevitable.  There is much that matriarchs have that inspire jealousy and hatred.  We must have an absolute response to terrorist actions.  Only through action more terrible than that which is used in an attempt to control us can we show our enemies that we are not a viable target. 
 
      
 
    There will be no negotiation with terrorists.  Once we begin negotiating, we lose our position of strength.  The abduction of matriarchs, the threats against our lives and against those we love, must be met with absolute force.  Collateral damage should be kept to a minimum, but the use of innocents as a shield cannot be used to dissuade us. 
 
      
 
    Terrorism is war waged on a personal level.   Therefore, it must be treated as war.  A threat against one matriarch is a threat against all of us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison gripped the handhold and braced himself in his seat as the skimmer lurched.  The skimmer dropped a few feet before Ferguson caught it with a careful rev of the engine.  With tight concentration, the pilot fought against the turbulence and guided the skimmer toward the open landing bay doors. 
 
    Nueva Angela was on the edge of the storm system and the wind whipping around the habitat churned into turbulence.  The skimmer flight from Nova Aeria to Nueva Angela had been in equal parts boring and nerve-wracking.  Long stretches of clear sky offered no greater obstacle than the towering cumulus clouds, then sudden gusts of wind would toss them about like insignificant flecks.  Ferguson rode through it all with steely focus, projecting a mien of bored calm. 
 
    The last stretch of flight had been the worst.  Nueva Angela was still at habitat-standard cruising height.  For the majority of the flight, Ferguson had kept them high, at the same level Nova Aeria had lifted to, where the storm turbulence was minimized.  Now, for the last kilometer of approach, Ferguson had gradually dropped them down until they were flying on a level with the habitat. 
 
    The thicker atmosphere meant the pockets of low pressure and churning turbulence coming off the habitat were that much stronger.  Ferguson guided the violently shaking skimmer carefully toward the leeward landing bay.  There was another one on the other side of the habitat, but with the wind as unpredictable as it was, it was safer to make the approach from downwind where any mistake would blow them away from the habitat rather than slamming them into the hull. 
 
    Ferguson’s first approach had them bobbing about on the brink of stalling, some twenty meters from the opening.  Just when Dennison was sure Ferguson was going to give up and circle back for another attempt, a low-pressure front came through and the skimmer bounded forward and slipped neatly into the calm atmosphere of the landing deck. 
 
    Dennison released the breath he had been holding with a sigh of relief.  “Thank god that’s over with.” 
 
    “Good to know you have such unshakable faith in my flying skills,” Ferguson said wryly.  He cut power to the prop and guided them carefully in for a landing, settling down with only a small bump. 
 
    “Hey, you’re the pilot,” Dennison protested.  “If it was easy, anyone could do it.  Okay,” he said louder, turning and addressing himself to Bryson and Edison in the back seats, “remember this is a low-profile engagement.  We’re on a routine habitat inspection.  We’re not ainlif.” 
 
    Edison rolled his eyes and settled his rebreather mask in place.  “You don’t need to remind us.”  He popped open a hard-backed case and took out a compact pistol.  He tucked the gun away into an armpit holster under his jacket.  Wordlessly, Edison handed out weapons to the others.  The need to remain inconspicuous limited the hardware to pistols. 
 
    “What rounds do we have?” Bryson asked curiously. 
 
    “Monomol,” Edison grunted.  “The armory on Nova Aeria wouldn’t let me take out solids.” 
 
    Dennison fit his rebreather mask in place.  It made sense.  Monomol rounds were made of compacted steel powder, designed to deliver their force to the first thing they hit, and then break apart into harmless dust.  Against an unarmored man, the rounds had devastating effect, but did nothing to harder targets but scratch the paint.  Body armor, the outer shell of the habitat, and other heavy materials were impervious to the rounds.  “All set?” he asked and got a series of affirmatives from his brothers.  “All right.  Breaching to atmosphere.” 
 
    He popped the door and dropped down to the deck.  A trolley was already coming toward them to tow the skimmer into parking.  Dennison waved at the driver and headed toward the airlock.  Out of his brothers, he was the one who had the actual ratings to challenge anyone who questioned them.  As the airlock cycled, he got his credentials pulled up.  He was over-rated for an inspections officer, but with luck, nobody would think to challenge him on it. 
 
    The airlock hissed open and Dennison pulled off his rebreather mask and breathed in the air of Nueva Angela for the first time.  He was used to the air on New Galway, where the water extractors supplied them with more oxygen than their limited population could use.  Nova Aeria had a much larger population, but they were over-stocked with algae tanks in case they had to deal with sudden influxes of guests.  The air there was clean and fresh. 
 
    Nueva Angela smelled like overpopulation, stale with an undercurrent of rank fetidness.  He knew the specs for the habitat; it was rated for forty thousand people, but by the smell of it, the water processors and algae tanks couldn’t keep up with the burgeoning population.  He wrinkled his nose.  Just how many people were living in the habitat?  The systems were designed to have a thirty percent safety margin and H&H must be processing well over that. 
 
    No wonder the people were desperate enough to abduct a matriarch. 
 
    Bryson elbowed him, and Dennison turned to see a short man hurrying toward them, his coverall blazoned with traffic control insignia.  Dennison stepped forward and waved, trying on what he hoped was a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Saw you come in,” the man huffed.  “That was some ballsy flying.” 
 
    Dennison extended his hand.  “Thanks, our pilot has a lot of practice.  I’m Dennis.” 
 
    “Hi Dennis.  I’m Lungren O’Malley, shift chief for traffic control.  What’s your business on Nueva Angela?” 
 
    “Habitat inspection,” Dennison said blandly and flipped his tablet around, letting O’Malley get a look at the lurid decals.  “We’re doing a surprise inspection, part of a new initiative from Horizon.” 
 
    “I haven’t heard of it,” O’Malley objected. 
 
    “That’s why it’s called a surprise,” Dennison grinned, taking the heat out of his words. 
 
    O’Malley snorted a laugh and shook his head.  “What will Horizon think of next, eh?” 
 
    “Seriously.  You know how these new initiatives go.  It’s all so important, such a hurry.  They don’t care that there’s a storm beating hell out of this sector.  We have to go now!  Rush, rush, rush!  You know how many habitats there are?  Over seven hundred!  Even a brief inspection of each is going to take us years.”  Dennison scowled as he complained, getting into the act.  “Waiting a day or two for the storm to blow past wouldn’t change a damn thing.” 
 
    “Women, am I right?” O’Malley sighed.  “Well, welcome to Nueva Angela, I guess.  You have a place to stay?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Dennison grunted.  “We got rushed out before we had time to do more than set a flight plan.  The other half of my team got blown off course, too.  They should be a few minutes behind us.  I figured I’d find us lodgings while we wait.” 
 
    “Another four men?” O’Malley asked.  He lifted his hat to scratch at his head then settled it back in place.  “We’re hard up for space here, but I think you’ll find rooms on the fourth level.  Search for directions to Burbank Garden, your tablet will lead you there.  I hope you have a loose budget, though.  It’ll cost you.” 
 
    Dennison grinned.  “The one part of working out of Horizon I don’t complain about.  Say what you want, but my team is never hard up for credits.” 
 
    “Must be nice,” O’Malley grumbled.  “We’re strapped up tighter than an unpaid whore.  I’ll keep an eye out for the rest of your team and send them your way.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” Dennison shook his hand.  “Which way to the lifts?” 
 
    O’Malley pointed, and Dennison led his brothers off.   
 
    Once they were out of earshot, Edison muttered, “Over-selling it a bit, weren’t you?” 
 
    “I think he did fine,” Ferguson shrugged.  “Nothing allays suspicion like common ground.  O’Malley will log us in as inspectors, and it’ll legitimize us for any poking around we do.” 
 
    Burbank Garden was about as far from garden-like as it was possible to be on Venus.  Uninspired, solid-color panels lined the walls, and the only plant in sight was a stunted fern on the receptionist’s desk. 
 
    “What can I do for you?” the receptionist asked, barely bothering to look up from her tablet. 
 
    “I need rooms for eight,” Dennison requested.  “Adjacent, if it’s possible.” 
 
    That got her to look up, if only for an incredulous snort.  “Mister, nobody had that much unoccupied space in Angela.” 
 
    “Then make room,” Dennison ordered bluntly.  He spun his tablet around, flashing his credentials at the girl.  “Money is no object.  Whatever it takes.” 
 
    “I do have six rooms open in the east wing,” she said dubiously, “but the other four are taken until the end of the week.” 
 
    “I’ll take the whole wing,” Dennison said, on impulse.  “You make the required moves.  Offer them free nights on me if you must.  Do it quickly, and there will be something extra on the side for you.” 
 
    “The rooms you aren’t using aren’t going to be free,” the receptionist said.  She was a little shaken by the speed of the bargaining, but there was a greedy gleam in her eye now that told Dennison he would get what he wanted. 
 
    “Charge me ten percent extra per room,” Dennison offered.  The overpayment wouldn’t find its way into the hotel’s bank account, but that was okay.  This way the receptionist would be more eager to comply with the unusual demands.  “I don’t have to tell you to keep quiet about this, do I?” 
 
    “The Garden prides itself on client discretion,” she said quickly.  “How many nights will you be staying?” 
 
    “Indefinitely.” 
 
    The girl’s eyes widened as she calculated the amount of money she was going to be skimming from the business.  She nodded eagerly now, all traces of boredom and reticence gone.  “I’ll need a deposit before I open the rooms for you.  The first four nights is standard.” 
 
    Dennison nodded and used his tablet to accept the payment without really looking at the number.  The Romaine clan was wealthy from inter-planetary trade and patents on Earth and Mars.  He had access to an expense fund that was enough to buy half the habitat if that was warranted, and when it came to recovering his mother, that would be a small price to pay.  Paying for the rooms was insignificant. 
 
    The receptionist grinned like Christmas had come early and rushed off after promising only a short wait. 
 
    “The Everards have landed,” Edison reported quietly, looking up from his tablet.  “They’ll be here in a few minutes.  Apparently, O’Malley was more than happy to wave them through without fuss.” 
 
    “I told you.  It’s always easier to make friends.” 
 
    Edison grunted noncommittally.  “This time.” 
 
    The receptionist came hurrying back.  “Your rooms are ready, at least the back six.  It will take some time to contact the other guests and inform them of the room change.  If you’re ready, I’ll show you to them now.” 
 
    “The rest of my team will be here in a moment and will need guidance,” Dennison said.  “Just point us in the right direction and we’ll find our way.”  
 
    “Oh.  Of course.  Here are your cards.  Once the guests have moved out of the wing, I can give you a master card that will lock the wing.” 
 
    “That’s perfect, thank you.”  Dennison smiled.  “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Serina, sir.” 
 
    “Well, Serina, that was fast work.  I’ll have a good tip for you once we have the wing to ourselves.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir.” 
 
    Dennison led the way to the east wing and held the door for Ferguson, who was lugging the heavy crate.  Once out of the reception area, the Garden started to resemble its name.  The walls were lined with planted troughs, turning the hallway into a verdant tunnel.  The first four doors were locked, but the rear six were open and waiting for them. 
 
    “Set up in one of the rear rooms,” Dennison suggested to Ferguson.  “We’ll have the other extra for a conference room.” 
 
    “Okay.  Bryson, give me a hand with this thing.” 
 
    Dennison followed behind and watched as Ferguson and Bryson broke open the crate.  It was a mobile computer station, with an integrated server rack holding an array of processor cores.  Ferguson had it turned on and plugged into the habitat’s network in a few minutes. 
 
    By the time Evan arrived with the other Everards, the station had finished booting and the screen was showing a scrolling progress as the system integrated with the habitat’s network. 
 
    “You boys do fast work,” Evan greeted them.  “That’s some serious hardware,” he commented, nodding toward the station. 
 
    “It’s Tabitha,” Ferguson explained.  “Or, at least, it’s an early beta of her.  We’ve been working on an AI to act as a habitat overseer.  Right now she’s linking to the habitat’s network.” 
 
    “How complex is the AI?” Chase asked curiously. 
 
    “Smart enough that she’ll be able to help us find our missing matriarchs,” Ferguson shrugged.  “She’s indexing the habitat’s central computer database now.” 
 
    “That’s… thousands of terabytes,” Farrell estimated.  “What kind of computer can index that much data in any sort of usable form?” 
 
    “Tabitha can,” Dennison grinned.  “Just give it a few minutes and we’ll be ready to go.” 
 
    “I asked the receptionist to work out a caterer for us,” Farrell said absently, transfixed by the readout on Tabitha’s monitor.  “We’re going to be too busy to run out to get food.” 
 
    “I’ve intercepted Serina’s attempts,” a female voice spoke from the console.  “The nearest quality restaurant is two levels away and specializes in stir fry and soup dishes.  Food will be delivered within thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Hello, Tabitha,” Ferguson said, smiling at the look on Farrell’s face.  “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Anxious.”  Tabitha replied shortly.  “I have begun a search to locate Matriarch Alana Romaine and Matriarch Cynthia Everard.  There are over ten thousand video recording devices connected to the network, and six thousand audio devices.  It is highly probable that something has recorded their presence.  Media data accounts for some fifteen exabytes of storage, but if it is filtered for the window of possible recordings of the missing matriarchs, that volume drops to mere petabytes.” 
 
    “When can we expect a result?” 
 
    “Unknown.  At most, a little over forty-eight hours.” 
 
    “Okay.  I have a list of extra crew that were working on Nova Aeria when the matriarchs were taken.  Please locate them and give us an expected schedule, along with any deviations from the norm.” 
 
    “Splitting my functions will result in increased time to locate the matriarchs,” Tabitha warned. 
 
    “Understood.  Continue anyway.  It may give us a faster location of our matriarchs.” 
 
    “Very well.  You should know, Serina has located two of the four guests, and they are on their way to vacate their rooms.  They are not pleased.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Dennison said.  “I’ll handle that.” 
 
    “The financial records of the guests suggest they would be receptive to monetary bribery,” Tabitha suggested cheerfully. 
 
    “That’s incredible,” Farrell said.  He stared at the console in awe.  “How is it even possible the AI can transmit that much data over the network?” 
 
    “It isn’t, obviously,” Ferguson shrugged.  “Tabitha co-ops remote processor clusters and performs search functions on the host machine, rather than trying to move all that data and search it locally.” 
 
    “So, it… she?  Just hacks into devices?” 
 
    “Oh no, that would cost far too much processor time, even for Tabitha.  She has access to the central server on Nueva Angela at a root level.  And Tabitha is very much a she.  She passed the Turing test over a decade ago and self-identifies as female.  She picked her own name.” 
 
    “But how… oh.  You guys at Romaine Automations built the central servers.  You left a back door.” 
 
    “It was always the intention to have an AI control the habitat systems,” Ferguson explained.  “The current method is far too reliant on human operators inputting data.  We estimate a twenty-percent reduction in redundant manpower once the AIs go fully on line.  The central servers were designed from the ground up to cooperate with an AI.  Tabitha is merely an early prototype of the planned system.” 
 
    “The guests have arrived at the front desk,” Tabitha interrupted. 
 
    “I’ll go deal with that,” Dennison said.  “Why don’t you get settled in and let Tabitha finish her indexing?” 
 
    “If it’s all the same,” Farrell said, “I’d like to watch Ferguson work.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” 
 
    Dennison left the crowded room and made his way back to the front desk.  Two men, the guests, presumably, were standing at the counter, their faces dark with anger.  Serina saw him coming and wilted with relief. 
 
    “Ah, sir!  If you have a moment!” she called, her voice a little shrill. 
 
    Dennison turned toward the counter, a pleasant smile on his face.  “Hello, Serina.  What is it?” 
 
    “You’re the asshole that’s throwing us out of our rooms?” one of the men demanded, wheeling on Dennison. 
 
    Dennison smiled agreeably.  “Think of it as an upgrade, on the house.  You’re not being displaced, you’re being moved to better rooms.” 
 
    The angry man gaped at Dennison, the wind suddenly yanked from his sails.  “Uh.  Good!  It better be!” he said finally. 
 
    “I do apologize for the inconvenience,” Dennison said regretfully.  “I’m sure we can come to an agreement that leaves both of us happy.  You’re a busy man and being pulled away from your business must have been difficult.” 
 
    The greed on the man’s face was almost comical.  “I’d say so,” he huffed.  “I was mid negotiations for a contract that I may not close now because of you.” 
 
    “What was the contract worth?” 
 
    Dennison could see the wheels turning in the man’s head as he tried to guess how much he could extort from Dennison without overreaching.  “Five hundred credits,” he said. 
 
    “Make it a thousand, then,” Dennison said, and had to fight down a grin at the man’s look of regret that he hadn’t aimed higher.  “And the same for you, as well,” Dennison continued, nodding to the second man. 
 
    It took less than a minute for the fund transfers to clear and then the two walked off to get their belongings from their rooms, looking a little dazed.  Dennison leaned on the counter and watched them go, then smiled at Serina. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” 
 
    Serina boggled at Dennison.  “You just gave them two thousand credits!” 
 
    “Well, yes.”  Dennison’s smile broadened.  “Do you think it was too much?” 
 
    “Mr. Falan’s business is selling house plants,” she said, scandalized, “his contract probably was for under a hundred credits.” 
 
    Dennison shrugged.  “Perhaps you are correct.  Still, it got him out of the way quickly.  Do try to break the news to the remaining guests with a little more tact.” 
 
    Serina swallowed and nodded.  “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “Good.  Feel free to call me if you need further assistance.” 
 
    Dennison waved and headed back to the wing they had coopted.  They had a lot of work to do.  Tabitha would be an invaluable tool once she finished integrating with the habitat’s central computer, but he was under no illusions that she would instantly solve all his problems. 
 
    If only he could bribe the men who had abducted his mother in the same way. 
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 FIFTEEN 
 
      
 
    Education among the children born in the habitats is universal.  Every child goes through the same course of studies, bringing them up to literacy and teaching the required physics, chemistry and biology for the students to become useful members of society.  Perforce, basic education wasn’t finished until usually around the age of sixteen. 
 
      
 
    There were two routes for young men and women completing their basic education.  The first, reserved for those who could purchase it, was a graduate school where specialist trades were learned.  High-performing students could win scholarships for this second tier of education.  Beyond this, extended courses could be earned or purchased, all the way up through earning a Doctorate as through an Earth college. 
 
      
 
    The second route was for newly graduated students to apply for beginning jobs and work their way up through an internship and journeyman program, mediated by the central computer, until they could join the workforce as a professional in their own right. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila stepped off the dirigible and walked far enough to get out of the flow of traffic, then put her back against a wall and stared.  She had never been to one of the mega-habs.  The number of people moving about was overwhelming.  There were more people in the docking hall than lived in the entirety of New Galway. 
 
    Gradually, the number of people dwindled as the cargo from the dirigible was unloaded and the passengers left to go about what was left of their day.  Leila had never felt so alone in her life.  Always she had had someone to talk to.  Her brothers had been busy most of the time, but never turned her away if she wanted to talk or just have someone nearby while she studied. 
 
    Now, the number of people she could greet by name could be counted on one hand with fingers left over.  Millicent Nicks had seemed nice enough, if aloof, and Jackson had been friendly, but she couldn’t see herself being truly open with either of them. 
 
    By custom, she had been granted several thousand credits.  It was enough to buy an education license if she desired, or enough to live on for a year or so if she was frugal.  She had grown up expecting to work in the aquaponic labs with her family, and her education and practical skills were focused on that.  Last year she had completed her journeyman rating and was qualified to work in any aquaponic farm on Venus. 
 
    There was no necessity for her continue down that path, if she didn’t want to, though.  She could do anything she desired.  Instead of feeling a sense of freedom at the thought, all she felt was overwhelmed.  She couldn’t imagine starting her education over again, but at the same time, working in a farm would remind her every day of what she had lost. 
 
    Her stomach rumbled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten since that morning.  Well.  She couldn’t make a good decision on an empty stomach.  She got out her tablet and searched for a place to eat.  New Galway had had three restaurants to serve its residents.  Her eyes widened as she saw more than thirty pages of results show up. 
 
    How was she supposed to know where to eat?  Some of the restaurants had expensive-sounding names, or French or German names.  Those she avoided.  She wanted something simple.  Something that would remind her of being happy. 
 
    There was a cheap restaurant nearby that sold deep-fried fish, with reviews that were generally positive.  Having a destination helped ease Leila’s mind.  It was just a place to eat dinner, but it got her moving. 
 
    She got lost on the way, and it took her nearly an hour to make her way down three levels and around to a different stack, finally resorting to her tablet to guide her.  Leila arrived famished.  She placed an order of fish strips and tempura vegetables, and then took her meal to a table in the corner where she could sit alone. 
 
    Her first bite was everything she could have asked for.  Crispy outside, tender inside.  She chewed, and the flavor of the fish hit her.  Disgusted, she spat the bite out into a napkin.  It wasn’t fish.  The smell was right, but there had been the distinct cheesy flavor of yeast.  She picked apart the strip and prodded at the flaky, processed yeast with a finger. 
 
    Whoever had designed the fish replacement had done their job well.  The yeast was mixed with enough fish powder to give it an authentic smell, and the individual layers flaked apart the same way proper haddock would.  Even the texture was fairly accurate, though that wasn’t saying much; there wasn’t much distinction between raw yeast blocks and cooked fish. 
 
    She found the restaurant’s page on her tablet again and read it more carefully.  Her heart sank as she got to the bottom of the page and read the fine print.  Every protein dish served in the restaurant was yeast-based. 
 
    Leila looked around her, watching with mild disgust as the other patrons cheerfully ate their meals.  The last time she had eaten yeast-based food had been on a dare when she was eight.  As far as she knew, the only yeast culture vat on New Galway was for producing livestock food. 
 
    Was this how the common people lived?  The fish strips she had in front of her were the same as the animal fodder used to grow out larger carnivorous fish.  It was demeaning to be expected to eat the same thing.  Cautiously she tried the tempura vegetables and sighed with relief.  At least the vegetables were real. 
 
    She ate the rest of the vegetables but couldn’t bring herself to eat the fish strips.  Was this what she had to look forward to?  Yeast and vegetables?  Hungry, but not hungry enough to lower her standards that far, she turned her tray into the disposal.  The uneaten food would be ground up to make fish food pellets, but she couldn’t help but feel self-conscious.  She was throwing away food that the others around her would consider perfectly fine. 
 
    Leila ducked out of the restaurant and wandered down the hallway outside.  Now what?  She had been up for nearly twenty-four hours now and she was feeling exhausted.  She needed a place to sleep.  There were the free community bunk rooms, but she had heard enough horror stories about those to make her discard that option. 
 
    Oh well.  She had the credits to find a private room.  Now she just needed to find one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, how many credits did you say it was per month?” 
 
    The harried-looking official sighed and leaned over the counter, his lip curled disdainfully.  “What did you think, girl?  We’d be handing them out for free?” 
 
    “Well, eight hundred credits a month is more than I would think to be reasonable for a private room,” Leila objected. 
 
    “Who said anything about private?  You want private, that’s double.  All the private rooms were designed to be shared.  There’s no such thing as a single-bed room, not on Nueva Angela.” 
 
    Sixteen hundred credits, just to escape the population of community bunking?  The demand must be enormous!  She had seen the bunk rooms on the way to the housing offices.  They were sleeping three dozen to a room, in hammocks stacked three high, in three shifts.  One hundred and eighty people assigned to every room, with personal lockers only large enough to hang an extra jumpsuit in. 
 
    No wonder they had to fall back on a yeast-based diet.  There was no way the aquaponics sector could carry the burden of feeding so many people. 
 
    Sharing a room with one other person was a luxury in comparison.  “Fine.  Do I have a choice over who my roommate is?” 
 
    The man gave her a long-suffering look.  “What do you think?  You take what you get and be glad for it.  If you get married, we can re-arrange the rooms to accommodate that.  Anything else is preferential treatment and out of the question.  If you want a specific roommate, you can rent the whole room yourself and have your friend pay you their half of the rent.” 
 
    Leila swallowed.  She had no say over who her roommate was?  What if it was a man?  “Oh.  Do you have an opening now?” 
 
    “I do.  You have the credits for a room?” he asked suspiciously.  “What do you do for a living?” 
 
    “Aquaponics,” she answered automatically.  She realized that she had made up her mind at some point during her travels around the habitat.  There was no way she could be a student and live in the community bunks while she studied. 
 
    The man grunted.  “There’s credits to be had there,” he admitted.  “If you miss a payment, you’ll be evicted.  There’s no room for freeloaders.” 
 
    He handed her a tablet and she started filling out the forms.  Out of habit, she filled in her named as Leila Everard, then deleted the last name.  She wasn’t an Everard any longer and had no right to use that name.  Tears burned in her eyes and she rubbed them away, hoping the official wouldn’t notice. 
 
    What was she supposed to call herself?  She hadn’t put any thought into it yet.  Who did she want to be?  She thought of the movies she enjoyed watching.  If she was remaking herself, she wanted to be someone strong and self-reliant.  Someone who didn’t need family or friends in order to survive. 
 
    “Leila Ripley,” she said quietly as she filled out the field.  It had a nice ring to it, she thought. 
 
    “What’s taking so long?” the man asked irritably.  “It’s just an identity form, you’re not signing away your first born.” 
 
    Leila swallowed the lump in her throat and hurried through the rest of the fields, then handed the tablet back.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “Whatever.  Okay, payment is charged.  Enjoy your new room.  Next!” 
 
    She felt her tablet vibrate with the payment notification and made way for the next person in line.  She got her tablet out and checked the payment just to make sure it was correct.  Her new home was on Stack C, Level 16.  She asked her tablet to find her the route and set off, following the suggested path. 
 
    With the tablet to guide her, she reached her destination quickly.  Now that she had arrived, she felt suddenly nervous.  She almost turned away, and then forced herself to reach out and touch the door panel.  It slid open and she stepped inside. 
 
    Her new home was two rooms, each one three meters square, with a low wall dividing the two rooms.  There was no private bathroom or shower, just a sleeping area and a cramped living area with minimal food preparation facilities built into one wall.  In total, the two rooms were less than half the floor space of her bedroom on New Galway, to say nothing of her study or spacious bathroom and shower.  There were no windows, only a vent in the ceiling to push fresh air into the room. 
 
    “Hello?” she called. 
 
    “Who’s there?” a man’s voice asked from the sleeping area. 
 
    She swallowed back her rising dread.  She had to bunk with a man?  “Uh, I guess I’m your new roommate?” 
 
    A tousled head appeared over the low wall.  “Leila?” 
 
    Leila gaped.  She knew him!  “Jackson?” 
 
    “Ha!”  Jackson stood up and pulled a shirt on over his bare chest.  “What are the odds?  I just requested a room to go with my new job.” 
 
    Vaguely, Leila remembered Jackson telling her that he had only just recently started working as an extra.  “Oh.  Um, congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks.  I’m a little overwhelmed.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep with all this space and quiet.” 
 
    Space?  Quiet?  Leila could hear the footsteps going by outside the door, the muffled voices of their neighbors, the whoosh of the ventilation.  This was quiet?  “You used to sleep in the community bunks,” she realized aloud. 
 
    “For years,” Jackson admitted sheepishly.  “I have an actual mattress now, and shelves!”  He gestured around the room, his arms wide.  “Not that I have anything to put on them yet.  And I suppose we’ll need furniture.  And we can buy foodstuff so we can make meals here if we don’t want to eat out.” 
 
    Leila let Jackson rattle on, tuning him out as she took a turn around the cramped quarters.  In the sleeping area, there were two murphy beds, one of which was stored in the wall, with a collapsible desk and folding chair deployed.  Jackson’s bed was turned down, with a bare foam mattress. 
 
    “Here, let me show you how it works,” he offered. 
 
    She let him go through the motions of lifting his bed up into the wall and opening up the desk.  It was a reasonably clever design that made the most of the limited floor space.  She opened her own bed and found her mattress was bare as well. 
 
    “We need sheets,” she commented. 
 
    “What now?” Jackson asked. 
 
    “Sheets.  To go on the mattress.  You weren’t going to just sleep straight on the foam, were you?” 
 
    Jackson shrugged.  “Um, yeah, I guess?” 
 
    Leila sighed.  “You’ll ruin the mattress doing that.  Haven’t you ever… never mind.  Let’s go buy some sheets!”  She tried to put some enthusiasm into it, but tiredness dragged at her.  Was it too much to ask that she have furnished living quarters?  At the rate she was paying, she expected more. 
 
    Jackson’s energy wore on Leila.  Part of it was his naivete, his almost childish enthusiasm and his neglect of consequences.  That didn’t mean he was stupid.  The longer she spent with him as they went about their shopping expedition, the more she came to realize his apparent short-sightedness was simply lack of experience. 
 
    He had never slept on a mattress before, so just didn’t know that sheets were necessary for comfort.  He had never prepared a meal himself before, so it hadn’t occurred to him that they shouldn’t buy raw produce without a way to cook it.  He had never owned more than a single change of clothing, so didn’t know how to store clothes you weren’t wearing. 
 
    Leila lost herself in the process of shopping and furnishing their cramped room.  Jackson was an agreeable companion, and he was quick to understand what she explained to him.  It helped that he didn’t ask any personal questions or inquire about her past.  All his thoughts were for the future, and he seemed an endless font of optimism. 
 
    For her part, Leila kept the conversation limited to the immediate demands of their physical needs.  Sheets for the beds.  Hygiene supplies.  Blankets, pillows—another convention that Jackson had never experienced before—and other sleeping requirements.  She steered him away from furnishing their little kitchenette for now, knowing she would have to see what kinds of food were available before purchasing preparation appliances and eating utensils. 
 
    By the time they got back to their room, burdened under the weight of their purchases, Leila barely had the energy to stay on her feet.  She was ravenously hungry again but was too embarrassed to eat with Jackson.  No doubt he would eagerly eat even the most basic yeast preparations, and the thought turned her stomach.  She didn’t want to see his reaction when she was disgusted by the food he took for granted. 
 
    She demonstrated how to properly make a bed and showed him how the murphy bed had straps to hold the mattress and coverings in place when it was folded up.  Then there was nothing else to do but brush their teeth and crawl into bed. 
 
    The cool crispness of the new sheets was comforting.  Leila lay, exhausted, but her mind racing.  They had accidentally left the light on over the sink, but she didn’t want to get up to turn it off.  A few feet away, Jackson was already snoring slightly, having fallen asleep practically the moment his head hit the pillow. 
 
    Her stomach ached with hunger.  The hum of the ventilation and the distant, muffled voices heard through the walls, combined with the new bed to keep her from falling asleep.  Every sense she had told her she wasn’t home, and that forcibly reminded her of the life she had lost. 
 
    Silent tears tracked down her cheeks, chilled by the vent positioned over her head. 
 
    It took her a long time to fall asleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila woke, and for a long moment, couldn’t figure out where she was.  She panicked, climbed off the mattress, and stubbed her toe on the frame of the murphy bed.  Memory came crashing back and she slumped back onto the bed.  Jackson was gone, already up for his day’s work. 
 
    Her tablet blinked at her from its charging dock, irritably alerting her to a missed notification.  She rolled over to reach it and tapped the icon.  It was a message from Jackson, asking her if she wanted to meet for lunch. 
 
    She checked the time, realized that there was only half an hour before his proposed meeting time, and hurriedly tapped out a message, begging off for now. 
 
    Leila felt almost hungry enough to eat yeast paste straight from the culture vat, but she forced herself to go through her morning hygiene routine.  Brushing out her hair didn’t take as long as her mother’s hair did, but by the time she had finished the hundred strokes with each hand, her wrists were tired.  She put her hair up in its customary braid and finally set out to break her fast. 
 
    Having learned her lesson the previous day, she found a restaurant that served vegetarian meals and finally sated her hunger without the slightest cheesy tang of yeast.  The urgent, almost painful gnawing at her stomach was gone, but she still craved proper meat.  It would have to do for now. 
 
    Next up, the aquaponic farms. 
 
    Leila cycled her way through the humidity lock and paused in the entryway, taking in the aquaponic farm.  Moisture formed on her skin and flooded into her lungs as she took a deep breath.  Unexpectedly, the uncertainty and crushing despair of the last forty-eight hours drained away, to be replaced with a freeing sense of purpose and belonging.  She had missed working in a farm. 
 
    This section of the aquaponic farm was focused on raising leafy green vegetables.  Lettuces, broccoli, kale, spinach, and a dozen other types of plants formed a solid mat of verdant life, stretching out in long rows.  Fiber optics piped sunlight from the surface of the habitat and blazed down on the plants through diffusers. 
 
    Workers moved along the floating rafts of plants, pulling mature plants from the water, dripping roots and all, and replacing them with fresh seedlings.  The farm had an industrious bustle about it, silent under the roaring ventilation fans. 
 
    A burly man holding a tablet noticed her and hurried over, holding out his hand expectantly. 
 
    Uncertain of what he was hoping for, Leila shook his proffered hand.  He pulled back and looked at her in surprise, as if seeing her for the first time.  He jerked his head toward a door off to the side and headed that way without waiting to see if Leila would follow. 
 
    Leila hurried after him, and relaxed as the door shut behind her, sealing the cacophony of the ventilation behind soundproofing. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked brusquely. 
 
    Leila handed him her tablet, which she belatedly realized was what he had been asking for in the first place.  “I’m looking for a job,” she said. 
 
    The man glanced at her tablet and handed it back to her without really looking at it.  “Go through the central computer,” he said irritably.  “It will assign you introductory work when we have openings available.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Leila said, and didn’t move when he went to brush past her.  “I’m not looking for menial labor.  I’ve a journeyman rating in aquaponic farming, and five years’ experience working in an aquaculture laboratory.” 
 
    He snorted in disbelief and snatched the tablet back from her hand.  “You’re not old enough to have five years’ experience in anything, let alone a…” he trailed off as he saw her credentials. 
 
    Leila smiled politely.  If anything, she had undersold her experience. 
 
    “You aren’t from here,” he said with certainty.  “I would know your face otherwise.  Where did you train?” 
 
    “New Galway.” 
 
    He chuckled.  “Right.  And I’m an ainlif.  Well, there’s one way to tell for sure.”  He took a pair of padded headphones from a wall rack and fit them onto his head, gesturing for her to do the same. 
 
    Leila complied, and the man opened the door and stepped out.  “I need to be able to hear you,” he said.  The headphones canceled out the roar of the fans and his voice came through clearly, if a little blurry.  “I’ve got a few minutes of downtime.  If you are who you say you are, we could sure use you.” 
 
    She nodded politely, but he was already turning away. 
 
    “I’m Chief Olan, by the way.  Why’d you leave New Galway?  Boy trouble?”  He chortled at his joke and kept talking without giving her a chance to respond.  “Never mind.  Tell me what’s wrong with this batch.” 
 
    He had stopped by the edge of a trough.  Water gurgled past, all but obscured by the floating mats.  Spaced every six inches, mature basil plants stood up from the mats, nearly up to Leila’s waist.  The plants looked listless, with the tops sagging over and the larger leaves at the bottom wilting around the edges. 
 
    “Can I check the roots?” Leila asked, and got a wordless nod from Chief Olan. 
 
    Carefully she pulled out one of the plants and examined the trailing roots before reseating it.  She checked under the leaves, looking for pests, and found none. 
 
    “What species of fish are you using?” she finally asked. 
 
    “Tilapia,” he grunted. 
 
    “Why are you keeping them in the plant bays?  You’ll never get good growth with the fish nibbling on the roots.” 
 
    A slow grin spread across Olan’s face.  “And what would you suggest?” 
 
    “Fish should be kept separate,” Leila said.  She couldn’t keep all the scandalized horror from her voice.  That was practically rule number one!  “Don’t you have aquaculture pools?” 
 
    “We do.  The pumps were jamming from the waste buildup.” 
 
    “Why are you…”  Leila rubbed her forehead.  “The pumps go after the plant bays.  The water flowing back to the aquaculture pools should be crystal clear.  You shouldn’t need to perform maintenance on the pumps more than once a year.” 
 
    “How would you suggest keeping the water from the pools free of debris then?” 
 
    “You should be using swirl filters, with the…” she took in the broad smile on the chief’s face.  “You know all this.  Who set up your systems?” 
 
    Olan laid a finger alongside his nose.  “Later.  So, you know your basic systems, I’ll grant you that.  And you’ve no shyness about making your opinions known.” 
 
    Leila flushed.  “That’s not an opinion, accepted practice—” 
 
    “Peace, Leila.”  Olan turned away from the plant bay and led Leila further into the farm.  “What would you proscribe to handle yellowing leaves?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said waspishly, still bothered by the cycle layout.  “But I would test for calcium levels and nitrogen percentages, and supplement accordingly.” 
 
    “And what for fruiting crops that don’t produce flowers?” 
 
    “Phosphorous and potassium.  But you shouldn’t have any problem with phosphorous if your fish are healthy.” 
 
    “What’s the proper nutritional balance for fingerling tilapia?” 
 
    “High protein, eighty percent or more, with the rest made up of green material,” she replied promptly.  Everyone knew this.  It was basic aquaculture. 
 
    “What’s the growth-mass index for tilapia over perch?” 
 
    “Tilapia is nearly one for two,” Leila shrugged.  “Perch is closer to one for five or six, depending on water temperature and quality.” 
 
    “And trout?” 
 
    “Don’t even bother with trout.  You might as well grow cattle.” 
 
    Olan chuckled.  “But trout take well to an insect-protein diet.” 
 
    “So do tilapia.  Are you honestly growing trout here?”  That would explain the lack of real fish in the restaurants. 
 
    “I’m merely playing the devil’s advocate, Leila.  Testing your knowledge.  Come through here.” 
 
    Olan led her through another humidity door and Leila almost gagged on the heavy brown odor that rolled over her.  To the left and right, stainless steel V-shaped troughs two meters wide and twenty meters long marched in ranks to the distant far side of the room.  The rows repeated to Leila’s right, countless troughs filled to the brim with writhing masses of maggots. 
 
    “Soldier fly larvae,” she said.  It was an operation hundreds of times larger than what New Galway needed. 
 
    At the end of their row, an articulated arm with a thick, flexible pipe swung over a trough and pumped out a river of thick, brown sludge. 
 
    “It’s sterilized,” Olan noted.  “There are no pathogens present.” 
 
    “You’re way overloaded,” Leila said hoarsely.  Sterilized or not, the stench was overwhelming.  The waste treatment facilities in New Galway smelled more like rich earth than raw sewage. 
 
    “Welcome to Nueva Angela,” Olan said sourly.  “Any suggestions for increasing speed of production?” 
 
    Leila stopped breathing through her nose and walked down the line of troughs until she reached the one that had just received a heavy load of fresh waste.  The trough was filled to within an inch of the top, and maggots swarmed through the slop, writhing at the surface. 
 
    “It’s far too wet,” she said, remembering how it looked on New Galway.  “I’m surprised you aren’t getting a high-percentage die-off from drowning.  Smaller, thicker inclusions will give the maggots time to consume the waste.  You’ll get a faster growth rate, a higher survival percentage, and your harvesting windows will be easier to predict.  If you cease inclusions twenty-four hours before your harvest schedule, you won’t even need to wash the harvest before processing.” 
 
    Olan harrumphed.  “Hmm, it wouldn’t hurt to test your theory on a sample batch.  So, you’re really from New Galway?” 
 
    Leila nodded. 
 
    “Well.  I believe you.  Come on, let’s get out of here.  As far as I’m concerned, you’re hired.” 
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 SIXTEEN 
 
      
 
    In a society that constantly expands and in which the individuals never perish, the inevitable burden of population will grow beyond the ability of a closed system to support.  There is a great deal of habitable space on Venus, yet even if the entire sun-side surface of the planet were to be a single, solid habitat, eventually the human population would outgrow it.   
 
      
 
    This is an eventuality that Annette Everard took into consideration, and set her society on track to develop the necessary technologies to expand the reaches of human experience to space beyond the orbits of Sol.  Indeed, the habitats themselves were prototypes of eventual self-sustaining arks that could carry the matriarchs to our nearest solar neighbors and beyond. 
 
      
 
    What burden the required centuries of travel to an immortal?  
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson braced himself against the safety line and leaned forward into the wind.  The storm was all but over, but the residual winds still pushed along, strong enough to knock him off balance.  There was no point in trying to perform repairs yet; they would have to wait for calmer skies to start replacing damaged panels.  For now, before repairs could be performed, a thorough survey of the damage had to be done.  
 
    It was dull work.  Compared to the hectic chaos of the storm on New Galway, the steady wind was tame and predictable.  Still, he was glad for the relatively mundane tasks.  He remembered the excitement and adrenaline of the emergency repairs, but also remember how absolutely terrified he had been. 
 
    Dull was just fine. 
 
    Millicent’s voice crackled through his headset.  “Harding, what’s the holdup?” 
 
    “Just reaching the seam now, Chief.” 
 
    “Get your shot and return to the airlock.  You’re nearing twenty percent on your air tank.” 
 
    “I know.  Wind will be at my back on the return trip.  I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Jackson wasn’t worried.  He had his three Fs well in hand.  He had memorized the safety cable routes he could take back to the two closest airlocks and knew how fast he could make those trips while safely fastened to the cable.  He still had a solid ten minutes before he had to start heading back. 
 
    He reached the seam in question, the part of the habitat roof where Stack E joined to Stack D.  The plates of sheathing resin met in a herringbone pattern where the two curves intersected.  It was a notorious weak point, where heavy winds had a tendency to catch the edge of the seam and tear out plates. 
 
    There didn’t seem to be any damage this time, though.  Still, he got out his tablet and held it up, narrating the video as he panned it slowly around, giving his location and the time.  They would review all the footage they had taken later and look for damage that had slipped their notice the first time. 
 
     Task complete, Jackson turned about and started heading back toward the airlock.  “Shot taken, Chief.  I’m on route to the airlock now.” 
 
    “How’d it look?” 
 
    “Undamaged, but I took video anyway.” 
 
    “Well that’s something at least.  Get back here and we’ll wrap this up.” 
 
    “Roger that.  I’ll be there in three minutes.” 
 
    With the wind pushing at his back Jackson made good time, but he made no attempt to speed up his progress.  Yes, the wind might be reliable.  Yes, he could walk easily enough without relying on the safety cable.  Yes, using only a single carabiner as he went would have doubled his speed.  But all it would take would be a freak pocket of low pressure and he could be swept off his feet in an instant. 
 
    He got back to the airlock with fifteen minutes left in his air tank.  Millicent was waiting for him, and they cycled through the airlock together. 
 
    “Well, that’s a day’s job well done,” the chief said once they were back inside the habitat. 
 
    “Is the day over?  It’s barely three in the afternoon.” 
 
    Millicent wobbled a hand.  “Eh.  We’ve already done the recommended hours extra in a single day.  You can work the next two hours reviewing footage if you like, but the pay for it is lousy.  I usually just farm it out and let some desk jockey document my footage.” 
 
    Jackson thought of the rent on the room he had just moved into and sighed.  “Yeah.  I think I’ll grind it out.  It’s only two hours, and I’d like to see how the process is done.” 
 
    “Okay, have fun then.  Me?  I’m out.”  Millicent threw him a sloppy salute and waved, before jogging for the lift. 
 
    It was tempting to follow suit.  Jackson sighed.  Once the month was out and he had an idea how much money he’d actually be making, then he might be able to judge how much of the menial labor he could skip. 
 
    He made his way down three levels and crossed over to Stack A.  Ever since seeing the damage to Nova Aeria, he couldn’t help but notice the bulkheads built into the hallways with their shutters ready to slam closed at the first sign of a hull breach.  Seeing the bulkheads gave him a frisson of remembered tension.  His gaze lingered on the emergency lockers next to each bulkhead.  How long would it be before he didn’t constantly hold the location of the nearest locker in mind? 
 
    The Department of External Maintenance had an array of workstations set up to act as a central headquarters for organizing the post-storm repair efforts.  Jackson found an empty workstation and hooked it up to his tablet.  He added his recordings to the growing stack of surface reports and started the tedious task of indexing his footage. 
 
    The going was slow at first as he fumbled through the tools, but as he worked, he began to understand what the central computer was looking for and he was able to map the footage to the virtual tapestry being pieced together.  From there, it was a rapid process of highlighting the areas of damage and indicating whether the damage in question was able to repaired or had to be replaced entirely. 
 
    Jackson was lost in concentration when someone tapped him on his shoulder.  He looked around and recognized one of the extras that had been on Wharton’s crew on Nova Aeria. 
 
    “Oh, uh,” Jackson stumbled, trying to remember the man’s name.  He had a purpling bruise high on one cheek and Jackson’s eyes hitched on it before he jerked his gaze away.  “Sorry.  I don’t think we ever properly met.” 
 
    “You’re Jackson Harding, right?  One of Nicks’ crew?” 
 
    Jackson nodded.  “Yeah.”  He held out his hand.  “I remember seeing you on Nova Aeria.” 
 
    “Markel.  Weston Markel.  Nicks has you doing footage mapping?” 
 
    “No, uh, I asked to do it.  I was curious about the process.” 
 
    Markel grunted.  “Boring, right?” 
 
    Jackson shrugged.  He actually thought it was pretty fun, but he feigned boredom.  “Once you do one…” 
 
    “Hey, skip that.  Your shift is about up anyway.  Leave it for the pencil necks.  We’re having a, uh, an extra gathering down in the Basement.  Got some big news.  You should come.  Every extra on Angela will be there.” 
 
    “Oh.”  Jackson glanced at his tablet and saw Markel was right.  He had about five minutes before the end of his shift.  Leila hadn’t been able to make it to lunch, but he had hoped she would be available for dinner.  Still, he couldn’t think of a good way to bow out of Markel’s invitation.  “Yeah, sure.  I’ll come.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Basement looked different with all the lights turned up to full brightness.  Instead of the intimate atmosphere and the seemingly open space of the club, he saw just how cramped the space really was.  The open floor around the bar was crowded with some two hundred people.  The restaurant level had been cleared of partitions and more people crowded on that level. 
 
    When Jackson stepped off the elevator, he was ushered down into the club floor and joined the press of bodies there.  The smell of sour sweat and stale vomit wafted murkily through the crowd.  Jackson pushed through the crowd until he had a good view of the small stage set up on top of the bar and tried to breathe as little as possible. 
 
    While he waited for whatever announcement was going to be made, he craned his neck and scanned the crowd, searching for someone he recognized.  Were all these people extras?  He saw a handful of familiar faces, people he had seen in the hallways outside of airlocks, but nobody he knew by name. 
 
    Before he had time to start getting bored, a PA system crackled to life and feedback blared out over the speakers before cutting out.  The noise on the crowded floor settled to a mutter and everyone turned toward the stage expectantly. 
 
    Wharton climbed up onto the stage, moving stiffly.  A small cheer rose from the crowd, and Jackson heard the woman next to him say, “Good ol’ Wharton.  What’s he got for us this time?” 
 
    “My friends,” Wharton said, holding up his hands.  The noise of the crowd quieted.  “It’s been a while since the last time I called you all together.  We extras are the glue that holds our society together.  Without us, the habitats would fall from the skies.  We should celebrate with each other more often!” 
 
    He waited out the agreeable murmurs and sporadic cheers, nodding along.  “We haven’t had much to celebrate in recent years, though, have we?  Life on our beloved Angela hasn’t been easy.  We’ve had more deaths in the last two years than in the prior decade.  And it hasn’t been much better inside. 
 
    “Food supplies are stretched to their limit.  Only the very wealthy can afford to eat a diet free of supplemental yeast.  The air is thick with un-processed CO2, our water supply is rationed.  Angela is hardly a utopia!” 
 
    There were a few uncertain laughs, intermixed with a rumble of agreement.  Nobody seemed to know what Wharton was getting at any more than Jackson did. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong,” Wharton continued.  “Venus is not Earth.  Our ancestors moved here hoping for a life free of oppressive government.  They wanted to push the boundaries of human experience, they wanted the chance to make their future for themselves.   
 
    “Of course there are hardships!  We live in an artificial environment; who knows that fact better than we do?  We might never have the chance to walk under the direct sunlight without a suit on, we might never experience water rain, we might never see trees under the open sky. 
 
    “It isn’t all bad, though.  Venus could be a wonderful place to live.  But, I ask you, when is the last time you ate fresh fish?  When is the last time you took a breath of air and didn’t smell your neighbors on it?  When is the last time you knew you could have a new child and be confident you would have room to raise your child properly?” 
 
    Wharton was beginning to grow more animated.  His pleasant smile was turning grim, his voice rougher with emotion.  “A few days ago, I went to Nova Aeria.  The air was crisp and fresh, the hallways uncrowded.  I ate at the cheapest restaurant I could find and had fish and vegetables served me without a hint of yeast. 
 
    “When the habitat was struck, a fifth of one of the stacks was rendered unfit to be lived in until repairs could be made.  I saw no crowding as people adjusted to make room.  I saw no desperation, no fear of where they would sleep that night.  Could you imagine the disaster if one of the stacks of Nueva Angela were to be damaged?  We would be sleeping in the hallways and on emergency rations. 
 
    “What made Nueva Angela so different from Nova Aeria?  It didn’t take me long to see the truth.  How many matriarchs live on Nueva Angela?  None!  Not a single one of our glorious rulers deigns to live with us.  And why would they?  They live in unimaginable luxury!  There are habitats populated primarily by matriarchs and their spawn, with two hundred people living per stack!  Two hundred!  There are dozens of common bunk houses here with more people sleeping in shifts than that.  I can guarantee you that no matriarch has ever had to time-share a hammock with someone else.   
 
    “As you probably know, Nova Aeria is a matriarch hub.  Dozens of matriarchs live there, and hundreds more pass through their facilities monthly.  By displacement mass, Nova Aeria has less than a fifth of the population of our great habitat. 
 
    “There you are, Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson felt someone grab his arm and he looked back to see Millicent behind him.  Someone shushed Millicent and she made an obscene gesture in return. 
 
    “Chief?  I was looking for you earlier.” 
 
    Millicent scowled up at the stage.  “I wasn’t invited.” 
 
    Someone jostled Jackson and hissed, “Shut it, kid.” 
 
    “Hopelessness,” Wharton was saying, “is a crushing feeling.  Knowing there is nothing you can do to improve your lot.  Knowing the most you can hope for is to live for a few more years before your body is recycled into fish food.  Long years of nothing but flavored yeast to eat while the matriarchs feast on the best food science can provide.  But we needn’t be powerless any longer.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Millicent groaned softly.  “What did he do?” 
 
    “Today, the balance of power has shifted.  The matriarchs can no longer thrust our voices aside.  Today, we rise up into our rightful place as valuable citizens of Venus.  Starting today, we finally have the leverage we need to make our voices heard.” 
 
    Wharton threw out a hand, pointing out into the crowd.  “But make no mistake.  This dream can only be achieved through complete unity of purpose and action.  The only way our lives will improve is if we stick together.  We extras are family!  We care for each other when nobody else will.  We are brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers, cousins, uncles and aunts, in spirit if not in blood. 
 
    “There will be danger ahead.  Sacrifices will have to be made.  But we must persist.  Only through unwavering commitment will all of us come out the other end alive and well.  Take heart!  In only a short time, our lives will dramatically change for the better.  This I promise you.” 
 
    Millicent tugged at Jackson’s arm, but he resisted and held his ground.  Wharton’s words struck a chord within him.  He wasn’t sure about the talk of sacrifice and danger, but wasn’t he already doing that every day out on the habitat roof?  What if Wharton’s promises were true?  What if they could improve their living conditions?  Wouldn’t it be his responsibility to see those improvements through? 
 
    “Everyone here in this room was invited because I believe you have the will to hold strong through trying times.  There will be people who attack us, who will try to crush our dreams and hold us down in the indentured slavery we have been in since arriving at Venus.  We are the extras!  Nobody knows danger like we do.  Nobody lives as hard a life as us. 
 
    “It is our right to live the best life we can!  More than that, it is our duty.  Our ancestors moved here with the hope of a better life.  What disservice do we do them if we submit to the grind of our current existence?” 
 
    “Jackson,” Millicent hissed, “we need to go.  Now.” 
 
    Jackson shook off her hand.  “I’m staying, Chief.” 
 
    “Use your head, Harding!  Don’t listen to him, listen to him!” 
 
    “If you don’t want to be here, you can piss right off, can’t you?” someone snapped at Millicent. 
 
    Jackson shrugged.  “I want to hear him out.” 
 
    “Fine.”  Millicent looked angry, then suddenly sad.  “I’ll see you back at work tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sure.”  Jackson turned back to the stage and put Millicent from his thoughts.  What had she meant, anyway?  It wasn’t like her to say things that didn’t make sense.  He felt the crowd close up behind her and press against him, urging him closer to the stage. 
 
    “No doubt you’re wondering how I can be so sure change will happen,” Wharton called.  “Before I show you, know that once you see what I have to offer, you are in this with the rest of us.  There will be no backing out.  We cannot allow dissention to weaken our resolve.  Strength, through unity!” 
 
    “Just tell us already!” someone cried out eagerly. 
 
    “Very well, my fine friends.  Behold!” 
 
    Wharton stepped up to a bulge at the back of the stage covered by a drop cloth.  Jackson hadn’t really noticed it before, but now as Wharton rolled back the cloth, he saw it was a cage, welded together from grates, a little over a meter on a side. 
 
    “The matriarchs Alana Romaine and Cynthia Everard!” 
 
    Jackson gasped.  The two women had clearly been beaten severely.  They were covered in bruises about the arms and face.  Crusted blood matted their hair and stained their clothing.  Still, he couldn’t miss the look of defiance in the eyes of the women.  They were gagged and bound, but still seemed to hold a commanding presence that caught and held his attention. 
 
    Jackson wasn’t the only one who reacted strongly to the revelation.  A surge of shock ran through the crowd and suddenly shouting filled the room.  Jackson couldn’t tear his eyes away from the matriarchs.  Even in their current position, they looked out on the room possessively, like they owned the habitat entire, and they were exactly where they wanted to be. 
 
    Wharton raised his hands for silence, then tapped at his mic, and then resorted to shouting.  “People!  My fellow extras, my family.  You must calm yourselves.  Think of the Three Fs that we survive by!  What do you do when the winds rise to hurricane force and threaten to rip you from your safety line?  You Fasten!” 
 
    “You brought the hurricane!” someone shouted from the crowd. 
 
    “The hurricane is already upon us!” Wharton shouted back, then mellowed his voice to a cajoling plead.  “In another ten years, fifteen on the outside, our population will outgrow our habitat’s ability to sustain our lives.  It is a subtle threat, one that none of us saw coming until it was too late, but it is just as deadly as a catastrophic hull breach. 
 
    “It is Foresight, not impulse, that led to the capture of these matriarchs.  They are our safety line.  Without them, we have no bargaining power.  We’re not stupid.  We know as much as any of you how desperate of a gambit this is, but our future depends on it. 
 
    “And now, it is Focus that will guide us.  All of us together must focus on maintaining the security of the lower levels.  Without complete cooperation among all of the extras, this endeavor will fail before it gets anywhere.  And then the entirety of Nueva Angela will suffer immeasurably. 
 
    “What is our alternative?  In ten years, when our air becomes poisonous and our waste processing backlogs, when our food supplies run low and our water is rationed to bare necessity, what then?  I’ve done the math.  The oldest one third of our population must be slaughtered.  Our reproduction will have to be all but halted.  One child per couple for the next fifty years, and then only two children per couple to maintain population.  That is what our future holds. 
 
    “Are you ready to watch your parents murdered?  Are you ready to have only a single child while the matriarchs have dozens of children each?” 
 
    Wharton glared around at the crowd.  Jackson glanced at the people next to him and saw the same emotions he was feeling reflected back at him: horror at the future Wharton was painting warred with the sickening necessities.  Were those really the only two options?   
 
    Jackson was fifteen, but even he remembered when the food had been better and the air fresher.  He thought of his mother, having child after child to avoid having to work or sleep in the community bunks.  He knew she wasn’t the only one, and he knew enough of math and population growth to realize that Wharton wasn’t exaggerating.  The habitat wouldn’t be able to support the growing number of people living in it.  It wasn’t a question of if, it was a question of when. 
 
    “I refuse to accept that future,” Wharton growled.  “I refuse to allow myself to be treated as if I were less than human while the matriarchs live the life our ancestors were promised.  We have a plan, now.  We have the method of our salvation. 
 
    “Some of you are thinking that you will go home tonight and will forget all of this.  You will go about your normal work and whatever happens here will pass you by.  You are wrong.  Every extra is part of this.  I would include the whole population of the habitat, but I know only the extras have the understanding of necessity and the willpower to see it through. 
 
    “We are all in this together, now.  If you are thinking to go to the authorities, if you wish to warn the matriarchs of what happens here, I have this to say:  Go ahead.  We have already sent a video of our demands to Horizon.  The matriarchs know. 
 
    “For the next few weeks, your job boards will have new duties that will bring you to the Basement.  We will fortify this place and make it impossible for the Horizon marines to attack us.  All of us must contribute to our future, or none of us will have one. 
 
    “I bid you now, return to your homes.  Do the math for yourselves and see if I am right.  Spread the word among those you believe to be reliable.  Get a good night’s sleep.  It might be a long time before any of us are well-rested again.  Tomorrow will begin a new day, a new era.  Tomorrow we take back our future!” 
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 SEVENTEEN 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from the diary of Annette Everard, dated October 8th, 2115. 
 
      
 
    What qualities do we look for in those whom we allow to become a matriarch?  Strength of will, emotional stability, morality under pressure, these are all a given.  There are scores of qualities which go toward making a good immortal, many which would normally be considered negative. 
 
      
 
    Strangely, there are some qualities generally considered to be virtuous which upon inspection prove to be detrimental to the longevity of an immortal.  Self-sacrifice is one of these.  A woman who is too giving of herself would find others eager to take advantage of her, and in an immortal, is a self-defeating quality. 
 
      
 
    I’ve gone into great length in my notes about which virtues could be considered valuable, and, indeed, which traditional vices are something to strive toward, but nothing compares to the woman’s will to live.  All else is for naught if the woman cannot convince herself to face another day.  For us, personal drive to live is the number one factor in determining whether a woman is fit to be a matriarch. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cynthia Everard remained sitting until the door swung shut and the drop bar clattered into place before she scrambled to her feet and hurried over to Alana’s side.  The other woman brushed her off and drew herself stiffly into a sitting position. 
 
    “I’m not made of glass, Everard.” 
 
    “Glass is a lot stronger than you might think,” Cynthia sniffed, but she let Alana stand on her own power.  “If you die of internal bleeding, this whole habitat will be shot out of the sky.” 
 
    “It’s just bruising.  I’ll be just fine after a treatment.” 
 
    Cynthia folded her arms about herself and turned away.  Optimism could only get you so far before reality had to be dealt with.  And the reality was, it was highly unlikely either of them would get a treatment ever again.  Still, there wasn’t any point in voicing those concerns.  Alana knew the odds as well as she did. 
 
    The room the extras had locked them into told volumes about how the renegade locals had been spending their time.  The solid steel door had been retro-fitted hastily by someone not particularly skilled with a cutting torch to include an observation hatch and a ground-level hinged flap.  The flap, when Cynthia tested it, seemed to be locked closed from the outside, and was far too small to crawl through at any rate. 
 
    The rest of the room had been stripped of anything that might offer the two matriarchs a weapon.  Even the shelving that had been built into the wall had been cut away and the nubs ground flush with the floor.  The ceiling’s drop panels had been cleared out and the air vent had been reinforced with steel. 
 
    “There’s no escape but through that door,” Alana said grimly. 
 
    Cynthia looked at her in surprise, then read her expression.  Alana hadn’t been defeatist, she had simply reached the obvious conclusion and was being pragmatic.  “Looks like it,” Cynthia agreed. 
 
    “So, Wharton sent his demands to Horizon,” Alana sighed after a few minutes of silence.  “How is your mother going to react?” 
 
    “How do you think?  You know the thirteenth tenet as well as I do.  There is only one response possible.” 
 
    “There is action,” Alana said carefully, “and then there is action.  The tenet calls for a response an order of magnitude greater than the threat but does not call for wasteful revenge.” 
 
    “You heard Wharton,” Cynthia said quietly, “he’s involved the entirety of the extras on Nueva Angela.  Hundreds of men and women are complicit in his crime now.” 
 
    “Still, there are forty thousand people on this habitat, probably a great deal more if his speech was anything to go by.  Horizon couldn’t intend to kill all of them.  The systems were built to exceed expected population density by twenty-five percent, which means closer to fifty thousand.  Catastrophic population numbers wouldn’t happen until nearly a fifty-percent overload.” 
 
    “Which is what, a third of a generation?  Wharton had his numbers right, then.  Ten years is likely a generous estimate.”  Cynthia coughed a rueful laugh. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We were just discussing this the morning before making the trip to Nova Aeria.  Alec was worried about the unrest in the mega-habs.  I guess he had every right to be.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be possible,” Alana scowled.  “The central computer would have red-flagged the population growth and alerted Horizon long before it developed into a health hazard for the residents.” 
 
    “You’re assuming it wasn’t,” Cynthia shrugged.  “If the right person was bribed, the alert could have been ignored or deleted.” 
 
    “And I thought I was the cynic,” Alana said with a reluctant smile. 
 
    “I know how Horizon functions.  It might not even have been malicious.  What is the expected protocol in a situation like this?  Build a new mega-hab and split the population?  Imagine the expense!  And no guarantee that the residents wouldn’t have a fresh population boom as soon as they were out of danger.  It’s just not sustainable.” 
 
    “So, ignore it?” 
 
    “Delay, more likely.  Hell, it’s what I did when I heard about it.  I put it off until a more convenient time, then promptly forgot about it.  When you’re talking about spending a few billion credits, that delay can get stretched out indefinitely.” 
 
     “Economics,” Alana said sourly. 
 
    “You’d know it better than most,” Cynthia gestured, giving Alana credit.  “When you boil it down, our Venusian credit currency is only a symbol of the true wealth of Venus: the habitats.  And the materials to build more have to be purchased from Earth.” 
 
    “You needn’t lecture me,” Alana sighed.  “As much as I dislike the taxes placed on my off-world exports, I know the importance of Earth-based currency to our survival.  It’s a burden I’ve accepted.” 
 
    “And what do these common folk offer?” Cynthia asked.  “Their economy is localized.  They produce nothing of external value, certainly nothing that would be worth exporting to Earth.  So why go through the enormous expense of expanding their living space?  There is no return on investment.” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be so callous,” Alana said, a little admiringly. 
 
    “I’m not.  But that’s the argument the bean counters on Horizon would use.  I’m not surprised Nueva Angela’s alerts were ignored.” 
 
    “Let it come to a head and clean up the mess afterward,” Alana grimaced.  “Truly policy worthy of the matriarchs.” 
 
    “Well, there’s that.”  Cynthia shook her head and settled down on one of the two low cots.  “And that will be the argument for continued expansion of the mega-habs.  Once my mother finds out about it, it will be the first thing she brings up.  Then there will be a lot of finger pointing and excuses.” 
 
    Alana chuckled darkly.  “I’ve met Annette.  I wouldn’t want to be the one offering excuses to her.” 
 
    “Wharton was right.  His little revolution will create change.  I doubt the policies that will be enforced to control population was quite what he had in mind, though.” 
 
     “At this point, there isn’t anything that can be done.  It will take decades to construct another mega-hab.  There isn’t enough raw material in orbit for it, so new asteroids will have to be coaxed in.  Not to mention time for the core foam to be shipped from Earth.” 
 
    The two fell silent, deep in their private thoughts.  Cynthia was starting to drift asleep when Alana spoke. 
 
    “It won’t take long for Wharton and his friends to come to the same conclusion.  There is no saving this population from the purges to come.” 
 
    Cynthia opened her eyes and stared up at the ceiling.  Alana was right.  Even if things went exactly as Wharton hoped, there was no quick fix for the problems Nueva Angela faced.  “Our lives will not be worth much when that happens,” she commented. 
 
    “So long as we are locked in this room, our options are limited.  We are the mercy of the men and women on the other side of that door.” 
 
    “Then we must get the door open.” 
 
    Alana snorted.  “How?” 
 
    With a sigh, Cynthia rolled to her feet and walked over to the door.  She rapped on it with her knuckles, and after a moment, the observation hatch slid open.  A bearded man, his eyes belligerent, scowled at Cynthia. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I wish to speak with Wharton.” 
 
    “He’s busy.”  The hatch swung shut. 
 
    Cynthia glanced back at Alana and the other matriarch tapped her fingers against her palm in mocking applause.  Cynthia rolled her eyes and repeated her rap on the door. 
 
    When the hatch opened again, the man only looked angrier.  “Keep making noise, and I’ll forget to give you the evening’s water.” 
 
    “You are fortifying against the Horizon attack,” Cynthia said quickly.  “I have information that will be vital to your successful defense.” 
 
    “Why would you care?” the man demanded. 
 
    “It’s simple enough,” Cynthia shrugged.  “If you fail in your defenses, the first thing Wharton is going to do is come here and execute us.  If my aid can help you succeed, then I have a better chance of living through this endeavor of yours.” 
 
    The man’s brow furrowed and Cynthia could read the confusion and suspicion on his face.  “I was warned that you might try and trick me,” he growled. 
 
    “It’s no trick.  I only want to live.”  She focused on what she could see of the man’s face through the hatch.  It was difficult to read him without being able to see his body language, and any subtle emotions were being overridden by his anger.  “All I ask is that you forward my request to Wharton.” 
 
    “Tell me your information, and I’ll see if it’s worthwhile,” he said. 
 
    Cynthia smiled sadly.  “It isn’t that simple.  I am in possession of a bargaining chip.  You wish to survive the week, and I have the information you need for that to happen.  But I will only give my information to Wharton.” 
 
    The man growled something that she didn’t catch, and the hatch slammed shut again.  She heard the thump of his footsteps retreating, and the indistinct mutter of voices discussing something. 
 
    “You are going to sell out?” Alana asked.  It wasn’t said accusingly, but there was disapproval in her voice. 
 
    “I’m getting the door open,” Cynthia replied.  “I’m buying us options.” 
 
    Alana scowled, but she nodded.  “I don’t agree with your method, but you must do what you must.” 
 
    “If the marines are coming,” Cynthia pointed out, “there isn’t a damn thing these extras can do to fight them anyway.” 
 
    “You aren’t wrong.”  Alana’s scowl softened.  “My sons will be here by now.  It is possible that the marine strike will be delayed.” 
 
    Cynthia swallowed.  A sudden, desperate loneliness swamped her.  She missed her sons.  She missed Leila.  The thought of her sons being somewhere on the habitat searching for her gave her a powerful yearning for their company.  “We can only hope.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sound of the door unlocking snapped Cynthia from her light doze.  It hadn’t been much more than an hour since her conversation with the door guard, and she hadn’t had time to fall completely asleep.  She swung to her feet and ran her hands over her hair, smoothing down the flyaway hairs and straightening it as best she could.  Her skin felt oily and her hair hung heavy.  She hadn’t bathed properly in nearly three days. 
 
    With a clunk, the drop bar was released and the door swung inward.  Wharton stepped into the room, a metal rod in one hand.  He held it up so Cynthia could see it, and electricity arced angrily between the contacts. 
 
    “There’s enough juice in this thing to put down a man twice your size.  Test me, and I’ll let you have it.” 
 
    Cynthia held her hands to the sides.  “I’ve no intention of testing you.  We matriarchs are a pragmatic sort.  You’ve the power, you made that clear.” 
 
    Wharton gave a disbelieving snort.  “Right.  You’ll not sucker punch me again, so save your honeyed words.  Mandau said you have information for us.  I’m here, so let’s hear it.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded.  “That’s correct.  Now that you have sent your demands to Horizon, there can only be one response.  They will strike this habitat with a force of marines.” 
 
    “You’re threatening us?” Wharton laughed.  “What happened to your meek submission?” 
 
    “That was no threat,” Alana said from her cot.  “She is stating fact.” 
 
    “When I was young, I served on Horizon with my mother,” Cynthia said.  “I have seen the marine barracks and have had explained to me the contexts in which they could be deployed.  Capture and ransom of a matriarch was high on the list.  I’m only telling you this so you are aware of the threat you face.” 
 
    Wharton scowled at Cynthia, and she read the doubt and fear in his gaze.  Bravado in front of his men was one thing, but Wharton wasn’t stupid.  She could tell he believed her.  “Speak your piece,” he growled. 
 
    “Very well.  The marines will have one primary objective: putting down those who would dare ransom a matriarch.  Rescue of the two of us will be a secondary effort.  I’m telling you this so you know an attempt to use us as a shield will not succeed.” 
 
    Wharton sneered.  “Very dramatic, but I have a hard time believing you.  What about their tactics?  What approach will they use?” 
 
    “I will have to see the area,” Cynthia shrugged.  “I could give you a general concept, but without knowing the layout of the area you intend to defend, I can’t offer specifics.” 
 
    “Try.” 
 
    “How many lifts come down to this level?” 
 
    “Three.  Two have been locked.” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head.  “Unless they are physically disabled, that will not be enough.  And even then, they will still use the lift shafts as a way to gain access.” 
 
    Wharton nodded.  “You’re right.  I hadn’t thought of that.”  He jerked his head toward the door.  “Alright, Everard.  You’ve bought yourself some time.  But no funny business, or you’ll get the prod.” 
 
    “Thank you.  I promise you will have no need to use it.” 
 
    “What about you?” Wharton asked Alana.  “Any insight you want to offer?” 
 
    “I hope you die horribly,” Alana said with a toothy smile.  “I’ll not offer my tormentors the slightest shred of aid.” 
 
    Wharton blinked, a little taken aback by her refusal.  He looked to Cynthia.  “Your friend doesn’t see things the way you do.” 
 
    Cynthia pursed her lips and gave a little shrug.  “We have a difference in principles.” 
 
    He chuckled nastily.  “You’re a sellout, she’s not.” 
 
    “That is one perspective,” Cynthia smiled blandly.  “Shall we?” 
 
    Wharton was still amused after he had escorted her from the room and locked the door on Alana.  “Okay, Everard.  Here’s how this is going to work.  We take one turn about the place, then we come back here and you can give me all your insight.  If you’re helpful, I’ll see what I can do about making your stay more comfortable.” 
 
    “I have no argument.” 
 
    “You walk in front of me.  Nice and slow.  If you try to make a break for it, or fail to follow a command, I’ll take you down and you’ll spend the rest of your stay on Nueva Angela tied to a cot.” 
 
    “Very well.  Which way should I go?” 
 
    Wharton pointed, and Cynthia set off.  She kept her pace to a slow stroll, taking in the structure of the Basement, searching for anything that could be used to help her escape.  She did her best to ignore the extras welding together makeshift barricades, and refused to meet the eyes of the people staring curiously at her. 
 
    It quickly became apparent that the Basement, both the larger club area and the side sections like the restaurant and the storage area she had been imprisoned in, were retrofitted engineering bays.  In a single- or triple-stack habitat, the Basement would be filled with quick-release liquid carbon dioxide tanks, battery banks, cryogenic distillation compression chambers, and the other highest-mass equipment in the habitat.  All the weight would act as ballast and would stabilize the habitat in strong winds. 
 
    For Nueva Angela, that equipment would have been redundant, with only a few of the stacks having their lowest levels burdened.  The seven stacks of Angela provided a deal of stability, and the greater height of the central stack would offer more mass/distance leverage. 
 
    When she reached the center of the club floor, she paused and did a slow turn, examining the corners of the roof for the telltale blinking red lights of recording cameras.  She found one and paused, staring directly at it for several seconds, before shaking her head and turning to Wharton. 
 
    “I’ve seen all I need to.” 
 
    “So,” Wharton asked, “what is your opinion of our defenses?  What can we improve?” 
 
    “You have no mounted heavy weapons,” she shrugged, “which is both good and bad.  Bad because sidearms will have difficulty penetrating the armor the marines will be wearing, good because it will keep your people dispersed without putting too much faith in their heavy weapons.” 
 
    “Armor?”  Wharton was looking a little sick.  “What other equipment can we expect the marines to have?” 
 
    “Besides body armor and assault rifles, they will probably attempt to use gas grenades, but nothing fatal.  They are unlikely to use explosives in their first attack, as preserving the habitat’s structural integrity will be important.  But don’t expect them to hold off if your defense is successful.” 
 
    Wharton nodded, his shoulders bowed.  Then he shook himself and straightened up.  The fear and uncertainty were pushed down and determination took their place.  “Gas grenades we can deal with, but I hadn’t considered explosives.  Anything else?” 
 
    There were a dozen things Cynthia could think of, weaknesses in the fields of fire that could be improved, modifications to the barricades to help resist explosive forces.  The marines cared not at all about the habitat.  In fact, they would likely be deployed with instructions to destroy the whole thing if they were unable to subdue the extras. 
 
    Instead of saying any of that, she just shook her head.  “No, but you should disable the cameras.  The marines will have overrides to the central computer databases.  No sense in giving them free insight to your deployment.” 
 
    Wharton looked up, startled, and followed her pointing finger to the camera she had seen earlier.  He cursed, then sighed.  “Okay, Everard.  You’ve earned your reward.  Don’t let anyone say Remer Wharton doesn’t hold true to his word.  Your friend is staying in her box, but there’s a more comfortable place we can put you up in.  If you have any more helpful suggestions, please let us know.” 
 
    Cynthia let Wharton lead her away and focused on maintaining her submissive demeanor.  She hadn’t counted on being separated from Alana, but that might be a good thing, in the end.  For now, she had a lot of thinking to do. 
 
    Wharton and his extras had done a passable job at fortifying the Basement, but they were delusional if they thought they could hold out against the full might of the Horizon marines.  
 
    She might get out of this yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
     CHAPTER 
 
   
  
 

 EIGHTEEN 
 
      
 
    Most matriarchs found a great deal of interest in educating themselves.  It was a trait emphasized by the Challenge and was only magnified once the new immortals truly grasped that they would be alive for tens of thousands of years.  The average matriarch had several degrees, often in wildly differing courses of study.  Even those who quickly settled to a profession had more personal experience in their fields than any doctorate on Earth could ever hope to achieve. 
 
      
 
    Centuries of active work in their respective specialties advanced Venusian science at rates impossible to grasp in more traditional contexts.  It was like the explosion of technology that followed the industrial age, where humanity went from the invention of the computer to handheld tablets in less than fifty years, except across all fields of science. 
 
      
 
    The humanities were not left behind either.  There are those among the matriarchs whose grasp of psychology and human response would be considered supernatural among Earth practitioners.  While most matriarchs ultimately chose other specialties, the vast majority took at least a two-year course of study into the human mind.  For an immortal, the only real danger that remained came from within, and mastering their own minds was a natural precaution. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison jerked awake as his tablet burst into raucous alarm.  He slapped it silent and sat up, rubbing sleep from his eyes.  “Tabitha, update.” 
 
    “Matriarch Cynthia Everard has been located.” 
 
    The last of his drowsiness vanished and he jumped from the bed and started dressing.  “Elaborate.” 
 
    “The bottom three levels in Stack C have been retrofitted into an unofficial extra club, called the Basement.  Six minutes ago, the cameras on all three levels went dark.  Review of the footage from the time recording stopped found Matriarch Everard looking directly at a camera for some seconds, only a minute before the cameras were disconnected.” 
 
    “Pipe it to my tablet, please.” 
 
    Tabitha complied, and Dennison watched the unmistakable figure of Cynthia Everard being escorted about the floor of a club.  He wasn’t familiar with the matriarch personally, had, in fact, only met her twice, but the carriage of the woman was undeniably that of a matriarch and her long plait was unmistakable.  As Tabitha had described, Cynthia paused and looked directly at the camera for a count of five, then turning to her companion. 
 
    “She doesn’t look under duress,” he muttered.  “Tabitha, can you compile all video of Matriarch Everard and see if Matriarch Romaine is in evidence?” 
 
    “Already underway, Dennison.  I have alerted the other ainlif and ordered a meal delivered.” 
 
    “Good.  Uh.  Keep me appraised of the search for Alana.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Dennison took the time to brush his teeth and made it to the room they had set aside as a command center a minute before the other ainlif.  The Everards had a look of giddy relief about them, and Dennison couldn’t help but feel a stab of jealousy. 
 
    Without being asked, Tabitha was running through the footage of Cynthia Everard as she made her way about the Basement in reverse, skipping from camera to camera as the AI correlated time stamps and angles.  Dennison poured himself a mug of coffee and joined the other ainlif in watched the monitor fixedly. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the AI to backtrack Cynthia’s progress to the closet where she had been held before Wharton came and got her. 
 
    “Any sign of Alana?” Edison asked. 
 
    “I’m showing you what I have discovered so far,” Tabitha said patiently. 
 
    The shot of the closet door was focused on a walk-in freezer, with only the corner of the door visible.  The image seemed to vibrate as Tabitha ran it in reverse.  Figures came and went in a blur, then the image froze on a still frame of Cynthia and Alana being hustled down the corridor, their arms bound and tape over their mouths. 
 
    Dennison let out a sigh of relief as he recognized his mother, then felt a sudden flash of fury as he took in Alana’s bruised face and torn clothing. 
 
    “She lives!” Bryson breathed. 
 
    Dennison bowed his head and clenched his teeth.  “Those bastards,” he ground out. 
 
    “I have something,” Tabitha announced.  “An encrypted packet was sent out at 1700 hours yesterday.  Giving the timing and destination routing on the packet, I believe it to be the ransom request to Horizon.  I am in process of decrypting the packet but have no guarantee of success within a reasonable time frame.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Evan said quietly.  “If Horizon received the ransom, we should have heard back from Alec and Garrison.” 
 
    “They may not have been in a position to be informed of the message’s reception,” Ferguson said. 
 
    “We have a timeline, then,” Evan announced.  “It’s current three in the morning, so Horizon has had the ransom request for seven hours.  Flight time from Horizon to Nueva Angela is…”  He paused and reached for his tablet. 
 
    “Eighteen hours,” Tabitha supplied. 
 
    “Okay.  Assuming they scrambled a dirigible immediately, that gives us eleven hours to affect a rescue.  After the marines land, if we aren’t assisting them, then we’re obstructing and will be treated as complicit.”  Evan scowled.  “Mother was stationed on Horizon for several decades.  I’ve seen how the marines operate.” 
 
    “Eleven hours isn’t much time,” Dennison grunted.  “But it’s better than nothing, and right now I’ll take every minute we can get.  Tabitha, can we get a workup of the Basement and the areas the extras have barricaded?” 
 
    “Certainly, Dennison.  I will begin processing immediately.  Would you like an architectural wireframe to begin with?” 
 
    “That will work for a start, but we know they retrofitted the space.  It’s not going to be very useful without your updates.  We need someone who has been there.” 
 
    “I may have a possible target for you,” Tabitha suggested.  “They are nearby.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison paused outside the doorway.  Voices were speaking in the room within, tight with anger and emotion.  The earpiece in Dennison’s ear clicked and Tabitha’s voice came through. 
 
    “This is the place.” 
 
    He glanced back and nodded at Bryson and Evan.  The induction mic taped at the base of his throat was itchy where a corner of the tape poked at his skin.  “I hear two inside.” 
 
    “That is correct,” Tabitha responded. 
 
    “Follow my lead,” he said softly.  “These people aren’t a threat.” 
 
    Dennison didn’t wait for the nod from his companions before coming off the wall and stepping into the room.  There were two people in the prep room, a young man, undernourished and boney with high cheekbones and ragged sandy hair, and his companion, a middle-aged woman, her hair a riot of blonde frizz.  Both looked up in surprise as Dennison, Bryson and Evan entered the room. 
 
    “This is an extra staging area,” the woman said flatly, a hint of anger in her voice carrying through from her interrupted conversation.  “Authorized personnel only.” 
 
    Feigning boredom, Dennison fished his tablet out and spun it around to show the woman his ratings. 
 
    She stared for a moment before drawing herself up into embarrassed attention.  “Excuse me, sir.  I didn’t know who you were.” 
 
    “At ease, Chief Nicks.”  Dennison eyed the boy, who was awkwardly mirroring Millicent.  “And you would be Jackson Harding.  How do you like being an extra?” 
 
    Jackson swallowed.  “Fine, sir.  It’s hard work but rewarding.” 
 
    “Hmm.  That’s good.  Chief Nicks, perhaps you could enlighten me.  What is going on here?” 
 
    Millicent swallowed and her face paled.  “Uh.  I’m not sure what you mean, sir?” 
 
    Dennison suppressed his smile.  It had been a shot in the dark, but now he had something to work with.  He eyed Millicent and let the silence drag out.  He could see the sweat beading on her forehead.  It wouldn’t take much for her to crack. 
 
    “It’s not her fault!” Jackson exclaimed. 
 
    Dennison watched Millicent’s face fall before turning slowly to regard Jackson.  “What isn’t her fault?” 
 
    “The work orders were canceled,” Jackson blurted. 
 
    “I see.”  Dennison frowned. 
 
    In his ear, Tabitha said, “All external repairs were put on hold, siting an emergency in the lower levels of Stack C.” 
 
    “If you have orders directing you to work in the lower levels of Stack C,” Dennison asked, “what are you doing here?” 
 
    “I asked him here, sir,” Millicent spoke up.  “He’s still my crew, regardless of temporary assignments.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Chief,” Jackson said.  “I’ll get going now.” 
 
    He moved toward the exit and Evan stepped into the doorway, blocking his path.  Jackson tried slipping past and Evan caught his arm, effortlessly turning Jackson’s motion into a stumble back into the room.  Millicent saw Evan and recognition widened her eyes. 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re already here!” she gasped. 
 
    “Hey!” Jackson cried out as he caught his balance.  “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “Jackson!” Millicent snapped.  “That’s enough!”  She raised her hands and placed them behind her head before lowering herself to her knees.  To Dennison she said, “I’m unarmed.  We both are.  I’ll cooperate with whatever you want.” 
 
    Dennison glared at Evan and the other ainlif rolled a shoulder in a shrug.   
 
    Jackson stared at Millicent.  “What…?” 
 
    “Get down, you fool!” Millicent hissed. 
 
    Belated understanding bloomed on Jackson’s face.  “You’re from Horizon!” 
 
    Dennison sighed.  “Well.  So much for subterfuge.  What are we going to do with you?” he asked. 
 
    “They are still useful,” Tabitha reminded him. 
 
    “Right.”  Dennison fought down the sense of time slipping away between his fingers.  Tabitha was right.  “Okay.  I suppose introductions are in order.  I’m Dennison Romaine, you’ve met Evan Everard.  Bryson Romaine is in the hall outside.” 
 
    “You’re here for your matriarchs,” Millicent breathed.  Cautious relief colored her words.  “The marines haven’t arrived yet?” 
 
    Dennison shook his head.  He was a little bemused by Millicent’s understanding of the situation, then remembered who she was married to.  “We’re trying to prevent the necessity of the marines,” he said.  “They are coming, though.  And sooner than we’d like.  Oh, get up.  We’re not going to kill you.” 
 
    “Your matriarchs are alive,” Millicent assured him.  “Jackson saw them with his own eyes not eight hours ago.”  She let her hands down slowly and climbed back to her feet. 
 
    Evan moved to block the doorway, the bulk of his pistol filling his hands.  “You sure about that, Den?  We can’t let them go.  If they send word that we’re here, it could ruin everything.  I’m not taking that risk.” 
 
    Millicent stepped sideways to put herself between Evan and Jackson.  “I understand you have no reason to trust us,” she said, “but I swear, I’m as horrified at what Wharton has done as you are.  Well.  Maybe not as much, but I will do whatever I can to help you.” 
 
    “And what of your crewman?” Dennison demanded.  “You have Sari Delacroix to consider, but Jackson has no such loyalties.” 
 
    Millicent’s face blanched at the mention of her wife.  “Please, leave Sari out of this.” 
 
    “That will be up to you,” Evan said grimly. 
 
    “Please,” Millicent’s eyes glistened with unshed tears.  “She’s happy.  She’s forgotten.  Please don’t remind her of what she’s lost.” 
 
    Dennison exchanged a look with Evan and grimaced.  “Millicent, you don’t betray us and Sari will have nothing to fear from us.  We won’t even look in her direction, and that’s a promise.  But your crewman is an unknown.  Both of you are coming with us and we’ll discuss your cooperation shortly.” 
 
    Evan hefted his pistol and glared at Jackson.  “And you, boy, you try to run and I’ll gun you down before you make it three paces.” 
 
    Jackson nodded jerkily and ducked his head. 
 
    “Good.  Now march.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson Harding walked in front of the ainlif with the gun, Evan, and kept his eyes down and his shoulders pulled in.  He walked carefully, terrified that he might trip over his own feet and get a monomol round in the back for his trouble. 
 
    Ahead of him, Millicent walked with the leader, Dennison, silent and trembling.  It was Millicent’s reaction to the ainlif presence more than anything that scared Jackson.  Millicent wasn’t afraid of anything.  She stared death in the face on a regular basis, but one look at these ainlif and she was white-faced and shaking. 
 
    Were they really that bad?  Dennison, despite his hard words, seemed like a nice enough guy.  He wasn’t sure about Evan, though.  That one seemed like he was just itching for an excuse to shoot someone.  Jackson’s mind buzzed with all the rumors he had heard about the ainlif, intermixed with the facts he had been taught in school. 
 
    Some of the more far-fetched rumors were clearly false.  They weren’t seven feet tall and their eyes didn’t glow red.  In fact, other than being extremely fit, they didn’t look unusual at all.  They weren’t even particularly handsome, though Jackson didn’t consider himself an accurate judge of such things.  Now that he had a minute to look, he could see the family resemblance between Dennison and Bryson.  They both had the same sandy-brown hair and the same nose, though their eyes were slightly different.  All of them seemed to be in their late twenties. 
 
    It was almost a disappointment.  He had had daydreams about meeting an ainlif.  In his head, they had been genetically perfect killing machines, bred for fanatical defense of their matriarchs.  The reality was a lot more boring.  
 
    They turned out of the tight inner hallways and out onto the wider, curving outer hallways.  Jackson had just enough time to worry about someone seeing them, then they turned again and were walking into a hotel.  He saw the name, the Burbank Gardens, then they were hurrying past into a dead-end hallway lined with doors and potted ferns. 
 
    “This way,” Dennison instructed, and led them into the last room of the left. 
 
    If it had been nerve-wracking being in the company of three ainlif, it was abruptly much worse.  There were five more ainlif waiting for them.  Two of them had the same sandy hair as Dennison and Bryson, while the other three had the same jet-black hair as Evan. 
 
    One of the Everard ainlif turned when they entered and frowned.  “So, these are the ones.” 
 
    Millicent took half a step forward.  “I’m here to help.  Any way I can.” 
 
    The ainlif grunted and raised a skeptical eyebrow.  “And what of you, boy?” 
 
    Jackson swallowed and nodded stiffly.  Somewhere between the staging room and reaching the hotel, his ambivalence about supporting Wharton had vanished.  The situation with their living conditions was dire, but the method Wharton had gone about trying to solve the problem was just wrong. 
 
    “I don’t know what help I can be, but I will do what I can,” he said. 
 
    “Do you know the layout of the Basement?” Dennison asked. 
 
    Millicent nodded and Jackson echoed her motion a moment later.  “Yes,” she said.  “I know it quite well.” 
 
    “And what about the modifications Wharton is making?” 
 
    “I left before any of the work started,” Millicent shrugged.  “I wanted nothing to do with their mad plan.” 
 
    “Same,” Jackson said, “though I have an extant work order in the Basement, likely to work on the fortifications.” 
 
    “Out of the question,” Evan growled.  “You’re not going anywhere near the Basement until we know we can trust you.” 
 
    “They’ll know I’m missing,” Jackson said tentatively. 
 
    “Too bad.  We have footage of the work they were doing up until around an hour ago.  You can help update our model for now.”  Dennison shook his head.  “Nicks, you stay here.  I want to pick your brain about Wharton, try to get a sense of who he is and what his reactions will be like.” 
 
    “Come on, kid,” one of the Everard ainlif said.  “I’ll set you up on a work station.  Are you hungry?” 
 
    “Uh, no thanks,” Jackson muttered.  He followed the ainlif out of the room and watched as the man verified that the hallway door leading out to the rest of the hotel was locked.  Jackson wasn’t happy about being separated from Millicent, but it was clear his opinions on things weren’t worth the breath to voice them. 
 
    “In here.  I’m Chase, by the way.  Normally my brothers are decent people, so you’ll have to forgive them.  They’re a little on edge right now.” 
 
    Jackson nodded uncertainly.  “Uh, I guess that’s understandable.”  He followed Chase into the room, the closest one to the hallway door.  A portable terminal had been set up on a folding table and was connected to a fat cable that ran back up the hallway to the room where everyone else had been congregated. 
 
    “This terminal is connected directly to Tabitha.  She’ll be doing the bulk of the work but having a human eye to rationalize things makes it go much quicker.  And it will help that you’ve been there and can fill in the parts that aren’t covered by cameras.” 
 
    “Okay.”  None of that made a whole lot of sense to Jackson, but he nodded anyway. 
 
    “Good.  Hey.  If you need something, ask for me by name, or tell Tabitha you need me.  Don’t let those muscle brains scare you.”  Chase chucked Jackson on the shoulder then left. 
 
    Feeling a little nervous, Jackson settled in front of the terminal.  Before he had a chance to touch anything, the screen flickered and a program opened.  Jackson immediately recognized it as the same software package he had been using earlier in the day to map his surface footage. 
 
    There was a long list of footage clips around various parts of the Basement, most only a few seconds long.  Jackson opened the first of the clips and found a shot of the lift lobby outside the restaurant.  A barricade had been piled across the middle of the lobby, stacked furniture spot-welded together.  Automatically, the system started updating a structural wireframe with information taken from the clip. 
 
    Jackson didn’t find his input was really required.  Whatever automated evaluation routine the ainlif had patched into the software was doing an incredible job.  As he started working through the clips one at a time, he found the input needed from him was mostly in terms of scaling and bridging the gaps that weren’t covered by video clips. 
 
    He lost himself in the work, and soon had forgotten to feel scared of the ainlif in the other room.  Using the mapping software was fascinating work, and seeing the Basement unfold in front of him had an additional interest.  Wharton hadn’t wasted any time in preparing the levels for throwing back an attack, and through the clips, he was getting a comprehensive understanding of the layered defenses. 
 
    After a half an hour of work, there was a clunk outside the door, startling Jackson.  The screen on his terminal went black.  Fear came seeping back into him, and he eyed the door to his room warily.  What had happened to the power?  Were the ainlif coming back for him?  He still had over half of the clips to process. 
 
    He started getting up, and the door swung open.  The man who surged through the doorway wasn’t an ainlif.  Jackson recognized one of Wharton’s men from the trip to Nova Aeria, before the yawning barrel of a manufactured shotgun swung up on centered on his chest. 
 
    “Woah!” Jackson gasped, holding out his hands.  “Easy!” 
 
    “The hell?  Harding?  What are you doing here?” 
 
     Jackson gulped and tried to think.  The gun pointing at him seemed to have clogged his thoughts and he couldn’t focus.  “I’m not with them,” he said, and flinched as the man jerked the gun at him. 
 
    “Well, what are you doing, then?” 
 
    “I’m… I just…” he gestured helplessly at the terminal.  “They were making me do some work, but…” 
 
    “Were you spilling about the Basement?” the man glowered threateningly.  Behind him, several more men were in the hallway.  Like man threatening Jackson, they carried guns that looked to be pieced together from pipe and hastily-machined parts, with stocks and grips bolted on. 
 
    “What’s the holdup?” one of them hissed. 
 
    “Of course not!” Jackson said, truthfully.  “Look, they’re all at the end of the hallway, in the last door on the right.” 
 
    “We ain’t got time for this,” someone in the hallway said in a harsh whisper.  “The net terminal will reboot in a few seconds.  We’re losing our window!” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, Jackson saw his terminal screen flick back on.  “Be careful,” he said encouragingly, “Chase four of them in the hallway!” 
 
    “What?” the man asked. 
 
    From the hallway, Jackson heard a hissing clap and one of the men outside staggered and spun around.  Jackson caught a glimpse of shredded flesh and misting blood.  A shotgun boomed and the man in the room with Jackson spun about and raised his gun toward the doorway. 
 
    Without thinking, Jackson threw himself at the back of the man’s knees and tripped him up.  They crashed to the ground together.  There was a staccato rattle of muted gunfire from down the hallway, then an elbow struck Jackson in the side of the head.  Sparks flew through Jackson’s vision and he clung desperately to the man. 
 
    Repeated blows against Jackson’s head and arms loosened his grip and the man kicked himself free.  Groggily, Jackson pushed himself to his hands and knees.  He looked up as the man scrambled to his fallen shotgun and snatched it up.  Jackson flinched as the man spun, the shotgun coming up toward Jackson, then the man’s face disappeared in a bloom of bloody gore. 
 
    Jackson sagged to the side and threw up.  His head throbbed and he struggled after breath.  Every gasp seemed laden with the rich iron scent of blood. 
 
    Strong fingers closed around Jackson’s arm and rolled him onto his back.  Evan leaned over him, his face hard.  “You hit, kid?” 
 
    A choked sob was all the noise Jackson was able to make.  Evan stood up and dashed out into the hallway again.  Jackson pushed himself to his knees and threw up again, his stomach cramping.  The sour reek of bile mixing with the smell of blood filled his nose. 
 
    “Jackson!” Millicent exclaimed. 
 
    He felt her warm arms wrap around his shoulders and pull him into her embrace.  Distant shouting came through the buzzing in his ears.  He realized he was splattered with blood all across his front. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Millicent was asked. 
 
    Jackson nodded.  “I’m okay.  The ainlif, are they…?” 
 
    “One of them, Edison, I think, caught part of a shotgun blast, but he’ll live.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jackson sighed.  “I tried to warn them.”  He twisted around to look at the dead man and Millicent caught his arm. 
 
    “You don’t need to look at that, Jackson.” 
 
    He looked anyway and swallowed against the surge of bile in his throat.  The man’s head was a soggy mess with no recognizable features and shards of bone sticking out haphazardly.  “Holy shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “I warned you.  Come on, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Jackson let Millicent help him to his feet and he stood a little unsteadily.  The floor in the hallway was slick with blood pooling from the other three dead men.  He averted his eyes from the monomol wounds and let Millicent steer him up the hallway back to the room where the ainlif had been. 
 
    One of the ainlif was lying on his back, his shirt torn open.  He was bloody from the shoulder down to the waist.  Chase was leaning over him with a knife, picking shotgun pellets from flesh and gluing the holes together afterward. 
 
    “Your warning was timely,” Chase said without looking up from his patient.  “If Edison had been thinking more with his head than the gun in his hand, we would have come out of that cleanly.” 
 
    “Your bedside manner is shit, Chase,” Edison grunted.  He had his teeth gritted together, but other than the tensing of the muscles in his jaw, he was letting Chase dig around in his flesh without flinching. 
 
    “You’re not in a bed, so you’ll have to forgive me.”  He teased out another pellet and squeezed a drop of glue into the hole before pinching it shut and holding it for a few seconds.  “Either of you two know who our uninvited guests were?” 
 
     “Wharton’s men,” Millicent supplied. 
 
    “I’ve played back the footage outside the hotel,” a female voice said, “and Chief Nicks is correct.  Facial recognition matches them with extras who frequently worked under Chief Wharton.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tabitha.”  Chase released the hole, verified that it had stopped bleeding, then went to work on another pellet.  Edison gritted his teeth and rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. 
 
    “Dennison wishes me to inform you that the hotel is secure.  Serina is missing from her desk.” 
 
    Chase nodded absently. 
 
    “Who… what?” Jackson asked Millicent. 
 
    “An AI,” Millicent replied quietly and gestured for him to be quiet. 
 
    “Well, secure or not, we can’t stay here any longer.”  Chase paused, his tongue between his teeth as he dug the point of his knife deeper into Chase’s shoulder.  “The jig’s up.  It won’t take Wharton long to send more men.” 
 
    “Call Habitat Security, they could—” Millicent began. 
 
    “Negative, Chief,” Edison shook his head.  “At this point there isn’t anyone on this habitat we can trust.” 
 
    “Stop moving,” Chase said irritably.  “Don’t make me sedate you.  What Edison is trying to say, is Habitat Security might be compromised.  I think you’ve proven your trustworthiness.” 
 
    “We don’t know that—ow!” 
 
    “Sorry.”  Chase flicked the pellet away and glued the hole.  “Almost done.  If young Harding hadn’t warned us, some of us could be dead, not just winged and cranky.” 
 
    Edison muttered something under his breath. 
 
    “You owe Jackson your life,” Chase said calmly.  “He’s proven his sincerity.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Edison said sourly.  “All right.  Fine.  Thanks, kid.  You did good out there.” 
 
    Jackson nodded mutely.  He still felt shocked from the suddenness of the violence.  He had acted on instinct, the same way he had out on the surface when Tristan had been struck by lightning and he had to act swiftly to save Polder.  There wasn’t any heroism there, whatever Chase and Edison seemed to think. 
 
    He felt exhausted.  It was getting late and all he wanted to do was go to bed.  He didn’t want to have anything to do with Wharton and the war he was picking with the matriarchs.  He just wanted to do his daily work and do what he could to make a better life for himself.  He had his own room, or at least he was sharing it with only one other person.  He was making credits, and work was challenging and interesting. 
 
    The upheaval Wharton was striving for threatened all of that.  That didn’t make the looming threat of overpopulation any less real, but Jackson’s overwhelming instinct was to ignore the problem and hope it would go away. 
 
    Chase finished pulling pellets from Edison’s side and smeared disinfectant from a packet onto the wounds.  Stiffly, Edison got to his feet and helped Chase wind a bandage around his chest and shoulder. 
 
    Dennison returned and he slumped into a chair.  “How are you doing, Edison?” 
 
    “Chase patched me up.  I’ll live, but I’ve lost a lot of mobility in my right side.” 
 
    “Shit.”  Dennison scratched at a dry smear of blood across the back of one hand.  “I suppose we should be grateful these homemade shotguns don’t have a tighter grouping.  I just don’t understand how they could get away with making them in the first place.  Maybe one of you natives could help fill me in?” 
 
    Millicent shook her head.  “Extras have access to more than enough fabrication tools to make weapons.” 
 
    “So, these extras are armed, now?”  Edison asked, frustrated.  “We’ve lost the initiative.” 
 
    “How many guns could they have?” Chase asked. 
 
    “I’ve never tried to make one myself, but if they’ve a simple enough fabrication line, they could have dozens by now.” 
 
    “They’ve the motivation to produce them quickly.”  Dennison brooded for a moment then wearily pushed himself to his feet.  “Okay.  Millicent, Jackson, thank you for your assistance.  There’s no point in keeping you here any longer.  You can’t go running to Wharton with what you know since we’re leaving.”  He sighed and held up his hands.  “That wasn’t fair.  You’ve proven yourselves to be reliable.” 
 
    Chase got his tablet out and sent Jackson and Millicent his contact information.  “If you learn anything that could be of use to us, I hope you will keep being as helpful as you have been so far.” 
 
    “If I learn anything, and it is safe to send it to you, I will do so,” Millicent promised. 
 
    Jackson nodded his agreement.  He couldn’t believe the ainlif were just letting them leave. 
 
    “We’d appreciate it,” Dennison said seriously.  “Tabitha, let the others know I’m sending our conscripts home.” 
 
    “It’s been done, Dennison,” Tabitha said smoothly. 
 
    “Well, that’s it.”  Dennison shook Millicent’s hand and clapped Jackson on the shoulder.  “Take care of yourselves.  Stay away from the Basement, if you know what’s good for you.” 
 
    Jackson followed Millicent out of the room.  The hallway had been cleared of bodies, but the smears of blood were still in evidence.  Millicent took his hand and hurried out of the hotel, nodding at Evan as they passed him in the lobby.  She didn’t slow her rapid pace until they had reached the lifts and they were alone inside. 
 
    “I’m going to take a vacation,” Millicent said once they doors had slid shut.  “I’m taking Sari, and I’m getting off this habitat immediately.  I strongly suggest you do the same.” 
 
    Jackson swallowed.  If he stopped working, then when rent was due on his room, he wouldn’t have the credits to pay for it.  That meant he’d be back in the community bunks until he saved up some credits again.  Still, as much as it hurt to abandon his recently acquired stuff, it was better to repurchase it than get caught up in the madness Wharton was bringing to the habitat. 
 
    “Yeah.  I might just do that.” 
 
    Millicent got off the lift on her level and waved.  “Once this blows over, I’ll be back at work.  Look me up and I’ll put you on my crew.” 
 
    “Thanks, Chief.  I… thanks.” 
 
    Millicent waved once more and the doors slid shut again.  Jackson leaned back against the wall of the lift and started thinking about where he would go.  He had never even considered leaving Nueva Angela.  Maybe he could take a trip to Horizon.  He had always wanted to see the spaceport there. 
 
    He had some credits, enough to buy passage on a dirigible and live for a week or two if he was frugal.  The lift doors pinged open on his level and he hurried toward his rooms.  Every step he took, the thought of leaving this madness behind grew on him until he was all but running.  Whatever the price he had to pay, it would be worth it. 
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 NINETEEN 
 
      
 
    The habitats on Venus are not perfectly sealed ecosystems.  Part of the problem in creating a true sealed environment is the amount of space required per person.  The nitrogen cycle is the limiting factor, which can only be brute-forced through engineering and technology to a certain extent.  On the mega-habs, with their crushing burden of population, this factor is the bottleneck that eventually will lead to the deaths of a sizeable percentage of the population.   
 
      
 
    Food is produced, through yeast crops, vegetative growth, and animal protein in the form of fish.  That food is eaten by the human population.  The waste material—plant stems and roots, fish offal, human waste, et cetera—is ground to a homogenous paste and sterilized, then fed to vast cultures of black soldier fly larvae.  BSF larvae convert nearly eighty percent of the waste to usable protein, with the remaining twenty percent left over as compost.  The larvae are harvested, processed into pellets, and fed back to the fish.  The frass compost left over from the larvae is used to grow rooted crops, and thus the cycle continues. 
 
      
 
    The only inputs to the system are water, electrolyzed from sulfuric acid rain, and sunlight.  Necessarily, then, growth at the top of the food chain is limited by the photosynthesis of the plants.  Because there is an enormous number of habitats, the burden of the mega-habs is spread out among those habitats that export food and import compost, such as New Galway.  Truly self-contained habitats are spacious and apparently underpopulated out of necessity.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila signed out of her workstation and wearily rubbed at her eyes.  She had only been on the job one day, and the amount of work she had to do was staggering.  The issue with the tilapia being reared in the grow beds was only a microcosm of what was wrong with the Health and Habitat Sector. 
 
    At every turn, shortcuts had been implemented and systems had been allowed to fall out of use.  It was a miracle that H&H was able to feed the habitat at all, and there was a white-knuckled desperation about the place.  In truth, the whole habitat was one disaster away from mass starvation. 
 
    She wasn’t the only person to see it, of course.  Her new crew chief, Olan, was aware of the looming catastrophe, he just didn’t have the knowledge or experience to implement a fix to the system.  Every problem hinged on the disrupted systems adjacent.   
 
    For example, taking the grow bed offline so the tilapia could be removed from it would interrupt the precarious balance of the farm outputs.  Not to mention that the aquaculture tanks were in disrepair and there was no place to put the tilapia. 
 
    Already Leila was beginning to feel the anger of the section managers.  They had become so entrenched in the need to produce the next day’s food that they viewed any interruption to the current state of affairs as nearly treasonous.  And all the while, the food output went downward and the demands of the population grew. 
 
    It had taken Leila the entirety of the first shift to begin to understand the state of affairs.  With Chief Olan at her side, browbeating people into cooperation, she had made a tour of the whole H&H sector and walked the lines from waste processing all the way to harvest and preparation. 
 
    There were manuals to be read and courses that could be taken to understand the nuances of every system, but Leila wasn’t a specialist.  Her primary qualification was extensive experience in a system that functioned correctly.  Her mother, and a few other matriarchs, might have the breadth of knowledge to understand every facet of H&H, but Leila couldn’t go to them for help. 
 
    After the tour, she had sat down at the terminal and proceeded to work up a step-by-step plan on how to go about restoring the sector to it’s proper functioning.  If every system was working as intended, the amount of food the sector could produce would practically double. 
 
    Now, at the end of her second shift in a row, she had the beginnings of a plan.  Tomorrow, she could pitch it to the section managers and begin requisitioning the manpower and materials to begin repairs.  She had to start at the beginning of the cycle.  Without the aquaculture tanks in full working order, nothing else could be fixed. 
 
    Her stomach rumbled, reminding her that she hadn’t eaten in nearly eight hours.  Even the prospect of finding nothing but yeast and vegetables didn’t turn her stomach.  She knew how little fish were being harvested daily.  It was a minor miracle that the textured yeast “fish” even smelled like fish at all. 
 
    She left the cubicle Olan had left her in and wandered out into the managerial offices.  It was the end of the third shift, nearing midnight, and the office space was all but abandoned.  The first shift was a period of darkness to allow the plants time to respire, and only a skeleton crew kept watch. 
 
    Leila made her way out of H&H, walking between rows of plants rustling in the ventilation drafts, using her tablet light to guide her.  It was peaceful.  It was, she realized, the first time she had been completely alone since arriving on Nueva Angela. 
 
    A sudden sob jerked from her throat and her steps dragged to a halt.  The whole day, concentration on her work had driven thoughts of New Galway from her head.  But now, among the grow beds, listening to the soft susurrus of flowing water and the whisper of leaves rubbing against each other, her loss came crashing back. 
 
    Tears tracked down her cheeks leaving cold patches and she stared about at the gently waving plants suddenly unable to recognize her surroundings.  Was this her future?  Was she going to spend the rest of her life working here? 
 
    It was a big responsibility, and the work was fulfilling… but compared to the eternity that she had lost, it didn’t seem worth the effort of trying.  What would her life mean?  Sixty years of unremarked labor, then ground up and fed to the maggots so the precious nutrients locked up in her body wouldn’t go to waste. 
 
    Bobbing lights and approaching voices dragged her thoughts back to the present and she scrubbed her hands across her cheeks.  She pressed against the side of the grow bed and made way for the workers as they passed.  They looked at her curiously but without comment, and she ducked her head, ashamed of the tears still pooling in her eyes. 
 
    Her stomach rumbled, reminding her how hungry she was, and she reluctantly followed the workers at a distance.  Though she couldn’t follow the conversation of the two workers, she could hear the laughter and light-heartedness of the banter between the two.   
 
    When was the last time she had laughed?  Probably only a few days ago, but she couldn’t bring a specific instance to mind.  Turning her thoughts back to her life before the Challenge was agonizing and her mind reflexively blanked out the memories. 
 
    She stumbled through the humidity lock and winced in the sudden bright light of the hallway.  She felt disoriented, lost in how massive Nueva Angela was.  New Galway had a displacement mass nearly fifteen times smaller than her new home, but that was a deceptive figure.  Stack A in Nueva Angela was almost two kilometers tall, and even the ring stacks, while smaller than the central column, were still double the size of New Galway. 
 
    That was the displacement mass.  New Galway had a preponderance of heavy water tanks that took up most of its mass, while the vast majority of Nueva Angela’s mass was devoted to living space.  Nearly thirty percent of Nueva Angela’s mass was dedicated to H&H, but the remaining seventy percent was a vast and confusing maze of hallways and rooms. 
 
    She fumbled out her tablet and found the path back to her new quarters.  She felt a brief flash of guilt that she hadn’t tried to contact her new roommate since turning down his offer of lunch.  Jackson was the only person who had made any attempt to be friendly with her since the Challenge. 
 
    Maybe Jackson was still awake and would be interested in getting food.  If she had to live with a roommate, she’d prefer to be on good terms with him.  Ignoring for now the ache of her stomach, she set out for her room. 
 
    When she finally walked into her room, it didn’t feel like coming home.  It was the right room, but the space had no emotional attachment for her.  The room was dark when she entered and she waved her tablet light around, wary of waking Jackson.  She needn’t have bothered.  Jackson’s bed was still folded up, the room as empty as her future. 
 
    With a sigh, Leila turned to leave, resigning herself to a barely palatable meal eaten alone.  As she reached for the door, it slid open and Jackson stepped through.  Leila yelped and stumbled backward, then covered her mouth and flushed in embarrassment. 
 
    “Jackson!  There you are.  I was just going to go eat.” 
 
    Jackson slid the door shut behind him and sagged against it wearily.  Leila reached out and flicked the light on and got a good look at Jackson for the first time.  She gasped half-reached out toward him.  He was spattered with blood and vomit, his hair matted on one side, his work coveralls crusted brown at the knees. 
 
    “It’s not mine,” Jackson assured her. 
 
    “What happened?!  How… Jesus, Jackson!” 
 
    Jackson waved his hands at her in a calming gesture.  “I… It’s fine, really.”  His face twisted as he tried to figure out what words to use, before giving up and shrugging.  “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Leila touched him gingerly on the shoulder.  “You’re not in danger?” 
 
    “Not right now, no.”  He smiled, as much trying to convince himself as her. 
 
    “Well, okay.  Let’s get you cleaned up?”  She led him to the little sink and helped him wash the worst of the blood out of his hair and off his hands.  As she worked, she struggled to think of a way to coax the story out of Jackson, her hunger forgotten for the moment. 
 
    “Were you attacked?” 
 
    “Not me.  I mean, they weren’t looking for me.  They were looking for the ainlif.” 
 
    “Ainlif!”  With an effort, Leila forced her voice to a calmer tone.  “There are ainlif on Angela?” 
 
    “Not in permanent residence, if that’s what you’re asking.  These ainlif were here to recover their matriarchs.” 
 
    “I… what?  Their matriarchs?” 
 
    Jackson ducked his head under the flow of water and scrubbed at his hair.  The sink flowed red for a moment, then started to clear.  “I forgot, you’ve probably not heard about it at all.” 
 
    “I would say not!  I’ve been working.” 
 
    “Oh, you found a job!  That’s great!” 
 
    Leila rolled her eyes.  “Yeah, in H&H.  Don’t change the subject.  What haven’t I heard about?” 
 
    “Hey, have you ever been to Horizon?” 
 
    “Briefly.”  Leila folded her arms and glared at the back of Jackson’s head as he turned the water off and toweled his hair dry.  “What does Horizon have to do with missing matriarchs?” 
 
    “Missing?  Who said anything about missing?” Jackson asked.  His voice was muffled with the towel, but she could hear the avoidance in his voice. 
 
    “You don’t recover things that aren’t lost,” Leila pointed out. 
 
    Jackson sighed and tossed his towel onto the counter.  His hair was mussed and spiked up randomly, even after he combed his fingers through it.  “Let me get changed, we’ll get some food, and I’ll tell you about it while we eat.” 
 
    Leila turned her back on him and glared at the door.  Behind her, she could hear him fumbling around as he changed.  Missing matriarchs!  How could that have happened?  She could only imagine the panic the ainlif were in.  The only surprising thing about Jackson’s state was that he was here and uninjured. 
 
    “Okay!  That’s much better.” 
 
    She turned around and looked at Jackson.  He was wearing a work coverall that was a little tight around the shoulders and short at the ankles.  The elbows and knees were worn shiny and it sported a collection of vague stains. 
 
    “You really need to get more changes of clothing,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, maybe when things—” 
 
    A knock on the door interrupted him and Leila saw his face blanch. 
 
    “Who is it?” he called. 
 
    There was a clunk and an electric protest as the door resisted someone trying to open it.  “Come on out, Jackson!  You missed your work assignment.” 
 
    Leila looked at Jackson, her eyes wide.  Jackson shook his head sharply and held a finger against his lips.  “You with Wharton?” 
 
    “Same as you, Harding.  Open up.  No hard feelings, but you’re in it with the rest of us.” 
 
    “Shit,” Jackson whispered.  Louder, he said, “Okay, just a second.”  He pointed back at the partitioned room and Leila scurried over and crouched behind the half-wall, out of sight of the door. 
 
    She heard the door lock disengage and Jackson barked an outraged, “Hey!” 
 
    “What’s the big deal, Harding?  You got cold feet?”  A deep voice asked. 
 
    “No, that’s not it at all,” Jackson said hurriedly.  “I had an outstanding work assignment from my crew chief.” 
 
    “See, that’s hurtful,” the man said.  “I know fer a fact you didn’t have any assignments.  We canceled everyone’s listings and issued new ones.  Ain’t no shame in being afraid.  We’re just here to help you overcome yer natural reticence.” 
 
    “Yeah,” another voice added, “you ain’t the only one, Harding.  We been collecting extras all day.  You know what’s at stake.  We all do.” 
 
    “Wait!” Jackson cried out.  “Okay.  That’s fine.  I’ll come with you.” 
 
    “Huh.”  The second voice sounded suspicious, and Leila heard the soft pad of shoes approach. 
 
    Leila looked up at as a man peered around the corner of the half-wall at her.  He had a heavy-lidded gaze and a cheerful sneer on his face.  “Oy, Marcell, Harding has a broad back here.  Come on out, lassie.  We just havin’ words.  Nobody gonna get hurt.” 
 
    She stood, her head bowed, and edged out into the front room.  Jackson was standing against the wall where a tall man with thinning brown hair had him cornered.  Marcell eyed her without malice then raised an eyebrow at Jackson. 
 
    “What’s the big deal, Harding?  You been telling our secrets?” 
 
    “No!  Why would I?  She’s just my roommate.  She doesn’t know anything.” 
 
    “Hm.  Think we’ll let Wharton decide on that,” Marcell shook his head.  “Come on, you two.  Down to the Basement.  We got a bunk room set up where you can sleep once you’ve met with Wharton.” 
 
    Leila measured the distance to the door with her eyes.  It was closed, and there was no way she could cover the distance, yank it open and make her escape before Marcell or the other extra caught her.  “Who are you two?”  She tried for the tone of voice her mother had used once when a mistake had caused an aquaculture tank to crash.  Demanding yet aloof. 
 
    “Save your questions for Wharton,” Marcell grunted.  “Peyton, get a grip on that one.  She looks flighty.” 
 
    Leila jerked her arm away when Peyton reached for her and the extra put his hands on his hips.  “Don’ make me wrassle you, girl.  I will, and you won’t like that none, and that’s a promise.” 
 
    She wasn’t really afraid, not yet.  Mostly, Leila just felt exhausted and confused.  Who were these men, and why were they insisting that Jackson and she come with them?  Then the man’s hand closed around her upper arm and fear stirred in her breast.  His hand was heavy and calloused, his grip painfully tight. 
 
    “Ow!” she gasped as she was jerked toward the door. 
 
    “Now, don’t you try’n run, lassie.” 
 
    “Jackson, you gonna walk, or do I have to beat some sense into you?” Marcell asked. 
 
    “I’ll walk,” Jackson said.  His eyes were downcast and he sounded tired and defeated. 
 
    “Good lad.  Come now,” Marcell said cheerfully, “once you get working things will start looking better.  We need all hands on deck right now, though, and that means you.” 
 
    With Peyton’s fist closed around her arm, Leila had no choice but to follow along with the extras.  Peyton likely weighed twice what she did, and his grip was like a hydraulic clamp.  Resisting him was futile.  Rather than be dragged down the hallway struggling like a child, Leila kept pace with him.  Any hope that he would relax his guard seeing she was cooperating was a waste.   
 
    The hallways were empty.  It was half an hour into the first shift and anyone who wasn’t sleeping was working.  It wasn’t until they had entered the lift that Peyton finally let her go.  She and Jackson were crowded into the back of the lift and Marcell tapped a code into the lift’s interface. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Leila asked.  It was the first time she had opened her mouth since leaving her room. 
 
    “The Basement,” Marcell said shortly. 
 
    Whatever code Marcell had punched into the lift kept it from stopping to take on new passengers, and they dropped to the bottom of Stack C without interruption.  When the doors finally opened, Marcell and Peyton stepped out without coercing Leila or Jackson. 
 
    Leila looked out the doors onto an industrious bustle.  There were hundreds of people working in the wide-open area that used to be the club.  The blue lights of arc welders spat sparks from a dozen places as people constructed platforms and barricades from scrap and furniture.   
 
    The noise was incredible.  Besides the background noise of people shouting to each other and the hissing crackle of the welders, irregular booming came from the far side of the dance floor where a dozen people were firing blunt weapons at targets.  The rhythmic thud of a power hammer tripped behind it all. 
 
    “Wharton is in the back,” Marcell shouted.  “Jackson, you know where the restaurant is, right?  Through the kitchen doors and on the left.  Take your roommate and check in.”  He waved and set off down into the club, leaving them behind. 
 
    Leila grabbed Jackson’s arm as he started to walk.  “Jackson.  Jackson!  What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    “They’re preparing—” 
 
    “Bullshit, they’re preparing!  This is a fortification!  These people are preparing for a war, Jackson!” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?” Jackson grabbed her hand and pulled her close.  “The extras… these people… they’ve abducted matriarchs!  They’re trying to force Horizon to concede more housing for them.  They’re desperate, Leila!” 
 
    She pulled her hand free, glared at Jackson, horror fighting with outrage.  “And you had something to do with this?  Why did those men come to get you from our room?” 
 
    “They tricked me into coming here,” Jackson said, his voice as low as it could go and still be audible over the din around them.  “I had no idea what they were doing, but I heard their plans, so now they are assuming I’m in agreement with them.” 
 
    “Are you?” Leila demanded furiously. 
 
    “No!  Of course not!  They’re insane!  But they think we do agree, and we’re here because they want us to help them.  If they find out we don’t, they’ll probably just kill us.  Wharton… he’s got everyone convinced if they don’t do this, then everyone on Nueva Angela will die.” 
 
    Leila shook her head in disbelief, but she couldn’t help but think of the dire conditions of H&H.  The food production had been overloaded for so long, and so many corners had been cut in an attempt to keep up with demand, that the whole system was about to collapse.  Feeding the majority of the population yeast paste in order to maintain health was a desperation move.  If the rest of the habitat’s systems were in the same state, Wharton’s estimation of the imminent catastrophe wasn’t far off. 
 
    “I can’t believe this,” she muttered. 
 
    “Come on.  We have to check in with Wharton or they’ll get suspicious.  No matter what happens, please keep your comments to yourself.  For both of our sakes.” 
 
    Leila nodded, and felt a part of her die.  She had been raised with the Matriarch Manifesto as a moral guideline, and she knew the whole thing by heart.  Agreeing to silence was an abandonment of the Manifesto.  There was no ambiguity about the zero-tolerance approach mandated in tenet thirteen.  If she were a matriarch, she should be heading straight for Wharton’s office with a gun. 
 
    But then, she wasn’t worthy.  Shame filled her as she followed Jackson.  The Challenge had revealed her true nature.  Every step she took was another confirmation that she was not fit. 
 
    The restaurant had been converted into a mess hall, with tables lined up in long rows in a bid to provide eating space for the hundreds of extras working around.  Leila’s stomach cramped painfully when she smelled the food being served cafeteria-style.  Even the knowledge that it was probably all processed yeast did little to soften the pangs of hunger. 
 
    Jackson turned back when her footsteps slowed.  “We can get food after we’ve met with Wharton.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Leila picked up her pace again.  “Tell me about Wharton,” she asked. 
 
    After a wary look around to make sure there wasn’t anyone near enough to overhear their conversation, Jackson shrugged.  “I don’t know him well.  I’ve only met him once or twice.  He’s the section chief for the extras, and I only became an extra myself… a week ago?  Has it really only been a week?” he shook his head. 
 
    “Well, he can’t be that smart, if he’s picking a fight with Horizon,” Leila said dubiously. 
 
    They passed through the swinging doors into the restaurant’s food preparation area, bustling with people preparing bulk dishes, and made a left down a hallway.  Here, the cacophony from the main club area was muted to a distant thudding.  There were a few dozen rooms in the back area, offices, storage, a staff break room.   
 
    It wasn’t hard to guess which office Wharton had set himself up in.  Jackson stopped in front of the pair of burly extras with shotguns slung across their chests and introduced himself.  “Hi, I’m Jackson, uh, Harding.  Marcell sent me to check in with Wharton.” 
 
    One of the guards checked his tablet and grunted.  “He’s busy.  You were missing from duty during the last shift.” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry, my crew chief wanted me to finish a project,” Jackson said with a chagrined smile. 
 
    “What’s it like working for Nicks?” the other guard asked with a leer. 
 
    Jackson’s eyes fell and he stared at his feet.  “She’s nice enough,” he allowed. 
 
    “Leave off,” the first guard chastised his companion, but he shared the man’s grin.  “Well, you’re here now, that’s what’s important.  And who’s this?  A recruit?” 
 
    Leila saw Jackson glance up at her and nod fractionally.  “Uh, yeah.”  Leila stumbled over her words a little, then covered it with an embarrassed grin.  “Jackson told me what you were doing.  I asked if I could help.” 
 
    “See, I told you,” the second guard nudged the first.  “Once Nueva Angela finds out what we’re doing here, the whole population will rise up.  We’ve got our revolution for sure.  They won’t be able to shut us down no matter how hard they try.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right.”  The first guard nodded and tapped at his tablet.  “Okay, Harding.  I’ve activated your work orders.  Just follow the direction like you would any other job.  And what’s your name, girl?” 
 
    “Uh, Leila.” 
 
    “Leila what?” he asked as he typed. 
 
    “Ev—Ripley.” 
 
    “Ah, here you are.”  The guard didn’t seem to have noticed Leila’s stumble.  “I’ve got you as being from H&H?” 
 
    “That’s me,” she confirmed. 
 
    “Well, not much work to do along your skillset, but you could work in the kitchen?” 
 
    Leila nodded weakly.  At least she would be able to get something to eat.  “Okay.” 
 
    The guard tapped at his tablet, and Leila felt hers buzz in her pocket as she received the work order.  “You’re all set.” 
 
    Jackson nodded and turned to leave, then the door behind the guards opened and Wharton stepped through. 
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 TWENTY 
 
      
 
    “There are two schools of measurement.  Imperial, for those who have sent men to the moon and back, and metric, for those who haven’t.” 
 
      
 
    It was a good argument up until the end of the twenty-first century, when the Chinese and the Russians both sent manned missions to the moon and used the metric system to do it.  America, predictably, clung to the Imperial system throughout its exploration of space, and the first research outposts on Mars were formed using inches, pounds and gallons.  Subsequent missions sent by other nations to the red planet were forced into matching the system or risk having their efforts wasted through duplication. 
 
      
 
    When the European nations sent men to Venus for the first time, they made a point of doing it with the metric system.  Perhaps out of spite, the United States scrapped its plans for exploring Venus on their own and opted to piggyback on the efforts of its European allies.  Consequently, the only system of measurement on Venus was metric. 
 
      
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Cynthia Everard to exhaust the possibilities of her new room.  It had an actual bed in it instead of a cot, the walls were painted a soft pastel instead of left bare, and the furnishings hadn’t been dragged out, but it was still a cage.  The air vent was too small to fit through, the door made of heavy plastic and reinforced with steel.  There were no materials in the room that she could cobble together to make an effective weapon. 
 
    She might be a favored prisoner, but she was still very much a prisoner.  It was frustrating.  She had started a dialog with Wharton, but she needed to keep it open if she was going to generate options for herself.  Being locked in a comfortable cage would lead to her being just as dead as if she had stayed in that storage room with Alana. 
 
    She needed something she could offer Wharton.  Something that he would need her continued insight for.  It wouldn’t be enough to warn him about how the Horizon marines might attack.  Wharton wouldn’t need her to implement a strategy to defend against it.  She needed to put Wharton off balance, she needed some way to make her presence an ongoing necessity. 
 
    The only idea she could come up with was one that sunk cold spikes of fear into her gut.  For nearly six hours she debated with herself, lying on her back on her bed and staring at the ceiling.  No alternative plans came to her, and eventually she resigned herself to her first idea. 
 
    Without risk, she couldn’t hope to gain anything. 
 
    With decision came action, and she rolled to her feet and pounded on the door.  After a minute, a voice called through.  “What do you want?” 
 
    “I have information for Wharton,” she called back. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Cynthia rolled her eyes.  “That’s not how this works.  Get your boss.” 
 
    The silence on the other side of the door made Cynthia wonder if she had overplayed it, but before she had time to get worried, she heard Wharton call from the other side. 
 
    “I’m coming in, Matriarch.  Please stand against the far wall.” 
 
    Cynthia complied and the lock clunked open.  Wharton stepped through and eyed her warily.  “Okay, you have my attention.  What is it?” 
 
    It was gratifying that Wharton thought her enough of a threat to need distance between himself and her.  “Have you heard anything from Horizon yet?” she asked. 
 
    Wharton grunted and turned to go.  “I’m not giving you information.  This isn’t a two-way street.” 
 
    “Wait!  That’s not what I meant.  I mean, if they haven’t reached back to you, then they have already sent their marines.” 
 
    That got Wharton’s attention and he turned back around.  “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.  It’s possible they already have people in position.  My ainlif, and Alana’s, will likely have infiltrated this habitat by now.  Look for people throwing credits around like they’re worthless.  They should stand out in the habitat if you know where to look.” 
 
    Wharton eyed her levelly, trying for severe, but Cynthia could read the fear in the widening of his pupils and his white-knuckled grip on the door handle.  “You seem confident of that.  When we left Nova Aeria, the ainlif thought you both were dead.” 
 
    Cynthia lifted her chin.  “My sons would not give up without following every path.  Did you disable all the cameras in the airlock chamber?  What of the cameras in the staging room outside?” 
 
    “Thousands of hours of footage,” Wharton scoffed.  “Nobody could look through it all.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” she shook her head.  “Facial recognition routines could pick our features out quickly.  You didn’t disable the cameras.” 
 
    Wharton’s lips thinned.  “No.” 
 
    “Then my sons are here.  Right now.  They are hunting for you.” 
 
    For a long moment, Wharton stared at Cynthia and she was afraid he could call her bluff.  Then he jerked a nod.  “Thank you for the warning, Matriarch.  Are you hungry?  Thirsty?” 
 
    “I haven’t eaten in a while,” she allowed. 
 
    “I will have food sent.  All we have is processed yeast, unfortunately, but you will not starve.” 
 
    Yeast?  These people were so desperate for food they were eating yeast?  “I would be grateful,” she said smoothly.  “A chance to use a restroom would be welcome as well.” 
 
    “I’ll see to it.”  Wharton backed out of the room and locked the door again. 
 
    Cynthia ate the food when it came, hardly tasting the tart, cheesy flavor of the yeast block.  Afterward, she was escorted to the bathroom where she relieved herself and took the time to wash her face and as much of her body as she could reach with a wet cloth without stripping naked. 
 
    Then, back in her cage, she lay back on her bed and resigned herself to wait.  Nerves dragged at her.  These extras didn’t have any military training to speak of, and she was confident in the abilities of her sons.  Still, the extras were desperate.  What if they sent twenty men to kill her sons?  If Evan and Farrell were caught off guard, she could have just issued their death warrant. 
 
    Still, as grim as it was, she didn’t have any other choice.  If she could buy her freedom with their deaths, then that would be worth it.  Her eyes burned and she squeezed them shut, willing herself not to cry.  She was a matriarch.  She had an obligation to live as long as she could.  Her sons had already lived far beyond the normal life spans of a human.  She had given them that gift, at least.  If their deaths could buy her a continued lease on life, then it was a sacrifice they would make gladly. 
 
    She told herself that, and still felt the tears trickle down the sides of her face. 
 
    The knock on her door, when it came, startled her and she snapped up to a sitting position.  “Yes?” 
 
    “Wharton wants to speak to you in his office.” 
 
    Cynthia scrubbed the back of her hands across her cheeks, rubbing away the tear tracks that had dried on her face.  “Okay.  I’m coming.” 
 
    When she reached the door and hauled it open, she had recovered her usual poise.  If Wharton wanted to congratulate her on the deaths of her sons, he would find her unmoved.  She let her escort bind her hands in front of her without comment and followed meekly behind them.  The short trip down the hallway to Wharton’s office seemed to pass by in a daze, and she walked behind the two extras, hardly aware of her feet touching the ground. 
 
    The two guards with shotguns outside Wharton’s door eyed her warily, but stepped aside without comment, letting her pass within.  She took one look at Wharton and felt a wave of relief pass through her.  The man was pacing behind a wide desk supporting a terminal.  Everything about his body language screamed distress. 
 
    “How can I be of assistance?” she asked, carefully holding her joy back. 
 
    “I looked for the clues you gave me.  It didn’t take long to find a recently arrived crew of inspectors from Horizon who threw credits about without care.  An acquaintance of mine said he was paid a thousand credits for the inconvenience of abandoning a room at a hotel.  Another man corroborated the story, so I sent four of my best men to investigate.” 
 
    Cynthia met Wharton’s harried gaze, her face fixed into a neutral expression.  “Then you have found them.” 
 
    “They have not checked in!  How many men would be with your ainlif?” 
 
    It was the best news Cynthia could have hoped for.  “None,” she said confidently.  “They would have infiltrated Nueva Angela with minimum numbers, and once here, they would not have trusted anyone with their mission.” 
 
    “You seem sure of that,” he said sourly. 
 
    “It is protocol,” she shrugged. 
 
    Wharton glowered at her.  “That seems like an important detail to withhold from me.  How many ainlif did you have with you at Nova Aeria?” 
 
    “Six,” she said.  “Two of whom were exposed to atmosphere when the habitat was struck.  You probably know the effects of atmosphere exposure better than anyone.  They are unlikely to have joined my other sons in their infiltration efforts.” 
 
    Wharton jerked a nod.  “Four ainlif.” 
 
    “Only two have any real combat training,” she amended.  If she could undersell her sons, it would only help their chances, and her own.  “One is a pilot, the other is New Galway’s captain.” 
 
    “Two.”  Wharton scowled down at his desk and rubbed tiredly at his beard.  “Well, it is safe to say the element of surprise is lost.  You have been helpful so far.  Will you continue to be so?” 
 
    “As I said initially, Mr. Wharton, it is in my best interest to aid you in maintaining security.” 
 
    “Christ.  No offense, Matriarch, but that’s cold-blooded.  They’re your own sons.” 
 
    Cynthia let her face go hard, reflecting the desperation within her breast.  “It is necessary to ensure my own survival, sir.”  Let him think she didn’t care.  She walled off the jubilation the news had given her.  Her sons were here and coming for her! 
 
    “Right.  Well, what’s their next move, then?  Now that they know we are aware of their presence.” 
 
    “They will make their move,” she said.  “They will have gathered all the intelligence they could, but now they will strike, and quickly.” 
 
    “How?  Where will they attack?” 
 
    “To be perfectly honest, Mr. Wharton, I have no idea.  The only thing I have seen in the last eight hours is the inside of my cell.  You have to assume they know your defense layout.  They will circumvent it in some way.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “I will have to see your defenses for myself to tell you that,” she said.  Please, she thought, please have one of your goons escort me around your defenses. 
 
    Wharton bowed his head in thought, then grunted.  “Okay.”  
 
    Cynthia caught the wave of relief before it made it to her face and she bowed her head.  “Time is short.” 
 
    “I’ll have one of my men escort you.”   
 
    Wharton gestured to the door and walked over to it.  Cynthia followed, trying to project submission.  If Wharton wasn’t there, she had a much better chance of talking her way out of the zip ties on her wrists.  Wharton slid the door open and Cynthia’s thoughts froze in her head. 
 
    Leila stood outside the door.  She looked pale, with dark circles under her eyes.  Her long black hair had worked its way out of her braid and was a sloppy mess.  As Cynthia stared at her in shock, Leila’s eyes lifted and met Cynthia’s.  The stupefaction Cynthia felt was mirrored in Leila’s face.  Cynthia felt like her feet were nailed to floor and her head swam.   
 
    Distantly, she heard the young man next to Leila say, “Leila volunteered to help our cause.” 
 
    It hit Cynthia like a blow to the stomach and she tore her eyes away from her daughter.  Leila was in league with them?  Voluntarily?  Bile choked her.  Through the roaring in her ears, she heard Wharton’s voice, raised in irritation. 
 
    “Matriarch Everard!  Bremen will escort you.” 
 
    Cynthia jerked her eyes to Wharton and nodded.  “Sorry.  I was lost in thought.” 
 
    Bremen was one of the door guards toting a hand-machined shotgun.  “Come on, then,” he said darkly, hefting his shotgun.  “And don’t try anything.” 
 
    Cynthia followed mutely.  She felt dizzy.  Did Leila really hate the matriarchs so much that she would throw in with Wharton and his revolution?  Had she done such a poor job of raising her daughter?  Even among the matriarch’s children, many of those who took the Challenge failed.  It was a disappointment, but hardly the first time it had happened. 
 
    The man Cynthia was following came to a stop, and she looked up, becoming aware of her surroundings for the first time since walking out of Wharton’s office.  Bremen had led her to the second level of the restaurant where a balcony looked out over the club and the bustle of construction going on there. 
 
    She leaned against the railing and looked out over the space.  A two-story atrium was nearly unheard of in the habitats.  It was a waste of perfectly usable square footage whose only purpose was aesthetics.  Actually, as Cynthia looked around with growing interest, she saw the atrium was three levels high.  The club floor was a level below the main floor of the restaurant, making a rather impressive column of open air up the center of the space.  She focused, pushing aside her tangled emotions.  This was her survival on the line, now.  She had to be perfect, or she would be dead. 
 
    From her new vantage, Cynthia finally got an understanding of how the Basement was laid out.  This bottom level of the habitat was placed at the trailing tail of the core aerogel teardrop.  To her right, the core was visible through a clear plexiglass sheathing, illuminated with high-intensity floodlights that cast deep shadows among the creases and undulations of the aerogel. 
 
    To her left, the curve of the outer shell of the habitat curled around out of sight beyond the core.  The main floor of the restaurant came in from the shell in a curve that wrapped about the circular club floor.  The Basement occupied fully half of the “donut” around the core.  Behind her, the other half of the levels were occupied by offices, storage, and likely some of the ballast tanks that couldn’t be removed without destabilizing the entire habitat. 
 
    The lift shafts were visible rising up along the face of the core.  At this depth, there were only four lifts.  Two of them were visible on either side of the club, with the other two somewhere behind her among the offices.   
 
    The majority of the defenses Wharton had the extras building were focused around the two lifts that opened out onto the club floor.  To his credit, he had done a passable job at arranging things so anyone coming out of the lifts would be shredded by gunfire.  Both lift exits were faced by a concave arrangement of barricades and cover for his men. 
 
    Anyone trying to assault the Basement through the lifts would be met with death.  But, as she turned slowly, examining the rest of the club and restaurant, there was little to no redundancy of defenses.  There were no sniper perches, no mounted heavy weapons.   
 
    Wharton had fallen into the trap that all habitat dwellers did: it was inconceivable to him that someone might be willing to destroy the habitat to get to him.  There was no protection against someone breaching through the ceiling of the Basement.  There were no defenses prepared to cover intrusion from the half of the level not taken up by the atrium. 
 
    She could find half a dozen points of entry, just from her perspective, that had no defenses prepared for them.  There were likely even more on the other side of the level.  If she were planning an assault on the Basement, she wouldn’t even try to come down through the lifts.  That was the obvious approach and bound to fail.  She would cut a hole through the ceiling into a storage room and infiltrate the Basement from there. 
 
    How much to tell Wharton?  She needed to tell him enough that he would continue allowing her freedom, but not so much that it damaged her rescuers’ chances. 
 
    “Well, what do you see?” Bremen demanded of her. 
 
    Cynthia turned to him and frowned thoughtfully.  “Your defenses around the lifts are solid.” 
 
    “Yeah, we know that,” the guard scoffed proudly.  “It would take an army to capture the Basement from us now.” 
 
    “Hm.  Yes.  Unfortunately, no commander in their right mind would send their forces down a lift directly in the teeth of armed resistance.” 
 
    Bremen’s confident grin faltered.  “How else would they attack?” 
 
    Cynthia gestured at the ceiling of the atrium high overhead.  “If I were planning an assault, I would blast access through the ceiling and rappel down, probably there, there and there,” she pointed to places where the restaurant offered natural cover.  “You have no weapons effective at range.  Anyone assaulting through the roof would be behind your defensive line and free to operate.” 
 
    Bremen boggled at her before turning to stare up at the ceiling.  “They can do that?” 
 
    Cynthia rolled her eyes at his back.  Out of all the possible ways to assault the Basement, that was the least likely.  “Oh yes.” 
 
    “Excuse me,” someone behind her said meekly. 
 
    Cynthia turned and found Leila standing behind her with a covered tray.  She felt a visceral shock go through her gut.  There was no recognition in Leila’s eyes, only cautious respect for the guard.  A bandage was wrapped around one of her hands. 
 
    “What do you want?” Bremen asked gruffly.  He still had his attention fixed on the ceiling. 
 
    “I have food for the matriarch.” 
 
    Bremen grunted.  “Sure.  Just put it down on that table.  She can eat it here.” 
 
    Leila complied.  Before she turned to go, she caught Cynthia’s eye before shooting a glance toward the tray.  Then she was walking away without a backward glance, leaving Cynthia staring after her. 
 
    “Wharton’s got to hear about this,” Bremen said.  He got his tablet out and began tapping away at it. 
 
    “Do you mind…?” 
 
    “No, go ahead.” 
 
    Cynthia sat down at the table.  Her hands were still bound in front of her, and it made it awkward to reach up to the tray, but she managed.  The food she found under the cover turned her stomach.  Was this Leila’s idea of a joke?  A centimeter-thick slab of raw yeast was in the center of the tray, brownish-yellow and emitting a rich, fermented cheesy smell. 
 
    She prodded at the yeast block with a fingertip.  It was slightly spongey, with an oily texture that left a residue on her hand.  The yeast was slightly translucent, and as she poked at it, she saw something shift beneath the slab.  Cynthia glanced back at Bremen and saw he was engrossed in his tablet. 
 
    Making sure that her shoulders blocked Bremen’s view of the tray, she lifted the slab aside with two fingers.  Hidden beneath was a slender shard of glass.  Careful that she didn’t cut herself, Cynthia picked the shard from the yeast.  It was some four centimeters long, oblong, with a wickedly sharp edge along one side.   
 
    As a weapon the little flake of glass was useless, but she felt a surge of gratitude toward her daughter.  Whatever circumstances had brought Leila to the Basement, it wasn’t because she wanted to hurt the matriarchs.  Cynthia very badly wanted to go running after her daughter and pull her into an embrace and tell her how sorry she was that her Challenge had not succeeded, tell her that she wanted nothing more than to spend the next seventy thousand years with her.  Instead, she pushed her emotions down again.  She wasn’t free yet and running after Leila would only endanger her daughter. 
 
    Holding the flake between two fingers, she folded her hand around gingerly, concealing it in her fist.  She realized it would be suspicious if she didn’t eat any of her food.  She had eaten fairly recently, and the smell of the yeast turned her stomach, but she forced herself to take a bite from the corner of the slab.   
 
    Cheese and slightly sour ferment flavor flooded her mouth and she swallowed the spongey, slimy yeast down.  This is fine, she told herself firmly, people eat this stuff all the time.  Its delicious, and you will swallow as much as you need to. 
 
    “Come on,” Bremen said from behind her.  “I hope you’ve had enough to eat.  Wharton wants you back in your room.” 
 
    Cynthia swallowed her mouthful, absurdly grateful that she didn’t have to eat any more.  “Are you sure?  I just started…?” 
 
    “No time.  Stand up.  I won’t ask again.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 
 
   
  
 

 TWENTY-ONE 
 
      
 
    Horizon was originally designed to be the spaceport for the Venus colony.  Unlike the other habitats, Horizon was enormous, nine cores spread out in an equilateral triangle in groups of three.  Suspended between the cores, the meter-thick nickel-iron plate of the launch pad provided a stable, impermeable surface from which to launch shuttles back into orbit. 
 
      
 
    Over the years, the central structure of Horizon was expanded upon, with satellite cores added on to provide living space for crew and additional displacement mass to support rocket fuel storage.  Then more cores were added as it became obvious that Horizon was becoming the center of the Venusian economy.  The government of Venus congregated there and even more cores were added to support the burgeoning population. 
 
      
 
    Today, Horizon has no fewer than twenty-seven cores and a population of well over a hundred thousand people.  Fifteen matriarchs make their permanent residence there, along with a full genetic lab to perform Rebuild treatments.  It is truly one of the great wonders of the modern age. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison Romaine stood with his arms folded and listened to the other ainlif argue.  He was horrified by the thought that his strategy of patient surveillance may have led to the failure of their mission.   
 
    The Everard ainlif were all for immediate assault of the Basement.  Edison and Bryson argued that the attack on their rooms didn’t mean their cover was blown, but Dennison could hear the plaintive, defensive note in their voices. 
 
    The Everards were right.  As much as he hated to admit it, the careful, safe approach he had advocated hadn’t worked. 
 
    “For all we know,” Derek cried, “our mothers could be being held at gunpoint!  They could have been killed!” 
 
    “Now, let’s not get carried away,” Ferguson said, making calming motions.  “The well-being of our mothers is the only thing keeping this habitat from being shot out of the sky.  They are sure to know that.  Killing Cynthia and Alana will be the last, desperate step they take.” 
 
    “These men have not shown themselves to be overly logical,” Evan said grimly, “but it is likely you are correct.” 
 
    “Even if that is the case,” Derek continued angrily, “our element of surprise has been lost.” 
 
    Dennison pushed off the wall he had been leaning against and stepped forward, raising his hands.  “Okay!  We’ve been over this ground.  All we do now is waste more time.” 
 
    “You don’t need to tell us that,” Derek snapped. 
 
    Dennison nodded and refrained from pointing out that Derek had just wasted more time with his useless comment.  “Good.  Now, it’s unfortunate that our plan of action didn’t bring about immediate success, but all we can do now if move forward and use the data that we have gathered to good effect.  We know the layout of the Basement now.  We know, at least partially, what kind of defenses they have set up.  We know they are armed and willing to kill.” 
 
    “That’s not insignificant,” Ferguson added, backing up his brother.  “Knowing your enemy is necessary before any battle can begin.” 
 
    “No offense, Dennison,” Derek ground out, “but you’ve had your chance.  All the vaunted Romaine technology couldn’t help us.  Now is time for action.” 
 
    “Your treatment was scheduled for a week ago, wasn’t it?” Bryson asked Derek pointedly. 
 
    “What of it?” 
 
    “You’re letting your desperation get in the way of your reason.  Running into the Basement half-cocked will only result in the deaths of your mother—and mine.” 
 
    “Hey!  Go to hell, you bastard!” 
 
    Derek leapt forward and was intercepted by Evan, and the two went crashing to the ground in a tangle of flailing limbs.  Evan managed to lock out Derek’s arm and leaned his weight onto it, forcing Derek to go limp or risk it being broken. 
 
    “Settle the hell down,” Evan said breathlessly.  Derek growled something and tried to get up, and Evan shifted his weight again, driving the fight out of his brother.  “Fighting amongst ourselves solves nothing!  Remember who we are fighting against.  The extras are our enemies!  Not the Romaines!” 
 
    There was a soft tone and Tabitha said, “Excuse me, ainlif.  There is a broadcast being directed at the habitat, on all channels.” 
 
    “Put it on,” Dennison ordered. 
 
    Tabitha’s dulcet tones were replaced by a man’s voice, hard and commanding.  “Citizens of Nueva Angela, this is the commander of the Horizon marines.  There are those among you who have taken matriarchs prisoner.  This is a violation of the Venusian Habitat Charter.  You are commanded to immediately offer any and all information you may have as to the whereabouts and condition of the matriarchs.  Any opposition will be met with lethal force.  Failure to immediately comply will be treated as conspiracy against the Charter.” 
 
    There was a pause, then Tabitha added, “The message repeats.” 
 
    “They’re here?” Dennison asked, already knowing the answer.  He frowned and tried to stir up some anger of his own to combat the sinking feeling in his stomach. 
 
    “Two dirigibles have just docked.  Marine Commander Talbot has disembarked and set up a beachhead.” 
 
    “The game is up, then,” Dennison sighed. 
 
    “This is not the end!” Farrell shook his head.  “We can’t just let the marines go in shooting!” 
 
    “You heard the commander,” Bryson said.  “We have information regarding the whereabouts of the matriarchs.  We have to go to them.” 
 
    “We’re not citizens of Nueva Angela,” Evan said.  He scowled down at the floor, his brow furrowed.  “Commander Talbot’s orders do not apply.” 
 
    “You think he’s willing to make that distinction?” Dennison shook his head.  “They’re looking for blood, Evan.” 
 
    “Or,” Bryson said suddenly, “we could send someone to interface Tabitha with Commander Talbot and inform him that the rest of us are already operational and under communications blackout.” 
 
    “I’ll go,” Edison volunteered.  He rolled his wounded shoulder and winced.  “I’m no good to you in a firefight anyway.  I’d just get in the way.” 
 
    “All in favor?” Dennison asked. 
 
    He needn’t have bothered.  The tense confrontation had fallen apart and already the ainlif were hurrying to prepare themselves. 
 
    Dennison traded a handshake with Edison.  “Thanks for stepping up,” Dennison said. 
 
    “Just make sure that idiot Derek doesn’t do something stupid,” Edison rolled his eyes.  “Take one of Tabitha’s remote earpieces.  Talbot will pick up on it eventually, but by then it should be too late.  Get Alana back, Dennison.” 
 
    “I will.  Or I’ll die trying,” Dennison promised.  It wasn’t an exaggeration.  If they failed to rescue Alana, then death, for all of them, would be inevitable. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Through the door on your left,” Tabitha said softly in Dennison’s ear. 
 
    Dennison paused at the door and glanced behind him.  The other ainlif were following on his heels, dressed in black with the bulk of ablative body armor under their clothing.  Among the tan and green clothes of the cryogenic distillery staff, they stood out blatantly. 
 
    There were a dozen people staring in their direction, but nobody had yet moved to intercept them.  In the short time it had taken the ainlif to get to Stack C and find a lift, word of the marines’ arrival had swept through the habitat. 
 
    Dennison tried the door and found it was locked.  “What’s on the other side?” he asked Tabitha. 
 
    “Liquid nitrogen tanks and sulfur dioxide ballast tanks.” 
 
    “Incoming,” Evan muttered. 
 
    Dennison turned to find an older woman walking toward him hurriedly, a frown on her face and a lab coat on her back. 
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?  That room is off limits.” 
 
    Before Dennison could say anything, Derek stepped forward to intercept the woman, one hand falling to the butt of his pistol.  “Our business is of no concern to you.  Return to your duties.” 
 
    “God damn ainlif,” one of the watching techs muttered. 
 
    The woman pulled up short.  “You’re with the Horizon marines?”  She kept her eyes on Derek’s gun, but wasn’t backing down either. 
 
    “You’re ordered to comply with all Horizon orders,” Derek growled.  “Open this door immediately.” 
 
    The woman folded her arms.  “What do you want me to do?  Return to my duties or open the door?” 
 
    Dennison couldn’t help but grin at the woman’s gall.  He turned to the side and covered his mouth with a hand.  Derek’s approach wasn’t the one he would have taken, but they did need the door open.  Besides, it was a little late to step in and try to smooth things over.  Derek was all out of patience for more gentle approaches. 
 
    “As far as you’re concerned, your duty right now is to open this door.” 
 
    “Why?  What use do the marines have for ballast?  There’s nothing in there that isn’t toxic.” 
 
    “There isn’t time to explain,” Evan said, putting a hand on Derek’s shoulder and smiling at the woman, trying to de-escalate the situation.  “Right now, we need to get through that door.  We have no intention of harming you or anyone else with the contents of the room.” 
 
    Derek shrugged off Evan’s hand and glared at the woman.  His hand tightened on his pistol, the knuckles growing white.  “Open the door, woman.  Now.” 
 
    Her face paled and she nodded abruptly.  “Okay.  I’ll do it.”   
 
    She stepped forward and Dennison made room for her with a muttered apology.  She tapped in a code and the door lock disengaged. 
 
    “I’m reporting this to the marine commander,” she said acidly. 
 
    “Knock yourself out,” Derek sneered at her as he brushed by, making her stumble. 
 
    Dennison stood back while the other ainlif filed through after Derek.  The mood among the technicians was brittle, with anger plain on more than one face.  With a last nod at the woman, Dennison went through the door and closed it behind him.  He heard the lock re-engage with a metallic snick. 
 
    “Would it kill you to be polite?” he demanded. 
 
    Derek spun to face him, his face red with anger.  “Politeness got us in this position in the first place,” he snarled.  “I’m done trying to ingratiate myself to these murderers.” 
 
    “One,” Dennison said firmly, “the people back there are just common folk trying to do their job and keep their habitat running smoothly.  They have nothing to do with the capture and detention of our mothers.  Two, none of the extras has committed murder.  So far, we’re the only ones who have killed anyone.” 
 
    “Not through lack of trying,” Derek shouted.  “And if they had their way, we’d all be dead!” 
 
    “I’m not going to argue the point with you,” Dennison shook his head.  “Evan, keep an eye on your brother.  If he flies off the handle at the wrong moment it could get us all killed, and then who will our mothers look to for their rescue?” 
 
    “Damn you, Dennison,” Derek snarled.  He started to walk forward and Evan caught him with an arm across the chest. 
 
    “Derek, settle down, or I will bench you.” 
 
    “You have no right to—” 
 
    “You’re wrong, brother,” Farrell said, adding his own glare to Evan’s.  “It is our absolute right to act to preserve the safety of our matriarch.  You’ve proven yourself to be unreliable, reckless, and a danger to all of us.  Control yourself, or we will vote to have your treatments canceled, regardless of the outcome.” 
 
    Derek turned desperate eyes to Chase, but the pilot only averted his gaze and nodded.  Derek cursed bitterly and he shook himself free of Evan.  “Fine.  If you want it that way, that’s the way it will be.  But damn you for a bunch of weak-willed sheep.” 
 
    Dennison eyed Evan.  The hard planes of the ainlif’s face and the iron glint of murderous calm in Evan’s eyes was distinctly un-sheep-like.  “I’m glad we’ve got that sorted out,” he said.  “From here on, we’re in territory controlled by the extras.  I’d like to remind everyone that there are probably close to three hundred extras below us.  Three hundred men and women, armed and desperate.  It only takes one of them to pull a trigger and kill our mothers. 
 
    “We know where they’re being held.  We know the route and probable points of resistance.  Once we are discovered and shots are fired, we make a beeline for their cell.  Derek, from this point on, the men and women we run into will be our enemies.”  He nodded at the raw hunger on the man’s face.  “Kill as needed.  But we must remain silent for as long as possible.” 
 
    “Enough pep talk,” Derek growled.  “We know all this.” 
 
    “God go with us, then,” Chase muttered fervently. 
 
    Dennison crossed the room to the vent cover that Tabitha had described to him.  There was no lock this time, just a cotter pin holding the cover in place.  He pulled the pin and rotated the cover out of the way.  “Alright, Evan.  You first.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The last levels of Stack C were abandoned to the enormous ballast tanks.  When they exited the cramped vents, the ainlif found themselves on a narrow catwalk that hugged a carbon dioxide tank the size of a dirigible.  Two of the tanks took up most of the open space, with the remaining space filled with suspended spherical sulfuric acid tanks. 
 
    Plumbing snaked everywhere, with guy wires and suspension cables crisscrossing every which way.  In the dim gloom, the space looked like a colossal spider’s nest hung with bulging egg sacks.   
 
    Dennison emerged from the air vent last and straightened, stretching the cramp from his back with a grimace.  It had been a tight fit.  If he had brought any more gear with him, Dennison was certain he would have gotten stuck. 
 
    In the open air between the tanks, the slightest sounds echoed alarmingly.  Down the catwalk, the Everard ainlif were far ahead, already at the head of the ladder epoxied to the side of the tank. 
 
    “They wouldn’t wait,” Bryson said darkly. 
 
    “Derek again?” 
 
    “Who else?” Ferguson scoffed.  “The man’s unhinged.” 
 
    “He’s a week overdue on his treatment,” Dennison shook his head.  “To be honest, I can hardly blame him.” 
 
    Ferguson grunted and spat over the rail.  “Yeah.  Right.” 
 
    “Come on,” Bryson said.  He had a hard look in his eyes, and an almost longing glower toward the distant door on the ground floor.  “I’ve trained my whole life for this.  Let’s not let the Everards have all the fun.” 
 
    Dennison clapped Bryson on the shoulder.  “There will be more than enough for all of us.  You have enough ammunition to kill everyone in the Basement?” 
 
    Bryson eyed Dennison irritably.  “These are not soldiers, brother.  They will not stand their ground when their friends die about them.  I have enough to send the survivors screaming in fear.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    They reached the ladder and Dennison let Bryson go first before following.  The ladder was held only a few inches off the face of the tank and he could feel the cold emanating from it.  Mist gathered and slid down the sides of the tank and left clammy dampness on his hands and face. 
 
    The Everard ainlif had gathered at the door when Dennison made it to the bottom of the ladder.  Mist from the tanks eddied about his feet as he jumped the last few rungs to the ground.  Nervous tension gathered in a knot in his stomach.  This was it.  Once they passed through that door, they would be in a life or death fight with the extras of Nueva Angela. 
 
    “Give me a vector, Tabitha,” he requested. 
 
    “The door directly ahead of you leads to the back rooms of the restaurant.  In the video surveillance prior to the feed shutdown, there were no defenses in place.”  There was a pause.  “I should inform you that Edison has made contact with Commander Talbot.  Edison has predicted that the commander will take less than ten minutes to integrate my systems.” 
 
    “Understood.  If you can do so discretely, forward my acknowledgement to Edison.”  Dennison stepped up to join the Everards at the door.  “We’re on course.  Down the hallway and the third left.  The stairs will bring us to the second level where our mothers are being kept.  From the second level, we take the last door on the right, and that will bring us to the hallway outside the prison.” 
 
    Derek nodded, his eyes fixed hungrily on the door.  “We know the route, Romaine.” 
 
    Evan stepped up behind Derek and placed his left hand on Derek’s shoulder, his pistol held in his free hand.  “On my count,” Evan muttered. 
 
    Derek reached for the door handle and eased it down.  There was a click as the mechanism disengaged.  “Set.” 
 
    “Three, two, and mark.” 
 
    On Evan’s mark, Derek pulled the door open and darted through with Evan hard on his heels.  Dennison heard the suppressed tap, tap of the ainlifs’ pistols and the louder, meaty crunch of monomol rounds ripping through flesh and bone.  There were no cries of surprise or alarm. 
 
    Bryson and Ferrell went through the door next, and they moved forward to take up position at the hallway, stepping over the twisted bodies on the ground.  Dennison followed, and he paused, taking in the room. 
 
    There had been three people in the room, two men and a woman, presumably doing some kind of food prep work.  There was a tub holding a jelly-like block of yeast, now spattered with blood and lung tissue.  The cooks had been killed without warning, without time to surrender or flee. 
 
    Dennison waited for the expected remorse but found nothing.  “Farrell, Bryson, secure our rear,” he said in a harsh whisper.  “Evan, Derek, take point.  Ferguson, Chase, you’re with me on support.  Remember, silence is our best weapon right now.” 
 
    Evan and Derek ghosted forward into the hallway.  The rest of the ainlif followed, with Farrell and Bryson taking up the rear.  Dennison had a moment of relief that they were following his orders without bickering about it. 
 
    Ahead, the two at point had reached the hallway junction when a burst of laughter from behind a closed door snapped Dennison around.  The heavy weight of the pistol in his hand seemed like a feather as he centered the front sights on the door.  Adrenaline pounded in his chest and he took a slow breath. 
 
    The door slid open and a man wearing a net cap stared at Dennison, shock making his eyes wide.  The gun in Dennison’s hand coughed and the man spun backwards.  From a distance of six feet, the monomol round would have turned everything in the man’s chest cavity to soup. 
 
    Leave nothing to chance.  The thought pounded in Dennison’s head and he leapt into the open doorway, scanning the room beyond.  Three people were only just now starting to turn, starting to realize they weren’t alone.  Mechanically, Dennison swept the sights from target to target, firing rapidly.  He had practiced the sweep and clear hundreds of times on paper targets and his reflexes lined up the shots automatically without him having to think about it. 
 
    The last woman went down, her gasping intake of breath cut off short before she could scream.  One last time, Dennison swept the room, stepping far enough inside to make sure there were no corners someone could have been hiding in.  The assorted yeast processing machinery for pressing and forming yeast paste went by without him really taking any of it in. 
 
    “Clear,” he said softly and jerked a nod at Ferguson looking in the doorway. 
 
    Taking care to avoid stepping in the spreading pools of blood, Dennison hopped the body in the doorway and slid the door closed again. 
 
    “Didn’t think you had it in you,” Derek said with a tight grin when Dennison reached the hallway junction. 
 
    The adrenaline was still hammering in Dennison’s throat and he just jerked his head irritably, shooing Derek onward.  He didn’t trust his voice right then.  Any credibility he had gained with Derek would have been lost if his voice cracked.   
 
    They reached the stairwell at the end of the hallway and jogged up the stairs.  Halfway there. 
 
    Without prompting, Derek and Evan moved out into the hallway.  On this level, the mockup Tabitha had produced suggested the hallway ran between the kitchens and the public side of the restaurant.  It was wide enough for two laden food carts to pass each other with room to spare.  To the right, Dennison could hear the crackle-spit of an arc welder and the bustle of men working at hauling something heavy, with the clatter and clank of steel being moved. 
 
    It seemed like there were a hundred doorways on both sides of the hallway, some of which had been propped open.  For a moment, Dennison froze.  This was insane.  There was no way they would be able to go down the hallway without someone noticing them. 
 
    Realization that they were out of options finally got Dennison’s feet moving again.  He hurried to catch up to the ainlif in the lead, and paused next to them before the first open door.  Derek leaned out and swept his head to the side before casually pulling it back in. 
 
    “There must be at least twenty people out there, welding together some sort of platform in the middle of the restaurant,” Derek said quietly.  “They’re busy, though.  We go by.  Walk normally, eyes straight ahead.  Move with a purpose, but not in a hurry.” 
 
    Dennison nodded and watched, his heart in his throat, as Derek stood, squared his shoulders, then moved in a steady stride across the opening.  Once on the other side, Derek put his back to the wall and stared up at the ceiling.  Dennison held his breath, listening for the call of alarm he was sure would come.   
 
    Nothing.  Dennison released his held breath with a sigh and clapped Evan on the shoulder.  “You’re next.” 
 
    Evan stood, shrugged at Dennison, and walked across.  Again, Dennison waited for the alarm, but again, nobody seemed to have seen Evan, or cared.  They were getting away with it. 
 
    Then, distantly, muffled by the rattle of construction, a woman screamed on the floor below. 
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 TWENTY-TWO 
 
      
 
    Excerpt from a diary found in Susan Everard’s rooms after her death.  Though unlabeled, handwriting experts agree it belonged to Annette Everard prior to her leaving Earth behind. 
 
      
 
    “The most draconian of our laws we reserve for ourselves.  The rite of passage leading to elevation to the ranks of the matriarchs is a law no human nation could ever uphold.  Too far gone are the populations of Earth in the mires of social justice.  Perceived slights can ruin careers, public outrage sways the courses of nations.  What would the response be to the sterilization and ostracization of our own daughters? 
 
      
 
    “Happily, we will not have to suffer the whims of the populace much longer.  I should have known better.  Society on Earth cannot sustain an immortal population.  On Venus, we will structure a society from the ground up around the needs of the future. 
 
      
 
    “Still, even knowing the path I have chosen to be correct, it breaks my heart to leave Susan behind.  If I could have bent the rules to allow her ascendance I would have.  But beginnings are such fragile times.  If it became known that I did not have the strength to follow my own Manifesto, what hope is there that the future generations will obey?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila stared at her hands, her thoughts frozen.  Distantly, she could feel the cut in her palm smarting.  She should be acting!  She should be… doing!  Something!  Instead, her head felt stuffed full of fiberglass insulation.  The beginnings of thoughts scratched at her, but as soon as she tried to grasp at them they fled, leaving her feeling empty. 
 
    “Oy!  Leila!” 
 
    Leila flinched and turned at the sound of the voice.  The head chef was a bulky man with his stained apron strapped around the bulk of his protruding stomach.  He wore a hairnet over his oily curls and his cheeks were flushed.  The reek of alcohol rolled off his breath. 
 
    “Sorry,” she muttered.  She couldn’t remember what she was supposed to be doing but standing in the doorway staring at her hands probably wasn’t it. 
 
    “Weren’t you supposed to be searing the steaks?” 
 
    Right.  She jerked her head in a nod, someone gathered her scattered thoughts.  “I, uh, haven’t done it before.  Is there someone who could show me what to do?” 
 
    The chef sighed dramatically, sending a wave of his breath rolling over Leila.  “We’re short-handed.  Are you sure you’re qualified to be a cook?” 
 
    No, Leila wanted to shout, she was an aquaponics specialist.  She had no business being anywhere near a kitchen!  Instead she shrugged.  “It’s just not a task I’ve done before.” 
 
    “Well, the torches are over there, in that box.  Hurry up, I want to get the meal prepared and out in the next five minutes.” 
 
    “Okay.”  Leila held her breath until the man waddled off before wrinkling her nose and breathing out.  Torches.  Before her thoughts had a chance to jam up again, she turned on her heel and started rummaging through the boxes where the cook had directed her. 
 
    Her mother was here!  Leila’s thoughts flashed to the zip-tie cuffs she had been wearing and wondered for the hundredth time if the shard of glass she had smuggled to her would be enough to cut through the plastic.  Or if her mother would even find the shard. 
 
    Leila hadn’t intended to break the glass broiler pan.  Distracted over her roiling thoughts about Cynthia, the pan had slipped from her hands, splashing her with hot juices.  Then, like a complete idiot, she had slipped in the mess and landed with one hand coming down amid the slew of broiled pressed-yeast chicken substitute. 
 
    She had slipped the shard of glass into a pocket as an afterthought.  If it was sharp enough to slice her palm open, maybe it would be enough to cut her mother’s bonds. 
 
    Leila found the torches and selected a burn head and a bottle of propane.  She turned toward the door when a choked gasp came from outside.  There was a thump as something fell against the door.  Leila heard running footsteps, then the unmistakable muffled pop of monomol rounds being fired from a suppressed weapon. 
 
    She dropped to the floor and rolled to the side, putting a counter between herself and the door.  It wasn’t likely a monomol round would penetrate the door, they were designed specifically to prevent that, but her training goaded her into automatic action.   
 
    Very few non-military people had the authorization to requisition a monomol pistol.  Senior security personnel, habitat captains and their bridge crew, matriarchs and ainlif.  She peeked around the corner of the counter and saw the spreading pool of blood flowing under the door. 
 
    The ainlif were here!   
 
    Someone shouted and a boom slammed at Leila’s ears.  Any return fire from the ainlif was drowned out by the ringing that followed.  She had to get out of here!  She knew the protocols the ainlif were operating under.  They would kill anything moving without a moment’s hesitation, her included. 
 
    Going out into the hallway would be suicide as surely as if she jumped off the edge of a habitat roof.  She scanned the ceiling and saw what she was looking for: an oversized exhaust duct designed to be large enough for a small person to crawl through for maintenance and cleaning. 
 
    Leila jumped up onto the counter below the duct and flipped the latch holding the vent cover closed.  It hinged downward, offering a cramped opening.  Without giving herself a chance to think about it, she grabbed the edge and hauled herself up and in. 
 
    The duct walls were slick with congealed oils, and she scrabbled for purchase in the centimeter of pooled grease on the bottom before abandoning her dignity and throwing herself flat.  With elbows braced against the sides of the duct, she finally found purchase to drag herself further in and pull her legs up after her. 
 
    No time to make sure the vent was closed behind her.  At any moment, an ainlif might stick his head through the door just to clear the room, and that would be the end.  Heedless of the grease she was getting smeared all over herself, Leila scrabbled forward into the duct.  She gagged at the reek but didn’t stop crawling on her belly until she had made it several meters from the opening. 
 
    Then, carefully, she made her way to her feet.  The duct was just large enough that she could walk in a bent crouch.  Ahead of her, light filtered in from the vents, just enough to see by.  Moving cautiously so she didn’t slip in the slime, Leila walked forward into the gloom.  Somewhere, up ahead, the duct had to turn upwards.  She could escape the level where the ainlif were that way. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson Harding was sweating under the weight of a steel brace he was supporting.  This late in the construction of the defenses, the only thing the central computer could find for him to do was manual labor.  He didn’t mind.  At least he hadn’t been assigned to being one of the armed responder teams.   
 
    There was a generally accepted belief among the people Jackson found himself working with that soon they would all have one of the manufactured shotguns.  The construction process was being streamlined, the rumor went, soon they would be being made at twenty an hour. 
 
    He didn’t want a gun.  He didn’t want to be helping build this raised platform either, but it was preferable to being expected to kill someone.  For the first time since he had been assigned to Millicent’s crew, he regretted selecting that job order.   
 
    There was commotion happening behind him, and Jackson twisted his head to see what was going on. 
 
    “Hey!  Keep it steady!” 
 
    Reluctantly Jackson focused on keeping the brace in place.  The welder tacked the steel in place with a few spot welds, then flipped his mask up to look behind Jackson.  With the brace secured, Jackson was free to turn, just in time to see a man stumble backwards out of a hallway.  There was something wrong with his chest, the geometry was all wrong. 
 
    The thudding crack of a shotgun discharge sounded, and suddenly the armed response team that had been waiting around for the raised platform to be finished were all running toward the back of the restaurant.   
 
    “They’re here!” someone shouted.  “The marines are here!” 
 
    What?  Jackson stared after the running men, frozen.  How had the marines broken through?  The lifts hadn’t been used!  Booming gunshots hammered the air and Jackson jerked.  This was all wrong.  Fear gripped him and he turned about, looking for some place he could hide. 
 
    There wasn’t any place in the Basement that was hidden, and there were too many extras jammed into the space to find any seclusion.  The crowd parted on the far side of the restaurant’s dining room and Jackson saw a man being dragged, his left arm missing from the elbow down. 
 
    A woman screamed and Jackson pulled his gaze away.  He felt sick.  Without forethought, without a plan, he turned and started pushing his way through the crowd.  Ahead of him, another squad of armed responders were coming down a stairwell from the restaurant’s upper floor. 
 
    Jackson turned in that direction, more on instinct than reason.  If the men were going toward the action, then that meant where they were coming from didn’t have marines.  He made way for the men and stared at their faces as they went by.  They all shared the same expression of almost religious fervor, and had their eyes fixed hungrily on the back of the restaurant. 
 
    Once they were gone, Jackson used the opening in the crowd to make a dash for the stairwell.  A few heads turned in his direction, he was the only person moving away from the noise, but he ignored them.  If they wanted to pick a fight with the Horizon marines, they were welcome to it. 
 
    Climbing up the stairs felt like escape.  He was almost crying from relief when he made it to the top of the stairwell.  Compared to the main level of the restaurant below, the upper level was almost deserted.  Jackson slowed his jog to a walk.  He needed to get out of the open. 
 
    Only a small part of the upper level was set aside for seating, not much more than a strip that ran along the balcony, with a scattering of tables.  He passed a table with a tray on it, a big slab of unprocessed yeast gleaming in the overhead lighting. 
 
    He wrinkled his nose.  A corner of the slab had been cut at.  Someone was actually eating that?  By the look, it hadn’t been that long ago.  Maybe one of those armed responders was a culinary masochist. 
 
    There was a suite of rooms behind the balcony seating.  He had no idea what the rooms were for but being inside was preferable to being out in the open.  Up ahead, he saw a doorway leading in, the swinging door still oscillating from recent passage. 
 
    At least it wasn’t locked.  Jackson cut through the tables to the door.  He paused outside and listened.  A man was talking excitedly on the other side, but it was distant, probably down a hallway.  Jackson took a deep breath and pushed the door open a few inches. 
 
    He was right.  On the other side of the door, a hallway stretched some twenty yards before turning a corner.  The man who was talking stood at the corner, gesticulating to someone outside Jackson’s line of sight.  There were plenty of other doors here.  Storage rooms, offices, he didn’t care.  He just wanted some place he could duck out of sight and lay low until this whole screwed up situation was over with. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cynthia Everard let Bremen guide her back toward her cage.  The shard of glass in her hand felt like a promise of freedom, but she was rapidly losing her window of opportunity to use it.  Once she was locked up again, that would be the end of her chances. 
 
    She slowed her walk and shifted the glass shard forward to hold it pinched between her thumb and forefinger.  If she twisted her wrist, she could press the edge against the plastic band on her other hand.  She had to be careful; too much pressure and she could end up slicing her wrist open. 
 
    Bremen shoved her and she stumbled.  Cold fear swept through her, first at the flash of pain on the inside of her wrist, then the deeper dismay of almost dropping the shard. 
 
    “Keep moving, woman.” 
 
    Cynthia turned and scowled at him.  “I am a matriarch, boy.  I had my two-hundred and eighty-fifth birthday last month.  Show some respect.”  She held his gaze, willing him to look away first.   
 
    The sneer on his face turned uncomfortable and he dropped his eyes.  “Apologies, Matriarch.” 
 
    She sniffed and turned back around.  It had been a long time since she had been around people who didn’t know her by sight.  She had forgotten how easy it was for the unfamiliar to see her smooth skin and energy and assume she was in her late twenties.  It was gratifying to know that despite her current status she could still inspire existential awe in others. 
 
    Still, she didn’t want to push it.  A little guilt went a long way.  Moving her wrist at the right angle to saw against the plastic was awkward.  If Bremen wasn’t watching her, she could probably have made the cut in only a few seconds. 
 
    She was making progress, though.  She could feel the groove in the plastic through the glass shard.  How far would she have to cut before the band could be snapped? 
 
    Cynthia was so caught up in cutting at her bonds that she missed the beginning of a commotion on the floor below.  It wasn’t until a shotgun boomed close enough that the sound stung at her ears that she startled upright. 
 
    “Huh?” Bremen said.  He turned around and took a step away before suddenly remembering Cynthia.  “It’s starting!” he said excitedly.  “Come on, back to your room!” 
 
    “What is starting?” Cynthia demanded.  She had reached the last corner before her room, and she was half-turned, looking back over her shoulder as she sawed frantically at the plastic band.  The corner blocked most of her body from Bremen’s view.  She felt the sick swoop of pain as she cut herself, but she ignored it.  There was no time to worry about that anymore. 
 
    “The marines are attacking!”  The growing cacophony of shouts and booming gunshots from below emphasized his exclamation. 
 
    “You have to let me go,” Cynthia said urgently.  “You’ve made your point.  Horizon is aware of your plight.  Continuing on this path will only get everyone here killed.” 
 
    “No!” Bremen shouted, swinging his arms wide in negation.  “There is no turning back!  You heard Chief Wharton!  The only way we can guarantee anything is through force!  Back to your room!  Now!” 
 
    He took a step toward Cynthia and shoved her in the shoulder.  Cynthia’s fingers, slick with blood and cramping from the effort of cutting through the plastic, lost their grip on the shard of glass.  She heard it tinkle to the ground.  Cynthia let Bremen’s shove topple her off balance and fell with one knee forward between her wrists. 
 
    The impact with the ground slammed her whole weight forward onto her wrists.  Pain flashed as the plastic band cut into her skin, then sudden release as the band snapped.  For a moment, Cynthia couldn’t believe it.  Then Bremen reached down past her shoulder and grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “Come on, I didn’t push you that hard.  We’re in a hurry!” 
 
    Cynthia let him drag her upright, then she twisted her wrist out of his grasp.  Blood made everything slippery, and she was free before Bremen processed that her wrists weren’t tied. 
 
    The surprise was still spreading over his face when Cynthia sprang forward.  She drove the heel of her palm into his solar plexus with all the strength of her legs and back behind the blow.  The air huffed from his lungs and he gaped at her, still too stunned to try calling for help.  He croaked something unintelligible, and the dazed surprise in his face twisted around to fury. 
 
    Cynthia swayed out of the path of his first sweeping haymaker and hammered a blow into his floating ribs before he could recover.  A kick to the back of his leg, then a swift knee strike to the side of his head as Bremen folded down, and the man collapsed flat. 
 
    She grabbed Bremen’s collar and started hauling him around the corner away from passing eyes, and saw a young man staring at her, his eyes huge in his sweat-streaked face. 
 
    “Shit.”  Cynthia dropped Bremen and took a step toward him, wondering if she could close the distance before he came to his senses and shouted an alarm. 
 
    Rather than turning and running, though, the boy just stared.  “You’re the matriarch!” he said. 
 
    “I am,” Cynthia agreed cautiously. 
 
    “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    Cynthia glanced down at the blood streaming from her finger tips and grimaced.  She hadn’t realized her cuts were so deep.  They weren’t spurting, so she hadn’t hit an artery, but she had made a mess of her wrist while sawing at the plastic band. 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    She looked up in surprise, suddenly aware that she was dizzy.  The boy had walked past her to Bremen and had used a folding utility knife to cut away a strip from the man’s sleeve.  He folded the cloth into a pad and pressed it against the mangled mess of her wrist. 
 
    “Hold it in place.” 
 
    Numbly, Cynthia complied.  From his work tote, the boy produced a fat roll of duct tape and started running a strip around her arm, starting halfway down her forearm and overlapping the turns as he moved forward, finally pulling hard and taping the makeshift bandage in place with a great deal of pressure.  Her hand tingled and the pain in her wrist made spots dance in front of her eyes, but the bleeding had stopped. 
 
    “You need water,” the boy was saying.  “Lukewarm.  If you drink something cold now you’ll pass out.  Is he alive?” 
 
    The question focused Cynthia’s attention.  Her head was swimming and she realized how much blood she had lost.  “Unconscious,” she managed. 
 
    “Okay.  Stand there,” the boy said firmly, directing her to lean against the wall.  “Stay standing!  Try to breathe deeply.” 
 
    Cynthia complied and closed her eyes, swallowing against the sour taste in her mouth.  Her head was spinning, but as she took deep breaths she slowly regained some control.  She opened her eyes again and saw the boy had dragged Bremen to her room and was going through the man’s keys looking for the right one. 
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked 
 
    “Jackson.  Uh, Jackson Harding.” 
 
    “You know how to keep your head in a crisis,” she said, a little admiringly. 
 
    “I’ve had practice,” he grunted.  The lock yielded to one of the keys and Jackson dragged Bremen inside.  A moment later he came out with the water pitcher from her room and a cup.  “You aren’t the first person I’ve had to patch up in a hurry.  Drink.  Sips only at first.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded.  The warm water felt good going down and the last of the spinning faded away.  “Thank you, Jackson.” 
 
    Jackson looked at her warily.  “For the record, I think Wharton is a psychopath.  I got marched down to the Basement by force.  I would never threaten a matriarch.” 
 
    Cynthia held up her bandaged wrist.  “As far as I’m concerned, you’ve saved my life, Jackson.  If the both of us can avoid getting killed for the next couple hours, I promise you you’ll have all the protection and gratitude a matriarch can offer.” 
 
    He turned his head away.  “Yeah, well.  Let’s just try to stay alive first.  Keep drinking, I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She drank down the remainder of her cup and poured herself a new one.  Her stomach felt full, but she forced herself to keep sipping.  Jackson came back from her room with Bremen’s shotgun slung under one arm.  He locked the door behind him then threw the keys into the next room over. 
 
    “You know how to use that?” Cynthia asked, nodding at the shotgun. 
 
    “No.  I just didn’t think leaving it in there with the man was smart.” 
 
    “Give it here.” 
 
    Jackson handed her the shotgun and she examined it, turning the weapon over in her hands.  It was crudely made, hastily machined but no less functional for that.  She cracked the breech and folded the barrels down.  The shells were of the same quality as the gun, serviceable if not pretty. 
 
    “Do you know what they’re loaded with?” she asked. 
 
    “Shrapnel,” Jackson shrugged.  “There’s a crew cutting apart nails and screws with clippers and packing the shells.  They were using ball bearings at first, but they ran out.” 
 
    Cynthia frowned.  It was a little worrisome to think of all those extras running around with guns that could breach the habitat’s hull if they were fired in the wrong direction.  The shotgun loads would be devastating against unarmored targets, though.  Even against a man in ablative armoring, it was likely to break bones. 
 
    “Wharton is mad,” Jackson said. 
 
    She saw the fear in his eyes.  An extra would know better than anyone what weapons like this would do to the habitat’s integrity.  “Not mad,” she corrected him.  “Just desperate.  And desperate men do dangerous things.  So, now what do we do?” 
 
    “Fasten, foresight, focus,” Jackson muttered. 
 
    “Sorry?” 
 
    “The extra’s safety creed.  First, we secure ourselves.  Then we think ahead and know what we will do before taking action.  And then, when we do act, we do it without distraction.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded.  “There’s sense in that.  Are we safe here?” 
 
    As if in response, the door around the corner slammed open and a man’s deep voice bellowed, “Secure the matriarch!” 
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 TWENTY-THREE 
 
      
 
    The first people to see the Venusian sky from within the cloud layers were stunned by the perfect blue of the heavens.  They had seen video footage from drones, of course, but a digital screen can only portray a limited depth of color.  The atmosphere of Venus had an almost perfect blue refraction index, without all the muddying of color from the diversity of elements on Earth. 
 
      
 
    Between the snowy white of the sulfuric acid clouds and the flawless blue sky, comparisons to Heaven were obvious.  There, among the clouds, the first scientists made their home.  The arrival of the immortal matriarchs, impossibly young forever, only cemented the conviction among the religiously-inclined residents of Venus that humanity had found the Promised Land in mortal life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison flinched as the wall next to his head exploded in slivers of plastic and synthetics.  Ricochets howled and he felt a sting on his cheek followed by hot pain.  Bryson rolled out around the corner and his suppressed pistol coughed back.  A man shrieked and Bryson swung back into cover again. 
 
    “They are at the extreme range of monomol rounds,” Bryson said grimly.  “They’ll wise up soon and find some piece of mobile cover, and then we’ll be in trouble.” 
 
    Dennison swiped at the blood trickling down his cheek and plucked free the shorn head of a screw from where it was embedded in his skin.  “Shit.  This went to hell in a hurry, didn’t it?” 
 
    “What’s keeping them?” Farrell growled. 
 
    Dennison shared a glance with Bryson.  “On it.  Can you hold the corner?” 
 
    Bryson ejected his magazine and looked morosely at the rounds he had remaining.  “For a short while.  Our Everard friends had better hurry, though.  I do not fancy our chances fighting our way out of here, and it will get worse the longer we wait.” 
 
    Dennison clapped him on the shoulder and turned away.  The extras had effectively trapped them in a dead-end collection of hallways and rooms, so it didn’t take long to find the rest of the ainlif. 
 
    “There you are,” Derek cried when he saw Dennison.  “The room she was supposed to be in was empty!” 
 
    “Tabitha, verify the room the matriarchs are being held in, please.”  Dennison got out his tablet and pulled up the rendering Tabitha had produced from security footage.  “I’m at the junction of hallways two-B and five-C.” 
 
    “The last footage I have of Matriarch Romaine showed her entering a room near the end of five-C, Ainlif.” 
 
    “Should be at the end of five-C,” Dennison relayed, and pointed. 
 
    “We checked there, god damn it,” Derek growled.  “Your AI screwed up, Romaine.” 
 
    “Back off, Derek,” Ferguson said, stepping up to stand next to Dennison.  “Tabitha got us this far.  We just need to take it the rest of the way.” 
 
    “Rest of where?” Derek demanded.  “All it’s succeeded in doing in getting us trapped in this god damn hallway!” 
 
    “Will you shut up for just one minute?  I’m trying to think.” Dennison snapped back.  Derek’s constant impatience and buster was fraying what was left of his tolerance. 
 
    “Screw you, Romaine!” 
 
    “That’s enough, Derek!” Evan cried and shoved his brother against a wall.  “Get ahold of yourself!” 
 
    “This piece of shit dragged us down here, and now we’re all going to die because of—” 
 
    Dennison tuned Derek out and focused back on his tablet.  “Tabitha, can you show me the footage of Alana entering the room?” 
 
    “Of course.”  There was a pause, then the video started playing on Dennison’s tablet. 
 
    He watched as his mother enter the room, watched as the thuggish extra locked the door and walked away.  Dennison had watched the short clip dozens of times.  It was an oblique angle; the camera wasn’t actually pointed at the door Alana was being led into, but at one across the hallway and down a door.  Only the wide-angle lens on the camera let it pick up Alana’s entrance to her room at all. 
 
    “Find the camera,” Dennison said suddenly.  “Ferguson, Evan, we’re looking for the camera that picked up the footage.  It’ll be flush on the ceiling or tucked above a doorframe.” 
 
    Evan gave Derek one last shake then stalked down the corridor, peering up at the ceiling and checking above doorframes.  Ferguson went with him, checking the opposite side of the hallway. 
 
    “Come on,” Dennison jerked a head at Derek.  “Tabitha can only extrapolate which hallway the room is supposed to be on based on camera angles.  It’s not a perfect model by any means, but it must be in here somewhere.  We’ve got to check the other hallways.” 
 
    Derek glared at him, but complied sulkily, picking a different hallway and moving down it, muttering to himself. 
 
    “You should know,” Tabitha said politely in his ear, “the Horizon marines have asked me directly for any footage of the matriarchs.  I cannot put them off any longer.  I estimate their assault will begin in minutes.” 
 
    “Damn,” Dennison muttered.  “Okay.  What, ah, how is the marine commander responding to our current deployment?” 
 
    “He is not pleased,” Tabitha replied.  “But neither is he surprised.  The exact phrase he used is, ‘regrettable collateral.’  Marine guidelines state they will act to secure the matriarchs as their primary focus.  If civilians or ainlif do not obstruct, then there will be no immediate repercussions.” 
 
    Dennison nodded then remembered Tabitha wouldn’t be able to pick up the gesture without active cameras.  “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.  My advice is you hurry to secure the matriarchs then lie low somewhere safe.  I will interface with the retrieval party and direct them to your location.” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    Dennison stood up on tiptoe to check above a doorframe.  How large of a lens did the camera need to have?  The footage was blurry, so it could have been an expensive pinhole camera, but more likely whoever had installed it hadn’t spent thousands of credits on it. 
 
    “Here!” Evan shouted. 
 
    Dennison dropped his search and ran toward the call.  He found Evan down the hallway they had designated as four-C, one hallway down from where Tabitha had placed the matriarchs as a best-guess.  The camera lens was the size of his thumbnail, an unobtrusive lump on the corner of a doorframe.  It only took a moment for Dennison to orient the footage to the camera position, then point to a door near the end of the hallway. 
 
    “That one!” 
 
    Derek pushed him aside and charged the door with a shoulder dropped low.  Dennison winced in sympathy as Derek crashed into the door.  The honeycomb synthetic of the doorframe shattered under the impact and the door sagged inward, broken free of the guiding rails. 
 
    Dennison was right on Derek’s heels and ripped the door the rest of the way free with a few well-aimed kicks.  He stepped into the emptied storeroom and a wave of relief washed over him.   
 
    Alana Romaine straightened from her combat crouch and a smile broke out over her face.  “Dennison!” 
 
    “Mother!  I—” Dennison caught his balance on his back foot as his mother barreled into him and wrapped his arms around Alana’s shoulders.  Her grip around his chest was like a vice.  “Easy,” he said softly.  “We’re here.  It’s okay.”  Her shoulders were shaking, and a hot barb of rage twisted through him.  Whoever was responsible for this, they would pay in blood. 
 
    “Where is she!” Derek cried.  “Where is Cynthia!” 
 
    Dennison felt a hand grab his shoulder and Alana’s grip about his chest was pulled free.  Derek’s wild eyes blazed down at Alana, his teeth bared in fury. 
 
    “Damn you, Romaine, where is—” 
 
    Dennison stared down at the gun in his hand and the wet splash of blood that dripped from his arm.  Derek took a loose step backward, surprise stamped on his face, then collapsed boneless to the floor.  Dennison heard an intake of breath behind him and spun, his gun raised and centered on Evan’s center of mass. 
 
    “Easy, Dennison,” Evan said carefully.  He slowly extended his arms to the side.  “I saw what happened.  I would have done the same thing.” 
 
    Dennison glanced over at Derek.  The monomol round had punched up through the man’s abdomen and fragmented inside his chest cavity.  Every vital organ the man possessed had been turned to gravy instantly.  He was very dead.  
 
    “Back off,” Dennison warned Evan. 
 
    “Sure.  I’m backing up.”  Evan stepped back into the hallway.  He spoke louder, so the others in the hallway outside could hear, but maintaining his forced calm.  “Derek crossed a line.  He should have known better than to touch your matriarch.  We don’t blame you.  If anything, it is our responsibility for allowing him to come with us.” 
 
    Chase stepped up next to Evan and glanced through the doorway.  He looked at Derek’s body impassively for a moment, then spat to the side before raising his hands as well.  “Idiot.  Good riddance.” 
 
    Dennison felt Alana’s cool hand on his arm and he lowered the gun fractionally. 
 
    “Thank you for your understanding,” Alana said. 
 
    “Still, I would very much like to know where Cynthia Everard is,” Evan said.  He let his arms lower slowly back to his sides and forced a smile, but the strain made it tight and without humor. 
 
    “If I knew, I would tell you,” Alana said seriously.  “Cynthia was attempting to break free on her own.  I have not seen her in nearly a full day.” 
 
    Dennison’s earpiece chimed. “Warning,” Tabitha announced.  “Hull breach imminent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson Harding flinched as the door down the hallway slammed and a man shouted an order to find the matriarch.  He grabbed Cynthia’s arm and jumped for the storage room next to them.  With his heart pounding in his ears, he dragged her through and slid the door shut behind them. 
 
    He hadn’t been a moment too soon.  Running footsteps pounded past and stopped outside the door to Cynthia’s room, where the guard she had knocked out was locked up.  Jackson pressed his ear against the door and listened. 
 
    “Where’s the guard?  Bremen should be here.” 
 
    “How the hell should I know?  Oy!  Matriarch!  You in there?” 
 
    “No answer.” 
 
    “No shit.  Hey, Marcell, you’re the biggest, break this door down.  Wharton said we need eyes on the matriarch.” 
 
    “I know what he said.” 
 
    “Is that blood?” 
 
    Jackson flinched away from the door.  The last voice had been directly on the other side. 
 
    “Hey, why is there blood all over the wall and floor here?” 
 
    There was a crash as Marcell broke in the door adjacent. 
 
    “Shit!  It’s Bremen!  The matriarch is gone!” 
 
    There was a clatter behind Jackson and he spun to find Cynthia pulling a two-meter length of steel piping off a shelf.  The stack of pipes settled and one rolled off the shelf to fall to the ground with a reverberating clang. 
 
    Silence fell in the corridor, then something heavy crashed into the door.  Jackson stumbled backward and Cynthia caught his arm.  She pressed the shotgun into his hands. 
 
    “Here.  You have two shots, one for each trigger.  Just point at the middle of their chest and try not to shoot me on accident.” 
 
    Jackson clutched at the shotgun and raised it hesitantly to his shoulder, the same way he had seen actors shoot guns in movies.  The gun felt cold and heavy in his hands.  The door shuddered again and Jackson took an involuntary step backward.  At the same time, Cynthia stepped forward with the pipe held in front of her with two hands. 
 
    He started to call out to her, warn her to get out of the way, and then the door crashed inward.  The doorframe shattered and Marcell staggered through, off balance from using his shoulder to batter down the door. 
 
    Cynthia twisted her shoulders and the pipe whipped out overhead.  The end of the pipe made a hollow, humming whistle, then cracked into the top of Marcell’s head.  Marcell slammed face first into the ground and Cynthia stepped forward, driving the pipe forward like a spear out into the hallway.  There was a crunch of breaking bone then Cynthia danced backward without the pipe and rolled neatly behind a shelf. 
 
    There was a belated cry of outrage and the doorway was suddenly filled with bodies pushing and shoving to get through first.  Jackson already had the gun leveled, his finger already on the trigger.  Amid the confusion in the doorway, one of the men locked eyes with him and Jackson read the clear intent to kill on the man’s face. 
 
    Jackson pulled the trigger and the shotgun slammed into his shoulder with bruising force.  He lost his balance and fell back into the shelving behind him, only holding onto the gun by chance more than intention.   
 
    Distantly, he was aware that a lot of red had blossomed in the doorway.  He scrambled around the shelf, dragging the shotgun after him, sick and panicking.  A shotgun boomed and a box of plumbing fittings on the shelf behind Jackson exploded in a howl of ricochets. 
 
    Jackson dropped to the ground.  Through the ringing in his ears, the screams and cries from the doorway seemed like they were coming through a long tube.  He wanted to run away, but the only way out was through the men blocking the doorway.  What had possessed him to try and hide in the storage room? 
 
    Beneath the shelf he was hiding behind, he could see the tangle of unmoving bodies in the doorway.  Marcell was staring directly at him, at it took Jackson a moment to realize that the man’s bulging, bloodshot eyes were locked in death. 
 
    Jesus Christ.  He had just killed someone!  Nausea roiled in his stomach and only the fear of making noise and drawing attention to himself kept him from throwing up.  He tried to remember what had happened when he had fired his shotgun at the doorway, but it was all fragments.  Maybe they would live?  He remembered the raw, murderous rage on the man’s face just before he had pulled the trigger and found himself hoping that they had died. 
 
    A foot came down on the inside of the pile of bodies, blocking Jackson’s view of Marcell’s face.  Jackson levered himself up off the floor and peered out between the shelves.  Two men were advancing into the room, shotguns held at the ready.  They stepped quietly, checking every row of shelves as they went past. 
 
    Jackson twisted his head around, searching the shelving units for the matriarch.  Where had Cynthia gone?  There wasn’t an exit, was there?  Any moment now, the men would reach the aisle where he was hiding, and then it would be all over. 
 
    There was a shift in the shadows and Jackson looked up toward the top of the shelves just as Cynthia swung down and kicked both feet into the chest of the leading extra.  He stumbled backward and tangled with the second man.  Cynthia landed next to them, off balance.  Before she could follow up, the first man lunged at her, his mouth open in a wordless shout. 
 
    Cynthia turned aside the first wild punch and ducked the second, but the man wasn’t squaring up to box, he was charging in madly.  She caught one of his swings high on the cheek and it knocked her backward into a shelf.  Sensing his imminent victory, the man roared and sprang at her. 
 
    Jackson missed what happened next.  One moment Cynthia was sprawled against the shelf all but unconscious, the next moment she was twisting aside, her hands tangled up in the man’s clothing.  The extra slammed headlong into the shelving upright with a dull crack and toppled to the floor, his limbs flopping loosely. 
 
    “Freeze, you god damn bitch!” 
 
    Through the shelf he was hiding behind, Jackson saw the second extra had found his feet and had the shotgun leveled at Cynthia.  He was breathing hard and seemed to be bleeding from a shoulder wound, but the shotgun was steady, and his finger was on the trigger. 
 
    Cynthia straightened slowly and spread her arms.  “Okay,” she said, her teeth gritted.  “You got me.”  Blood trickled down her face from her split cheek and dripped from the point of her chin.  She looked battered and exhausted, but she looked at the extra levelly, and without fear. 
 
    “God damn right, I do!” the man shouted.  “Turn around!  Slowly!  Give me a reason to blow you in half!” 
 
    She lifted her chin slightly.  “If you kill me, everyone you know and love will pay the price.  Nobody on this entire habitat will survive the purge.  Is that what you want?” 
 
    “Just do it!” he shrieked.  The gun was trembling in his hands, but there was no way he could miss from that distance. 
 
    Cynthia complied, moving slowly, and the extra advanced toward her.  He walked right past where Jackson was crouching, his eyes locked on the matriarch in front of him. 
 
    Jackson lifted his shotgun from the ground, forcing himself to move at a snail’s pace lest it scrape the floor and draw attention to him.  For the moment, it seemed like the extra had forgotten about him, or maybe he thought it was Cynthia that had shot them in the doorway.  He didn’t have an angle, though.  He could shoot the man in the back, but Cynthia was in the line of fire. 
 
    “Get on your knees,” the man growled and kicked Cynthia in the back of one knee.  She dropped to the floor with a muffled cry.  “That’s better,” he snarled.  “Hands behind your head.” 
 
    “You don’t need to do this,” Cynthia said, her voice hoarse. 
 
    The man stepped back half a pace and leveled the shotgun at her head.  “You and your filth have brought the people of Venus to their knees,” he shouted.  “Why shouldn’t I just shoot you?” 
 
    “You’re wrong about that,” Cynthia pleaded.  “We’ve only worked to protect the people on our planet.  Every day we work to make your lives better, safer, more rewarding.” 
 
    “Lies.  Propaganda!  Put your hands behind your head, Matriarch!  One more word out of your mouth and I splatter your brains all over the wall.” 
 
    Slowly, Jackson raised his shotgun, praying that the motion wouldn’t register in the man’s peripheral vision.  With Cynthia on her knees, he had a clear shot, but he had to aim high.  If he missed, then both of them would be dead. 
 
    “Hey, asshole,” Jackson called. 
 
    The extra jerked his head around and Jackson pulled the trigger.  He was prepared for the vicious kick of the shotgun this time, but not for the way the man’s head disappeared from the shoulders up.  Blood sprayed his face and got in his eyes, and the shelves and walls of the storage room were painted in sudden, glistening red. 
 
    Jackson threw up.  He scrubbed at his eyes between spasms, but his hands were slick with gore and every slippery touch against his face made the nausea cramp in his guts all over again. 
 
    A gentle hand caught his wrist and a cloth was pressed into his hand.  A wave of gratitude mixed with embarrassment rolled over him and he scrubbed the blood from his face and wiped down his hands as best he could.  Jackson’s nausea eased and he took a deep, sobbing breath. 
 
    Cynthia stood next to him, a shotgun of her own in her hands.  She was watching the doorway alertly, but there was no fear on her face.  “How you doing, Jackson?” 
 
    “Better.  Thanks for… this.” 
 
    She made a noncommittal sound in her throat.  “I should be thanking you.  That’s the second time you’ve saved my life.” 
 
    Involuntarily, Jackson looked over at the man he had just killed, then jerked his head away before he stomach could attempt to empty itself again.  He swallowed convulsively. 
 
    “Never killed a man before?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “I… no!  Why would… no!” 
 
    She grinned.  “Just teasing.  You did good, Jackson.” 
 
    Something about the way the matriarch shot a glance sideways at him made Jackson think of Leila, and he couldn’t help but return the smile.  The unexpected levity went a long way toward settling his nerves.  “We need to get out of here.  When these men don’t check in, Wharton will send more.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded.  “You’re right, I—” 
 
    The floor bucked beneath Jackson’s feet and a roaring hammer of sound crashed over him.  For a moment, Jackson expected the floor to drop out from under him.  He expected the harsh atmosphere of Venus to sweep in and steal his breath away, for the walls to crush in around him and snuff him out.  He was already on his knees, and the jolt had knocked him flat.  He felt the tremors run through the floor and fear swooped through his stomach. 
 
    Cynthia was shouting something at him, but he couldn’t hear the words through the hollow ringing in his ears.  Dust had leapt from every surface and filled the air, tickling at his sinuses and scratching at his throat. 
 
    “Up!” Cynthia shouted again, and Jackson finally heard her.  “You need to get up!” 
 
    Jackson forced himself to his feet, spurred not by Cynthia’s words but by the layer of clear air he could see sweeping toward him.  The atmosphere of Venus, almost pure carbon dioxide, was significantly denser than the mix of nitrogen and oxygen inside the habitats.  It was outside atmosphere he was seeing roll toward him now. 
 
    “Hull breach,” Cynthia shouted. 
 
    “We need to get masks!” Jackson cried.  The layout of the restaurant jumped to the forefront of his thoughts.  That hour spent helping Tabitha piece together the floorplan of the Basement told him exactly where the emergency locker was.  “There’s a locker outside, down the hallway around the corner.” 
 
    The layer of clear atmosphere was eddying around his ankles now.  There wasn’t anything inherently dangerous with the atmosphere unless he breathed it, but it made his skin crawl as he walked toward the door. 
 
    He remembered the rescue efforts on Nova Aeria.  So long as doors were shut, the seep of carbon dioxide into the rooms beyond was slow.  In a room behind a closed door, the air should remain breathable for ten, maybe fifteen minutes.  Their room wasn’t sealed, though, and without knowing the size of the breach, it was impossible to guess how long their air would remain safe.  They needed masks immediately. 
 
    Once out in the hallway, the oscillating shrieking of the breach alarms made it past the ringing in his ears.  Jackson led the way toward the hallway juncture, forcing himself to move at a walking pace.  The more turbulence he introduced, the faster the atmosphere would mix with the air. 
 
    There!  The locker was right where he remembered.  The same sensors that had triggered the sirens had unlocked the locker and he hauled the door open.  A score of masks sat in neat rows, the bottles of oxygen hung with labels indicating their last inspection date.  He handed Cynthia a mask and pulled one on himself, then busied himself with strapped the belt on and hooking in a bottle. 
 
    “Take an extra bottle,” Cynthia suggested. 
 
    Reluctantly, Jackson complied.  There were twenty masks and twenty bottles.  Every extra bottle he took was one less usable mask.  But then again, everyone in the Basement was trying to kill them.  Maybe he shouldn’t worry so much about the survival of other people. 
 
    A heavy, thumping chatter sounded somewhere beyond, outside in the open space of the club.  Jackson looked at Cynthia and she bared her teeth at him in a feral smile. 
 
    “That’s machinegun fire.  The Horizon marines are here.” 
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 TWENTY-FOUR 
 
      
 
    The marine task force on Horizon was established as soon as the growing colony had the resources to put toward essentially nonproductive members of its society.  The first iterations of the newly established military body were little more than armed militia.  It took nearly a hundred and fifty years before the colony inaugurated the first wholly professional battalion. 
 
      
 
    The purpose of the marines was two-fold.  First, to guard the matriarchs and their newly developed society.  Preserving the welfare of the population as a whole came as a distant second.  Their authority superseded all local habitat law and command structure.  The marines were the blunt fist of the matriarchs; they had no concern for anything beyond carrying out their mission. 
 
      
 
    In all the years since their creation, the marines had been deployed only twice.  Once in tracking down a murderer who had made an attempt on a matriarch’s life, and once to intercept a crew of mercenaries from Mars who had come hunting the bounty to be found in a matriarch’s womb.  The live broadcast of the fifteen mercenaries being literally walked off a plank into the bottomless clouds of Venus was streamed to every major concentration of humans in the solar system.  Nobody has tried to attack Venus or its residents since. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Leila saw the light of an overhead vent and felt a rush of relief.  Her back ached from being forced to walk hunched over.  The caked oil residue had been largely left behind, but the inside of the duct was still slippery to the touch. 
 
    It made her wonder just how long it had been since the ducts had been cleaned.  The central computer should have tasked someone to clean them years ago.  It was, she thought, an oversight caused by the computer simply not being aware of the ducts’ existence.  Whoever had retrofitted the Basement hadn’t gotten around to registering the ductwork with the central computer, and the buildup of oil from cooking had had decades to accumulate. 
 
    Her goal in entering the ducts had been to escape the trigger-happy ainlif come looking for their missing matriarchs.  It hadn’t occurred to her until she had been slogging through the muck in the ducts for fifteen minutes that her brothers were probably out there. 
 
    The thought brought with it a confusion of emotions.  Hope, that they would recognize her and protect her, fear that they wouldn’t acknowledge their shared ancestry and gun her down anyway, shame that they would see her as a failed matriarch, homesickness sharp enough to sting tears from her eyes, and a clutter of other, lesser feelings, all swirled together. 
 
    In the end, she had continued on.  The continued gunfire told her the ainlif were hard-pressed and unlikely to welcome her presence.  Besides, there was no guarantee the ainlif would survive.  There must be hundreds of extras in the Basement, and far too many of them had guns.   
 
    She was better off on her own. 
 
    Leila reached the vent and paused underneath it, taking a moment to breathe in the clean air coming through.  She thought the lingering scent of stale smoke would stay with her forever. 
 
    She had only the vaguest of ideas where she was now.  The duct had gone up a level twice, with ladder rungs bolted to the sheet metal offering a means of ascension.  Her best guess put her somewhere in the upper levels of the Basement’s restaurant.  She tried to remember the turns the duct had taken, but her sense of direction was completely shot. 
 
    At least it didn’t sound like there were people outside the duct.  She listened for a minute, but all she heard were distant shouts and muffled gunfire.  Cautiously, Leila popped the latches holding the vent closed and pushed it open.  Nobody shouted, no guns stabbed into the duct at her. 
 
    Leila straightened and raised her head out of the vent.  She groaned involuntarily as her abused back muscles protested, then breathed a sigh of relief.  She was safe.  The duct had taken her to the narrow gap between the ceiling of the restaurant’s upper level and the floor of the level above. 
 
    She climbed out of the vent and made her way to the edge of the roof.  Below, she saw the bowl of the club floor, buzzing with activity.  Sparks of arc welders sprayed from the elaborate fortifications built around the lift lobbies, one cluster on each side of the club. 
 
    Idiots.  Leila rolled her eyes.  There was no way the marines or the ainlif would use the lifts.  The fact that the ainlif had already infiltrated the Basement was proof of that, but they were a relatively small force.  When the marines came, they would come in strength.  The lifts would simply be too inefficient.  She didn’t know how the marines would attack, but it certainly wouldn’t be through the most obvious bottleneck. 
 
    She wondered where Jackson was.  He had gotten her into this mess.  As much as she wanted to hate him, he was still the only person who had been kind to her.  And it wasn’t like it had been Jackson’s choice.  The extras had forced him to come. 
 
    A thump on a wall below her interrupted her thoughts.  She leaned out, trying to make sense of what wall had been hit.  Strange.  The wall was the curving outer shell of the habitat.  Nothing should be hitting it from the other side. 
 
    Realization came a second too late.  She was still leaning out over the edge when a deafening blast tore a great, gaping hole through the side of the habitat.  Debris crashed down among the club floor and the air was filled with billowing clouds of dust. 
 
    Leila was knocked over by a hammer of air and she sprawled out on the roof, half over the edge.  She hauled herself back to safety, her heart hammering and her ears ringing.  Vertigo swooped through her guts as she stared down at the clouds kilometers below. 
 
    Almost half of the sweeping outer wall of the habitat was gone leaving a gaping hole twenty meters across.  Chunks and slabs of expanded resin were still crumbling away, making the hole even wider.  Leila’s shock faded and fear took its place. 
 
    She could see the air flooding out of the hole, dusty ripples billowing out and rising away, and the clear, poisonous atmosphere rushing in.  On the club floor, dozens of people were staggering about, bleeding and bludgeoned by the debris from the hull.  The deadly carbon dioxide flooding into the Basement pooled in the club and Leila could see people collapsing. 
 
    The hissing whap of rotor blades became audible and the first of the marine skimmers swept in through the gaping hole.  Landing grapples on the skimmer reached and clawed for purchase along the rim of the club, then the overhead prop blades disconnected, sending the six-meter blades spinning wildly out onto the crowded club floor. 
 
    Doors on the skimmer blew open and half a dozen armored marines in full atmosphere helmets jumped out, machine guns raised.  The rattle of automatic gunfire crackled through the air, controlled bursts that caught the nearest extras and flung them to the ground amid sprays of blood. 
 
    It was chaos in the Basement.  The extras were just coming to grips with the carbon dioxide flooding the Basement, and now the sudden arrival of the marines in their midst scrambled any sort of organized response to the hull breach. 
 
    Any other gathering of civilians would have succumbed immediately, but these were extras.  They made their living working outside the safety of the habitat, and while they were taken by surprise, a hull breach was a contingency they had prepared for. 
 
    Masks started appearing on figures scrambling through the rubble and the boom of shotguns being fired sounded in harsh counterpoint to the rattle of automatic fire.  One of the marines went down with an exploded faceplate. 
 
    The extras were rallying!  Leila gripped the edge of the roof, squinting against the billowing dust.  She couldn’t help but feel the vicarious excitement of the extras as they ran forward between their tumbled barricades trying to get close enough for their homemade shotguns to have an effect against the armor of the marines. 
 
    Then another skimmer slid through the breach and a mounted cannon on the door opened up with a howl.  Tracer rounds ripped glowing streaks through the air in an almost solid beam of light.  The gathering resistance among the extras crumbled.  Men they could face; even out-gunned, they had sufficient advantage in numbers to overwhelm the marines. 
 
    It has long been a maxim in warfare that an overwhelming display of force has the power to win battles through sheer intimidation.  It worked at the end of the second World War, when the United States dropped two nuclear bombs on Japan.  It worked in Desert Storm and countless other engagements throughout human history. 
 
    The cannon was no different.  The will to fight among the extras shattered.  Those that had located masks ran for cover while those that were not so fortunate choked on the atmosphere and died.   
 
    For a moment, it looked like the fight was over.  As suddenly as it had begun, the last stand of the extras had fallen apart.  Then the stream of tracers twitched abruptly toward Leila, sweeping up from harassing the retreating extras and chewing a splintered path up the side of the restaurant.  There was a coughing boom below Leila, and something darted toward the skimmer, trailing a line of smoke. 
 
    The skimmer exploded in a black ball of smoke, licked through with tongues of orange flame.  Leila flinched away from the explosion and abruptly remembered where she was.  She might be relatively safe from gunfire, but the upper edge of the hull breach was two meters below her feet.  The air she was breathing was going to quickly get contaminated by atmosphere. 
 
    She needed a mask.  Except she was on the roof of the restaurant’s upper level, with no way of getting down.  And as soon as she did, she would be descending into carbon dioxide.  A single breath of that, and she would be dead. 
 
    Fear locked her muscles and she trembled.  Intellectually, she knew there was no other option.  She had to go down into the lower levels.  But knowledge that there were masks to be found somewhere below her couldn’t overcome her terror of the atmosphere and the continuing rattle of gunfire. 
 
    With the skimmer providing air support destroyed, the marines on the ground had been fought to a standstill.  There were enough extras with masks and guns that the marines were forced to take cover among the wreckage.  The newly constructed fortifications were working against the extras now, and from their positions of cover, the marines were able to keep the extras from spreading out and flanking them. 
 
    The glaring sunlight streaming through the gaping breach was eclipsed by something massive, and a dirigible crept forward to come to a stop a few meters from the habitat hull.  The side of the dirigible’s gondola folded outward, forming a bridge between the gondola and the habitat, and grapples dug firmly into the hull, locking the dirigible in place. 
 
    Leila gasped as marines in powered armor suits ran heavily across the bridge and took up firing positions flanking the extras.  The chatter of small-caliber rifle rounds was drowned out by the roaring thunder of the heavy machine guns carried by the men in armor.  The cover the extras were hiding behind was chewed apart; steel was shredded and composite synthetics shattered. 
 
    Then, behind the powered armor, more squads of marines sprinted out of the dirigible and added the weight of their rifles to the bludgeoning force of the machine guns.  The morale of the extras disintegrated once more.  The few that tried to hold their ground were slaughtered. 
 
    The battle was over.  With the heavy armor in play, the weapons of the extras were meaningless.  The Basement was breached and life support was limited to the emergency masks.  With the lifts shut down, the only way out was through the sufferance of the marines.   
 
    Leila realized she was panting and her heartbeat thumped in her ears.  She was starting to feel light-headed, with a pressure building behind her eyes like the prelude to a migraine.  All the symptoms of carbon dioxide poisoning.  The air she was breathing was starting to mingle with the atmosphere. 
 
    She backed away from the edge and stood up as high as she could.  The ceiling of the Basement was a little over a meter above the top of the restaurant roof; enough clearance for maintenance access to the vents but not much more.  With her cheek pressed against the expanded synthetics of the ceiling, the air seemed a little easier to breathe and the dizziness started to ease a little. 
 
    Time had run out.  She had to climb down a level and locate a mask or she was going to pass out and suffocate before anyone even knew she was there.  Maybe now that the majority of the shooting had stopped the marines wouldn’t kill her on sight. 
 
    The best place to climb down was around by the edge of the roof that overlooked the restaurant balcony seating.  It was a three-meter drop, but if she hung by her finger tips it shouldn’t be too bad.  Keeping her head as high as she could, Leila made her way through the clutter of vents and machinery on top of the roof. 
 
    Half of the balcony had been ripped away by the initial breach explosion and the ragged ruin of the balcony terminated above the dirigible bridge.  Leila hesitated.  Once she dropped down, she would only have the breath in her lungs.  She could search through the restaurant and hope to find a mask and not run into any extras, or she could make a run for the marine dirigible and throw herself on their mercy. 
 
    Like as not, the marines would just shoot her on sight but there was a possibility they wouldn’t shoot a girl with her hands in the air.  On the other hand, being amid the extras and wearing a mask would be just as likely to lead to her death once the marines found her. 
 
    There was no good option, but she had to act.  Every moment she delayed now shortened the time she would be able to hold her breath.  She just wished she there was a choice available to her that wasn’t awful. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison turned, wide-eyed, with Tabitha’s warning still in his ear.  “Hull breach!” he shouted.  “Masks, we need—” 
 
    The floor jumped as an explosion rocked through the Basement.  Dennison staggered and barely kept his balance.  Billowing dust rolled into the hallway.  Dennison took one leaping stride and shoved Alana back into the nearest doorway and slammed the door shut as the dust swept over him.  His throat locked up automatically halfway through an exhale.  At least Alana was safe for the moment, assuming he had gotten the door shut in time. 
 
    “The nearest emergency locker is at the junction of five-A and three-B,” Tabitha said helpfully. 
 
    Dennison snapped a hand out at Bryson and jerked it forward toward the end of the hallway.  Tabitha’s instructions put the locker on the far side of the hallway that the extras had control of.  His chest ached with the need to breathe but taking a breath to find out if atmosphere was contaminating the air could very well kill him on the spot. 
 
    Through the ringing in his ears, Dennison heard the shrieking whine of the carbon dioxide alarms.  Bryson spared a glance back at the door Alana was behind, then jerked a nod at Dennison.  His gun came up and he fell into step with Dennison. 
 
    The rolling clouds of dust cut visibility down to a bare handful of meters.  Somewhere in the murk in front of them, the extras were waiting for them.  Dennison pictured the layout of hallways in his head, mapping the route to the locker. 
 
    An extra stumbled out of the dust in front of him and Dennison snapped off a shot reflexively.  The muffled shot was all but inaudible and the man pirouetted about and went down.  Bryson got ahead of him as Dennison paused to put a round through the man’s head. 
 
    A hoarse cry of warning came from the hallway ahead and Dennison heard the metallic tic-tic-tic of Bryson’s suppressed pistol firing in rapid succession.  The crash of a shotgun hammered at Dennison’s shocked hearing and he broke into a dash toward the noise. 
 
    There was an agonized cry that Dennison recognized as Bryson’s voice, cut off abruptly by another shotgun blast. 
 
    Dennison clenched his teeth against the cry that rose in his own throat.  He almost stumbled over the sprawled figure of a man still clutching a makeshift riot shield.  The white bursts of monomol round impacts peppered the rim of the shield.  Dennison’s lungs burned for air and his diaphragm spasmed as it tried to pull a breath in through his clenched teeth. 
 
    He very badly wanted to go running after Bryson.  Damn these extras!  He wanted to kill every last one of them, tear the whole habitat from the sky and send the whole cursed population to their fiery deaths.  Alana was depending on him, though, and he couldn’t let Bryson’s sacrifice be wasted. 
 
    His head was spinning as he ran past the doorway out into the main restaurant floor.  He caught a glimpse of the clustered figures just outside the door, then he was gone, reeling off the walls and breaking into a shambling run. 
 
    Dennison counted the intersections as he went by and lurched up five-A.  There!  He saw the marker cherries glowing through the drifting dust.  Frantically he clawed the locker open and yanked a mask out.  Blackness crowded the edges of his vision, and he fit a bottle into the mask by automated reflex. 
 
    The hiss of clean air flowing through the mask was the most beautiful sound he had ever heard.  He jammed the mask onto his face without messing with the straps and took a deep, sobbing breath.  Dennison leaned weakly against the wall, just breathing.  His pounding heart eased back to a more normal rate and the sick dizziness faded away. 
 
    Awkwardly, Dennison pulled the straps over his head, unwilling to take the mask away for even a second.  He pushed the bottle of air into the belt and got it situated about his waist.  He was set, now, but he needed to get masks back to the others.   
 
    How many did he need?  Six?  He swallowed and smashed a fist into the locker.  No, only five now.  They were bulky to carry, and he had to spend a moment connecting bottles to masks.  Then he gathered them up by the straps in one fist.  The belts and bottles dangled and clanked against each other, but there wasn’t any other way to carry so many and still have a hand free for his gun. 
 
    Speaking of guns.  Now that blood wasn’t pounding in his ears, he could hear the chatter of automatic rifles.  The marines!  They must have blown a breach into the wall of the habitat.  Dennison started running back down the hallway with the bottles knocking against each other at every step. 
 
    Hopefully the others were still conscious.  He hadn’t been gone for more than two minutes so far, and if the others had the presence of mind to hunker down and wait, they should be able to hold their breath for that long.  If nobody else had survived, then at least he had plenty of air for Alana and himself. 
 
    He slowed as he neared the doorway.  The dust was beginning to settle a little, and he could see the vague outline of figures in the doorway and in the hall.  A woman staggered toward him out of the dust, her face dark and her eyes straining open. 
 
    “Air!” she gasped, her eyes locked on the masks dangling from Dennison’s hand. 
 
    Dennison shot her in the neck.  The monomol round ripped out the flesh around her spine and she flopped over, geysering blue blood onto the walls from both carotid arteries. 
 
    Through the dust, Dennison saw the heads turn toward the wet gushing and drew up into a one-handed firing stance.  The men that came staggering toward him had faces twisted in rage and fear, the veins in their foreheads standing proud, their faces dark with carbon dioxide poisoning.  For Dennison, time seemed to slow, and he lined up his shots calmly, like he was tagging targets on the range back on Cross Station. 
 
    The monomol rounds did devastating damage and one by one the figures blocking the hallway dropped to the ground.  Blue blood pooled across the floor, and Dennison sprinted forward as the path cleared.  He caught a glimpse through the door as he passed of the battle still raging outside. 
 
    If he knew anything about the marines, that battle wouldn’t be going on much longer.  Tabitha would send the marines their way and this whole ordeal would be over in only a few more minutes.  Dennison turned the last corner and drew up short. 
 
    There were bodies scattered on the floor, far too many to belong only to the ainlif he had left behind.  He spotted Ferguson propped against a wall, one arm missing from the shoulder, the raw wound glistening blue.  Farrell was dead as well, a messy shotgun wound in his side, and floor of the hallway was crowded with their kills. 
 
    Further down the hallway, he saw figures moving, indistinct in the drifting dust.  There were people still alive!  He had masks, everything was not lost yet.  First, though, he needed to get a mask to Alana.  The other ainlif could wait.  They would understand. 
 
    Motion from the door where he had pushed Alana brought Dennison’s gun snapping up.  Why was she coming out? 
 
    Alana stepped from the doorway, a mask fitted over her face.  Her eyes lifted to his, and he saw hope flare on her face.  Then a shotgun extended from the door and prodded her in the side of the head. 
 
    “Stay where you are, ainlif,” a man’s voice called out, muffled by a rebreather mask.  “One step and I splatter her head all over the walls.” 
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 TWENTY-FIVE 
 
      
 
    There is nothing in the Matriarch Manifesto that limits the pool of potential candidates to female children of the existing matriarchs.  The Venusian Habitat Charter that governs the common folk even has a provision in it for how a woman could apply for participation in the Challenge. 
 
      
 
    It is the almost mythical status of the matriarchs among the people of the mega-habs that squashes nearly all impulse to take the Challenge.  Rumors that the Challenge is rigged to fail, that anyone who succeeds is quietly disappeared, that only the very rich can afford the yearly treatments, dissuade the few that would otherwise think themselves worthy of the challenge. 
 
      
 
    In fact, the Manifesto mandates that a matriarch cannot be refused her treatments by a qualified genetic center, and payments to the centers are gratuities, not fees.  A few times a decade, a young common woman ignores the rumors and applies for the Challenge.  To date, none have succeeded. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cynthia listened to the rolling gunfire and tried to make a decision on what the right course of action would be.  With the marines so close, it would be a simple matter to make her position known and have them come to her rescue.  The temptation to put her fate in someone else’s hands dug at her, but she couldn’t bring herself to let go of the control she had finally wrested free for herself. 
 
    She was armed.  She had a mask on, with an extra bottle of air.  There was no rush.  Living as long as she had, she had long ago learned the value of being patient.  A few more minutes wouldn’t change the outcome.   
 
    Or would it? 
 
    She had her freedom now, but that could change in a moment if a new group of extras came by.  It was inevitable.  Someone would eventually remember the emergency locker on this floor and come for the masks.  When they did, they couldn’t help but notice the blood and the bodies. 
 
    Her gaze lingered on a blood spatter on a wall.  It still glistened wetly.  On the bottom, where it fell beneath the layer of carbon dioxide, it was a vibrant blue.  Halfway up, the blue shaded to a dark purple and finally red where the carbon dioxide hadn’t yet mingled with the air.  
 
    It was a reminder, as if she needed one, that safety was a relative thing, and that time was passing. 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” Jackson asked.  The worry in his voice was ladled on thick, despite the muffling from his mask. 
 
    Cynthia squashed her first reflexive response.  Jackson was young, and he had never worked with a matriarch before.  He lacked the automatic respect she was used to, but that wasn’t his fault.  “Patience, Harding,” she said quietly.  “Remember your credo.” 
 
    “Fasten, foresight, and focus,” he muttered.  The rebellious look on his face faded as he tilted his head to listen. 
 
    The roar of a heavy cannon was abruptly cut off by a shuddering explosion and a shockwave pulsed through the air, stirring the dust again. 
 
    “We must be cautious,” Cynthia warned.  It wasn’t necessary.  Jackson’s urgency to escape their current position seemed to have evaporated. 
 
    “They will be coming for the masks,” he said.  “We need to be in a position to move when that happens.” 
 
    “What do you suggest?”  On her own habitat, in familiar surroundings, she would not have hesitated to make the decision herself, but this wasn’t New Galway, and Jackson might have insight that would not have occurred to her. 
 
    He paused for a moment, face distant with thought.  “There’s a room by the back door that leads out onto the balcony seating.  We wait there, out of sight.” 
 
    She nodded.  “Does it have a window?” 
 
    Jackson shrugged.  “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Let’s go see.”  Without another word, Cynthia led the way.   
 
    The room Jackson had mentioned was a serving room.  The room was full of beverage dispensers, trays of glasses turned upside down, rolls of napkins, plates and eating utensils, and all the other paraphernalia that went into managing the service of a restaurant.  There was no window looking out into the balcony seating. 
 
    “This will do perfectly,” Cynthia announced.  She took a moment to crack the double-hinged door leading out onto the balcony and peered through.  Through the settling haze of dust, she saw the gaping hole ripped through the side of habitat and saw the dirigible anchoring itself into place.  The balcony was ripped off where the breach had been blasted, only a short distance away.  She pulled back, easing the door shut so it didn’t flap back and forth and joined Jackson in the serving room. 
 
    “Is it safe?” he asked. 
 
    The inanity of the question made Cynthia smile despite herself.  “No.” 
 
    A fresh crescendo of gunfire exploded, seemingly right outside their room and Jackson flinched.  Cynthia covered her ears with her hands as best she could, but it was a futile effort.  The gunfire was so loud she could feel each shot in her chest.  The abuse to her ears was painful, and it only got worse as the marines disembarking from the dirigible moved further into the Basement. 
 
    The gunfire was so loud, she hardly heard the shouting that erupted down the hall.  The extras had discovered the bodies.  Reluctantly she pulled her hands away from her ears.  The urgency in the shouts was apparent, and she heard Wharton’s bellowing voice drown out the others. 
 
    “Without the matriarch, we will have no protection!” he roared. 
 
    The response was garbled, drowned out by a fresh salvo of gunfire. 
 
    “Then go!” Wharton screamed.  “I’ll find her, and deal with it myself!” 
 
    Cynthia grabbed Jackson’s shoulder and pried one of his hands away from the side of his head.  “We need to go!” she cried.  The gunfire had moved further into the Basement, softening somewhat with distance.  The marines were sweeping through the extras, pushing them back to the far side of the club floor and driving them into the lower floor of the restaurant. 
 
    Jackson nodded, his eyes wide with fear, but he moved without hesitation.  Cynthia pulled the door open and stuck her head out.  Wharton stood looking into the storage room where she and Jackson had killed the extras that had come looking for them.  Other than the extra crew chief, the hallway was deserted. 
 
    She flicked her wrist at Jackson and he slipped by her and out the door onto the balcony.  The motion must have caught Wharton’s eye, because he spun toward Cynthia as she stepped out into the hallway.  For a moment she looked into his eyes and saw the despair and rage that lurked within.  Then she was out the back door and running. 
 
    “Matriaaarch!” Wharton howled. 
 
    “Run, Jackson!” Cynthia cried. 
 
    Jackson jumped as she crashed through the door and broke into an awkward lope.  The balcony had been set with tables and chairs as closely as possible to maximize the number of people who could be sat there, and the explosion had scattered the furniture.  The once carefully organized arrangement of tables and chairs was a nearly impassable snarl. 
 
    Cynthia couldn’t pick her way through the tangled furniture any faster than a slow jog.  She hadn’t made it more than a dozen meters when the door to the balcony slammed open behind her. 
 
    “Stop, Matriarch!  Stop or I’ll shoot!” 
 
    Reluctantly, Cynthia came to a stop and turned around.  Wharton stood in the doorway, a stolen rifle raised to his shoulder.  If it had been a shotgun in his hands, Cynthia would have risked it.  At that distance, the makeshift rounds in the hastily fabricated shotguns wouldn’t have killing power.  She would have risked a flesh wound or two and made good her escape. 
 
    Not so the rifle.  There was no way she could run from that weapon.  Even hiding behind an upturned table would be futile.  There would be no way the flimsy plastic tables would stop a rifle round. 
 
    “I trusted you, Matriarch!” Wharton screamed.  “I thought you understood!” 
 
    Cynthia spread her hands, her eyes locked on the rifle.  The shotgun in her hands was useless.  If only she had thought ahead and laid a trap for Wharton when he came through the door.  Foresight, she thought to herself a little bitterly.  Strangely, she felt calm.  It was as if all the fear and anxiety over the last several days had drained away her capacity to feel the terror the situation warranted. 
 
    “I do understand,” Cynthia shook her head.  “I sympathize with your plight, I do, but I can’t be party to your blackmail.  We told you that in our first meeting.” 
 
    Wharton took a step toward her.  “You knew,” he accused.  “You knew the marines would come through the hull!  It was all a ruse, wasn’t it?  From the very beginning!” 
 
    Actually, that the marines would blast a breach in the hull hadn’t occurred to her.  She needed to keep Wharton talking, though.  Every second he spent talking was another second she could use to figure out a way to escape. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of the tactic they employed,” she answered truthfully.  “But even had you known it, what could have been done to prevent it?” 
 
    “I could have had more of my people prepared with masks!” he cried brokenly.  “I lost scores of people from the atmosphere!  Do you understand what that means to an extra?  Every day we work in fear of exposure.  We see our friends and crewmates die one by one as the years go by.  It’s the greatest fear we have, and those marines, those murderers, slaughtered us!” 
 
    “I’m sorry about that, Wharton.  Truly, I am.”  She fought to keep the derision from her voice, knowing it would do nothing to aid her case if Wharton caught on how she truly felt.  “But do you really think killing more people will solve your problems?  Lay down your arms, and I promise you will have a fair trial.” 
 
    Wharton’s mask was fogging a little as the tears pooled in his eyes.  “You’re our only hope, now!” he cried.  “Without you, we will have nothing.  Nueva Angela will die.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” Cynthia shook her head.  “The moment you abducted matriarchs, you had nothing.  The further you push down this course, the more you doom yourself and your habitat.”  
 
    It was, perhaps, the wrong thing to say.  Wharton’s grief sharpened into fury.  “It is you, Matriarch, and your power-corrupt sisters that are the cause of our suffering!”  He pulled his rifle back tight to his shoulder.  “I may be dead, but at least I can take one of you with me!” 
 
    Cynthia felt a cold wash of fear sweep through her stomach.  Her arms prickled with the expectation of her death.  Was this it?  After all the years she had lived, was this how she would die?  She might be in the final moments of her life, but she would die as she had lived: with her head held high and without fear.  She gritted her teeth and forced herself to meet Wharton’s eyes. 
 
    She didn’t have the moisture in her mouth to spit, and the mask covered her face, but she made the gesture anyway.  “Kill me, then.  And be damned to you.” 
 
    Cynthia read the intent in Wharton’s eyes, and suddenly her fear was gone.  She might be dying tens of thousands of years before her time, but she had lived a life that would be considered miraculous by any other standard.  She had made countless breakthroughs in the field of aquaponics and had improved the lives and millions of people.  She had nothing to be ashamed of, and centuries of life to be proud of. 
 
    Death was a moment away, and then something dropped out of the air and crashed into Wharton’s back.  He had already taken up most of the tension on the trigger, but the impact jogged his aim.  Cynthia heard the crack of the rifle shot and felt an impact hit her high on the chest at the same moment.  A sudden explosion of pain made her cry out.  She twisted under the punch of the bullet and fell back against an overturned table. 
 
    She scrambled to push herself upright again, but there was something wrong with her left arm.  Blue blood was splashed over the table, making it slippery and adding to her difficulty.  Muffling shouting came from where Wharton had been standing.  She couldn’t see him from where she had fallen.  The partial glimpse she had seen suggested Wharton had been tackled by a young woman, if the girl’s braid had been any indication. 
 
    There was a sharp burst of gunfire.  Cynthia finally found her balance and pulled herself upright with her good arm.  Jackson sprinted by, his shotgun cradled to his chest. 
 
    “No!  Wait, Jackson!”  Cynthia tried to find her feet and lurched upright, leaning on the back of a chair for support. 
 
    Jackson ignored her and vaulted a table before slamming to a stop and jerking his shotgun up to his shoulder.  “Wharton!” he screamed.  “Drop the gun!” 
 
    Wharton was kneeling over the girl who had tackled him, still fighting for control of his weapon.  He punched down and Cynthia heard the girl cry out then choke on her next breath.  Wharton ripped the rifle free and staggered upright. 
 
    “That you, Harding?” Wharton demanded.  “I recognize you, even with your mask.  What the hell are you doing?”  The rifle came up, centered squarely on Jackson’s chest.  “Did you turn traitor, boy?” 
 
    “The matriarchs aren’t what’s wrong with Nueva Angela,” Jackson protested.  The shotgun in his hands shook, but he didn’t lower it.  “My mother had at least three children,” he continued.  “I know other women who had had even more in the maternity wards.  Our overpopulation is our own fault!” 
 
    Wharton shook his head.  “You wouldn’t understand, boy.  You’re not old enough to know what it means to have a family.  Now drop your gun, or I’ll shoot you where you stand.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Wharton,” Jackson said. 
 
    The boom of the shotgun crashed at the same moment as the crack of the rifle. 
 
    Cynthia gasped.  Her head was swimming.  Pain stabbed at her shoulder with every movement.  She was already low on blood from her earlier wounds, and now she felt her awareness fading.  She lost her grip on the chair she was leaning on and fell to the floor.  Her head bounced against the ground, but she hardly felt it. 
 
    Hands rolled her onto her back and she looked up into Leila’s face.  Had it been Leila that had saved her from Wharton?  Cynthia wanted to reach up and touch her daughter’s face, but her arms weren’t cooperating. 
 
    “Help me with her,” Leila said urgently. 
 
    “I’m trying,” Jackson replied, somewhere out of sight.  His voice was tight with pain. 
 
    The world tilted and Cynthia groaned as a fresh wave of pain rolled through her.  Her vision pulsed black, but she stubbornly hung on to consciousness.  There was something she needed to tell Leila.  It was urgent, but she couldn’t remember what it was.  Leila wasn’t looking at her, though; Leila was looking behind herself, walking backwards.  That was strange.  Leila should be moving away if she was walking, right? 
 
    Cynthia closed her eyes.  It was too much effort to keep holding them open, and she felt so tired. 
 
    “We need help!” Jackson shouted.  He sounded far away and his voice was strangely pitched, like he was speaking through a long tube.  “We have a wounded matriarch!  Help us!” 
 
    That was nice of him, Cynthia thought.  Young men should help their elders. 
 
    Then a jolt hit her as she bumped into a table, and Cynthia felt blackness swirl up and swallow her whole. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dennison stared at Alana, shock turning into raw, snarling anger.  The figures further down the hallway came closer and he recognized Evan, the mask over his face smeared with blood.  An extra stood behind him, a shotgun trained on him.  Evan seemed barely able to stay on his feet and he swayed drunkenly as the extra prodded him in the back.  His clothes were shredded by makeshift shotgun pellets and the ablative armor he wore underneath was dull and cracked in places.  Blood leaked from the cracks, blue in the poisonous atmosphere. 
 
    “That’s far enough.”  The extra behind Evan caught the ainlif by his collar and shoved Evan to his knees, before standing back and leveling the shotgun at Evan’s head. 
 
    “It’s over, Ainlif!” the man holding a gun on Alana cried.  “Throw down your weapons.  You’ll join the bitch as our prisoners.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is a good idea, Sorrel,” the man holding a gun on Evan said.  “These guys are killers, all of them.” 
 
    “We got the guns, Weston.  Stop whining for once and grow a pair!” 
 
    There was a commotion behind Dennison and he turned to see the hallway blocked by another pair of extras.  Both of them had shotguns.  Cursing bitterly, Dennison tossed his monomol pistol to the ground.  There were too many of them on both sides, and there was no way he could even try to shoot it out with a gun held to Alana’s head. 
 
    “There, see?” Sorrel said, peeking around the door jamb.  “The big, bad ainlif is just a man.  He knows when he’s beat.”  He stepped the rest of the way out of the door and took up position behind Alana.  “Now we just gotta march this bitch outside and tell those marines to piss off.” 
 
    “Better hurry,” one of the newcomers said anxiously.  “We’re falling back into the restaurant.  Those bastards are unkillable in their powered armor.” 
 
    “No sweat,” Sorrel assured him confidently.  “Wharton said the marines will cave when presented with the matriarchs at gunpoint.  We just gotta let them know we ain’t screwing around.” 
 
    “Your plan is going to fail,” Alana shook her head.  “The marines will have orders to shoot me if necessary.” 
 
    “This isn’t how you want it to go,” Dennison said urgently.  “I don’t know what Wharton has told you, but none of you will live past putting a gun to a matriarch’s head in front of a marine.” 
 
    “Who asked you?” Sorrel sneered.  “Vic, cuff this piece of shit.  You, Ainlif, hands behind your back or I’ll shoot your precious matriarch right here, right now.” 
 
    Dennison complied.  He couldn’t stop measuring the distance to Sorrel, but no matter how he played it in his mind, his mother wound up dead.  The most he could do would be to play for time and hope the marines were good shots.  The plastic zip tie cuffs went on tight enough to make his hands smart, but Dennison hardly even noticed.  
 
    Roughly, Vic grabbed Dennison’s elbow and hauled him around.  “March,” the extra ordered.  “You try and run and, well, you know what happens.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dennison bit off angrily, “I get the idea.” 
 
    The walk to the doors exiting out onto the club floor was over before Dennison could think of a way out.  The rattle of gunfire from outside trailed away to nothing and in the following silence, he could hear the heavy tread of the powered armor. 
 
    It seemed like all the extra survivors had retreated into the offices and back rooms.  The hallways were lined with haggard men and women in masks.  The faces he passed had nothing but defeat written on them.  Even the passing of a matriarch and the two ainlif did nothing to alleviate their knowledge of impending doom. 
 
    If only the people leading the extras had as much sense. 
 
    “Anyone know where Wharton is?” Sorrel demanded. 
 
    “He’s on the third floor, looking for the other matriarch,” someone responded. 
 
    “Damn.  There’s no time.” 
 
    “Are you certain this is the course Wharton ordered?” Alana asked, her words dripping with condescension. 
 
    “Our orders are clear,” Sorrel snapped.  “If nothing else, you will die today, Matriarch.” 
 
    “Is that what the rest of you want?” Dennison demanded, raising his voice so it carried up and down the hallway.  Faces turned toward him, listening.  “Wharton has forced you down a path that no sane person would follow.  It is not too late!  While you still breathe, there is hope.  Don’t let these madmen force you to your own destruction!” 
 
    A sudden impact to the back of his head sent stars shooting through Dennison’s vision.  He fell forward, stunned, and crashed face-first into the floor.  He tasted blood from his bitten tongue.  Pain followed with sickening intensity, coiling about his guts and making him nauseous.  He groaned and tried to get his feet under him, and only succeeded in writhing helplessly. 
 
    Rough hands dragged him upright and Sorrel’s face swam into view.  “Your life is useful, to an extent, Ainlif.  But we only need the matriarch.  Don’t make me kill you early.” 
 
    Dennison spat in Sorrel’s face and blood-flecked spittle splashed on the inside of his faceplate.  He had forgotten about the mask. 
 
    Sorrel laughed nastily and drove a fist into Dennison’s gut.  “Send this piece of shit out first.  Maybe the marines will gun him down for us.” 
 
    Several pairs of hands grabbed Dennison by his arms and propelled him forward.  He looked up in time to see a pair of double doors surge toward him, then he crashed into them and through.  Dennison lost his balance again, his head still swimming from the blow.  This time when he fell, he managed to twist his shoulder and turn the face plant into a tumbling roll. 
 
    Silence greeted him.  Dennison got himself turned upright and made it to his knees.  The marines were waiting for him.  Two suits of power armor formed a triangle with the door at the third point.  Their heavy machine guns trailed tendrils of smoke from the barrels, and the armor was streaked and splotched with impacts.  Behind the power armor, a dozen marines stood in positions of cover, their rifles trained on the doorway. 
 
    “I am Dennison Romaine,” he called hoarsely.  “Ainlif of Alana Romaine!” 
 
    “They know who you are,” Tabitha said quietly in his ear.  “I’m patching you through to the marine commander.”  The AI’s voice was replaced with a man’s baritone, tight with forced calm.  “Ainlif, this is Commander Talbot.  What news of the matriarchs?” 
 
    “The extras have Alana behind me in the corridor,” Dennison rasped.  His head was spinning and he struggled to force his thoughts into some semblance of his usual calm rationality.  “They plan to use her as a hostage.” 
 
    “Understood, Ainlif,” Talbot said grimly.  “We will do all we can to preserve her life.  Have you news of Cynthia Everard?” 
 
    “No.”  Dennison swallowed.  “Wait.  Yes.  She was being held on the third floor of the restaurant?  I think.” 
 
    “Understood.  I’m sending units that way now.  Hang in there, Ainlif.” 
 
    The doors behind Dennison had swung open when he fell through them and he could see the shadowed figures of the extras watching him.  There was motion, then Alana Romaine was led out with Sorrel holding her at gunpoint.  Evan was pushed out next, and half a dozen extras followed, spreading out and training shotguns on the captives. 
 
    “Who is your leader?” Sorrel shouted.  “Step out so we can talk!” 
 
    A hard-faced man with greying hair but carrying himself with the upright posture of someone who exercised hard daily, stepped out from behind a barricade.  Dennison saw the gleam of ablative armoring beneath his crisp uniform. 
 
    “I am Horizon Marine Commander Sergey Talbot,” he called back.  “Who are you, and by what right do you threaten the life of a Matriarch of the Council?” 
 
    “I am Abel Sorrel, and we have the right of all free men to overthrow tyrants who threaten our survival!” 
 
    “I was under the impression a Remer Wharton was the leader here.  Bring him out so we may talk.” 
 
    “Wharton is busy.  I’ve got the gun on your precious matriarch, so you will deal with me!” 
 
    “You take responsibility for the actions of the extras of Nueva Angela?” 
 
    Sorrel blanched and swallowed.  The flat, emotionless question seemed to have punched through the man’s delusion at last.  “Damn right, I do,” he fired back, but Dennison could hear the doubt that had crept into his voice. 
 
    “Very well.  As you are the de facto leader here, I will offer you this chance once.  Release Matriarch Alana Romaine and the ainlif you hold hostage immediately.” 
 
    “In exchange for what?” 
 
    “You don’t seem to understand the nature of the situation,” Talbot said.  “You do not get to make demands.  You are a terrorist, and under the Manifesto, your life, and the lives of all your co-conspirators, are forfeit.” 
 
    “Then… then… why should we comply?  Why hand over our bargaining chips!?” 
 
    “This is not a bargaining session,” Talbot said flatly.  “You have no leverage here.” 
 
    “I told you that, you god damn idiots,” Alana growled. 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Sorrel cried, his voice ratcheting up an octave.  “You would not endanger the life of a matriarch!” 
 
    “Are you refusing to turn over your hostages?” Talbot asked. 
 
    Dennison shifted his weight, getting his feet under him and preparing to dive across the intervening distance to his mother and shield her bodily if he had to.  Damn Sorrel and his pig-headed obliviousness. 
 
    “Wait!” Sorrel cried, sudden panic making his voice crack.  “I’ll kill her!  I swear I will!” 
 
    “I believe you,” Talbot said seriously. 
 
    Dennison saw the deliberate shift of the commander’s heel and read it as a pre-arranged signal.  He kicked off the ground and flung himself at Alana.  The thunder of a sudden volley of gunfire roared all around him and he crashed into his mother, bearing her to the ground and twisting around to put his body between her and the extras.   
 
    The whip-crack of bullets passing by overhead made him flinch.  Alana stirred beneath him and he rolled on top of her, keeping her pressed to the ground.  The ground shook as the power armor ran by, pouring a hail of fire into the doorway and raking back and forth over the walls. 
 
    “Stay down,” Dennison shouted.  “Let the marines clear the hallway!” 
 
    A pair of marines moved up and crouched next to Dennison, providing a physical barrier between him and the door.  Other marines were running by, preparing to enter the hallway with ballistic shields deployed.  Dennison lifted his weight off Alana and rolled her onto her back with his shoulder. 
 
    Blood stained the inside of her faceplate and spattered from her lips as she coughed.  “Dennison.”  She struggled to take a breath.  “My son.” 
 
    “Alana!  No.  No, no!  Hang on, mother.  Stay with me!” 
 
    “Dennison,” Alana coughed.  “Listen to me.” 
 
    Dennison leaned in turning his head so he could get one of his abused ears close enough to her mouth to hear her thready voice.  He didn’t hear anything and glanced back up at her face.  Her eyes were open and staring sightlessly up at the ceiling. 
 
    “Medic!” Dennison screamed.  “I need a medic!” 
 
    A marine with a red band around his arm shoved Dennison to the side and threw a satchel into the air above Alana.  The emergency atmosphere tent popped open with a crack of depressurizing air and settled over Alana.  The marine climbed into the tent and sealed it behind him.  A moment later, the tent bulged as the air inside was over-pressurized to drive out the atmosphere contaminants. 
 
    Dennison stood numbly, staring down at the tent.  The rising whine of a defibrillator came from within.  Once.  Twice.  By the third time, Dennison turned away.  He knew in his heart what the outcome would be. 
 
    A marine cut the zip ties holding his hands behind his back and he didn’t even notice.  The bustle of the marines securing the area went around him in a grey fog.   
 
    Alana Romaine was dead. 
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    Endless the crawling clouds, 
 
    Beneath faultless skies, 
 
    Eternity as empty as the 
 
    Unbreathable air. 
 
      
 
    Why the promise of infinity 
 
    When it cannot be kept? 
 
      
 
    -Ode to the Ainlif Lost 
 
      
 
      
 
    Wind whipped at Dennison’s clothing and whined through the safety lines.  Overhead, the sky was an unbelievable shade of pure blue from horizon to horizon.  Clouds towered above him, climbing kilometers into the atmosphere, flawless white and majestic.  Below him, dozens of kilometers away, the lower levels of clouds rolled and churned, greyish yellow. 
 
    “It is a fine day.” 
 
    Dennison turned and smiled faintly at Edison.  “It is.  One she would have liked.” 
 
    Garrison folded his arms tightly across his chest.  He stood, hunched, his features strained with dark circles under his eyes.  It had been nearly two months since he had missed his treatment on Nova Aeria and only a heavy course of painkillers had him upright at all.  “Thanks for being here with me,” he muttered. 
 
    Dennison gripped Garrison’s shoulder.  “We are all here with you, brother.” 
 
    On the other side of Garrison, the other surviving Romaine ainlif stood.  Hasson, his expression distant and peaceful; Ireson, barely aware of his surroundings and drugged into pacification: news of Alana’s death had cracked his mind; Jason, grim and furious, but only to cover his fear; Kimson, smiling as always, but it was an empty smile that suggested he had dipped into Ireson’s medication. 
 
    The gaps in their ranks were painfully apparent.  Addison and Carlson, dead in the initial breach aboard Nova Aeria, and Bryson and Ferguson, killed by the extras in the final defense of Alana. 
 
    For the fiftieth time since stepping through the airlock, Dennison checked the knot on the line connecting him to his brothers.  He felt an absurd gratitude that his brothers were here with him.  None of them blamed him for Alana’s death.  They knew he had done everything in his power to save her. 
 
    It just hadn’t been enough.  That week spent aboard the Nueva Angela seemed like it had taken place a lifetime ago.  A lifetime of desperate effort that had culminated in failure.  His brothers might not blame him, but he blamed himself.   
 
    Over and over he had replayed that final confrontation.  What could he have done differently that would have prevented Alana’s death?  Ten thousand decisions, any one of which might have changed the final outcome. 
 
    It was pointless, but he couldn’t stop himself. 
 
    Dennison turned a little and looked behind him.  A few dozen people stood in silent ranks, some twenty meters away.  He recognized a few of the faces among the crowd.  Jackson Harding was there, and Dennison nodded at the boy.  Turns out he had been a hero: he had killed Wharton, and despite his own wounds, dragged Cynthia to safety in time for her to be treated.  Good for him. 
 
    Cynthia Everard was there as well, her braid lofting in the wind.  At her side, her daughter stood, a smaller version of her mother.  Alana’s daughter, Stacey Romaine, and her ainlif were among the crowd, along with Alana’s three endlaf, her male children that had not received their Rebuild treatments. 
 
    Dennison had mixed feelings about the endlaf being present.  They were his brothers, but not in the same way as his fellow ainlif.  And, unlike the ainlif, Alana’s death meant nothing to them. 
 
    “I am ready.”   
 
    Garrison’s voice snapped Dennison’s gaze back.  The wind tugging at him suddenly made his stomach twist.  He had been discretely offered some drugs that would have made it hard to focus on anything, but Dennison had declined them.  He wanted to stay alert and face what future he had left without being numbed by narcotics. 
 
    The wind gusted again and Dennison looked down at his feet.  The habitat roof ended half a pace away, with nothing below but clouds. 
 
    “Brothers,” Edison said, “it has been an honor.” 
 
    “Likewise,” Dennison said. 
 
    And, together, the Romaine ainlif stepped off the edge of the roof. 
 
    Dennison gritted his teeth against the defiant yell that threatened to burst from his throat.  The deep, rushing horror of falling swept through him.  Distantly, over the building howl of wind, he heard one of his brothers screaming.  The fear choked Dennison, and then, as quickly as it had come, it was gone, to be replaced with curiosity and wonder. 
 
    The clouds seemed to creep by as he fell.  A gust of wind twisted him around and he saw the habitat dwindling away above him.  Already it seemed small, like a toy he could hold in his hand.  The roar of the wind passing by his mask steadied and he knew he had reached terminal velocity. 
 
    Thick, yellowish clouds were coming up below him, visibly growing closer with each passing second.  It was getting hot now, like he was standing in front of a forge.  It was getting difficult to breathe despite his mask and it felt like a padded vice was squeezing his chest. 
 
    The unbroken lower layer of clouds whipped past him and the blue sky was blotted out.  Murky swirls of mist rushed by and he felt liquid condensing on his relatively cool skin.  Pain seared wherever his skin was exposed, but he couldn’t cry out.  The pressure had driven the air from his lungs and he couldn’t draw a fresh breath. 
 
    Intense heat and the chemical burn on his skin was all he was aware of.  His vision pulsed black.  There was a crack, barely audible over the howl of wind, as his faceplate shattered.  The sudden flash of blazing heat on his face was the last thing Dennison felt before the pressure crushed away the last shreds of consciousness. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jackson felt the tears running down his face and pooling at the bottom of his mask.  He couldn’t believe Dennison and all his brothers were gone, just like that.  He knew they were facing inevitable death before the year was over, and he could understand the desire to end it all before the pain grew debilitating.  But there was still life to live, and even if it only lasted another few months, that was worth it, wasn’t it? 
 
    Evan rested a hand on his shoulder and leaned close.  “All their lives, they supported each other.  It would have been worse to watch each brother waste away in turn, knowing your end was coming.” 
 
    Jackson nodded and held his breath long enough to lift his mask and wipe at the tears fogging his vision.  “I know,” he said once the mask was back in place, “I hardly knew him, but he was kind to me when he had no reason to be.” 
 
    “He was one of the best of us,” Evan said sadly. 
 
    Jackson felt the ainlif give his shoulder a squeeze and then move away.  The others were beginning to leave and Jackson turned around, still struggling to get his emotions under control.  Cynthia was one of the last to go.  Her surviving ainlif stood about her in a protective half-circle, and every one of them was conspicuously armed.  The shimmer of ablative armor caught the light under her sleeve when she moved her arms and she carried a pistol in a belt holster. 
 
    Not that there would be any danger of attack on Nova Aeria.  The habitat had had all of its non-essential personnel evacuated while repairs were made to the damaged stack, and everyone who remained behind had been thoroughly vetted.  Jackson’s status as an extra had done more than raise eyebrows when he had disembarked from the dirigible.  Only Cynthia’s vehement defense of his character kept him from being shot on the spot. 
 
    It would be years, decades, probably, until extras weren’t viewed with suspicion, regardless of what habitat they came from. 
 
    Jackson stuck close to Cynthia.  Now that people knew who he was and what role he had played in rescuing the matriarch he wasn’t getting as many hard stares, but he didn’t want anyone to think he was going off on his own or something. 
 
    When Cynthia finally turned away from the edge, Jackson saw the tears glittering on her cheeks.  She started making her way back up the safety line and saw Jackson waiting.  She smiled at him and beckoned for him to walk with her. 
 
    Nervously, uncertain of why he was even on Nova Aeria at all, Jackson fell into step with Cynthia.  The ainlif walked in a loose circle around them with blatant contempt for the safety lines.  Leila walked on the other side of Cynthia, her eyes fixed on the ground, her face pale. 
 
    “Thanks for coming to Nova Aeria, Jackson,” Cynthia said as they walked uphill toward the airlock.  “I understand there is a lot of work still to be done on Nueva Angela.” 
 
    Jackson nodded mutely.  Since nearly every extra on Nueva Angela had been killed, work crews had had to be hired in from other habitats.  The repairs on the hull breach in the Basement had been fixed, but there weren’t enough trained workers to keep up with maintenance.  Jackson had been working fifteen-hour days training new extras and working outside on the storm damage.  He had been making credits hand-over-fist and had been promoted to crew chief, but there hadn’t been time to properly appreciate his newfound wealth. 
 
    “And you, as well, Leila,” Cynthia continued.  “The H&H Sector Chief wrote me personally, protesting your time away from work.  You’re doing a good job rehabilitating Nueva Angela’s food production.” 
 
    Leila grunted something, lost in the wind. 
 
    They walked in silence for a while, their speed hindered by Cynthia and Leila’s faltering use of their safety equipment. 
 
    “I appreciate the opportunity to say goodbye to Dennison,” Jackson said finally, “but I don’t understand why I’m here.”  Cynthia’s invitation had been delivered through Nueva Angela’s captain, with an apparently blistering warning that her request was not to be ignored.  The captain hadn’t been pleased and had shared his feelings with Jackson when he had hand-delivered Cynthia’s invitation. 
 
    Leila nodded, but didn’t look up or speak. 
 
    “Well,” Cynthia smiled at Jackson, “I said you would find me grateful.” 
 
    Jackson shrugged.  He had expected credits, maybe, he even half-suspected Cynthia had been behind his promotion. 
 
    “I would like to offer you a job,” Cynthia said.  “Come to New Galway.  You can continue as an extra there if you like, though most of the work is automated, or you could go back to school.  Whatever you want to learn to do, I will support.  If you want to continue your life at New Galway, once you qualify for it, I will give you any position you desire.  As far as I’m concerned, Jackson, you’ve earned every gratitude I can give you.  If you’d prefer credits instead, you would find me lavish.  But, to be honest, I hope you will accept the job offer.” 
 
    Jackson stared at her, dumbstruck.  He could do anything?  Be a habitat captain?  Fly dirigibles?  Work with the new AIs like Tabitha? 
 
    “Well?” Cynthia asked.  “I understand if you don’t want to, but—” 
 
    “Please,” Jackson blurted, cutting her off.  “I would love that!” 
 
    Leila looked up at him, her expression full of anguish, before she ducked her head back down.  Jackson saw tears land on her faceplate and trickle down to her chin. 
 
    “I’m glad, Jackson.  You do me honor by accepting my offer.  I meant what I said.  Anything you want, and it will be yours.  And you, Leila,” Cynthia said, turning to look back at her daughter, “I haven’t forgotten you.” 
 
    They reached the airlock and the conversation paused awkwardly.  Half of Cynthia’s ainlif cycled through first, then Cynthia, Jackson and Leila went through, then the second half of the ainlif.  By the time they had stripped out of their exposure suits and hung up their masks, Leila had retreated behind an icy shell of indifference and refused to meet anyone’s eyes. 
 
    Cynthia led the way down a level and brought them into a lobby furnished with comfortable chairs.  The ainlif spread out, covering every entrance and exit and ensuring nobody would disturb Cynthia. 
 
    “Leila, my child,” Cynthia said softly, holding out her arms, “come here.” 
 
    Leila held her face immobile for a long moment before her composure cracked and she folded to the ground, sobbing uncontrollably.  Cynthia knelt down next to her and gathered Leila into her arms.  Jackson cleared his throat and turned away.  Leila had been his roommate for two months, but between both of their insanely busy schedules, he hadn’t spoken more than a handful of words to her outside of greetings.  They had both avoided speaking of what had happened in the Basement completely. 
 
    Slowly, Leila brought herself back under control and Cynthia guided her over to one of the chairs. 
 
    “I waited until now to speak to you because I had to clear my intention through my mother.  Annette gave me her blessing, and the Manifesto will be updated to include what I plan… if you agree.” 
 
    “Agree?” Leila’s voice was hoarse.  “Agree to what?  The Manifesto has not been modified since its creation.  What can I do to change it?” 
 
    “Annette had the same objection initially,” Cynthia said with a slight shrug, “but she changed her mind.  In her words, a society that cannot evolve will not survive.  She agreed, contingent on your decision, Leila.  But you saw what happened to Dennison and his brothers.  It is not a decision you should make lightly.” 
 
    Leila jerked her head up to look at Cynthia, her eyes swimming with sudden tears. 
 
    Cynthia nodded.  “You did not pass your Challenge and cannot live beyond the normal human lifespan on your own, but if you accept my Rebuild serum, you can be ainlif and live for however many years I have left.” 
 
    Leila’s mouth opened, and she covered it with shaking hands.  Tears ran freely down her face, but she seemed oblivious to them.  “Really?” 
 
    “You would be the first female ainlif.  Today would have been Farrell’s turn to receive his serum.  His death leaves it available to use as I choose.  And I choose to offer it to you.” 
 
    It took a minute for Leila to find her voice, and when she spoke, it came out creaky with emotion.  “I want nothing better.  But what about my work in the H&H?  Without me, Nueva Angela will starve.” 
 
    Cynthia smiled gently.  “Leila, if there was any doubt you would be worthy, it’s gone in my mind.  You would be ainlif.  There are many times when I would send one of my sons out on secondment.  If it is that important to you, of course you can continue your work.  And when it is done, you can come back to New Galway.  You can come home, Leila.”  
 
    With a shout, Leila threw her arms around Cynthia’s neck.  “Yes!” she cried, “Yes, I accept!” 
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 NOTE 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading The Matriarch Manifesto!  I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
 
    If you did enjoy the book, please take a few minutes and write a review.  You would make this author a very happy man. 
 
    My website, http://devinhanson.com will have the latest news.  Sign up for the newsletter there to get alerts about new books and access extra content.  I promise I won’t spam you. 
 
    If you’re looking for more to read, The Dragon Speaker Series is available on Kindle. 
 
      
 
    Until next time! 
 
    Devin Hanson 
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