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      In space, for a planet orbiting its central star, there will be five places, called Lagrange Points, where gravity balances. A small object, such as a space station or asteroid, could be placed in those spots and stay there. This also works for some planet and moon systems. These points were discovered in the late-1700s by the mathematician Joseph-Louis Lagrange.

      Three of these points, L1, L2, and L3, are “metastable.” It’s similar to a ball balancing on top of a hill. A small push will send it down the hill.

      However, the L4 and L5 points are stable, as if the ball were inside a bowl. A little push will make the ball roll around in the bowl, but it won’t get out. In fact, there are asteroids that ended up in the L4 and L5 points of many planetary orbits, especially the bigger planets like Jupiter. These asteroids are called Trojans.

      

      To see maps and diagrams, go to:

      https://www.draepricebooks.com/maps-diagrams

      

      The Bahá’í Faith

      The Bahá’í Faith is a real religion, founded by Bahá’u’lláh in the mid-1800s. The quotes used are real quotes from the Bahá’í Faith. For more information: https://www.bahai.us/.

      

      The Badí‘ Calendar

      The Badí‘ calendar, used by members of the Bahá’í Faith, is also a real calendar. New Year’s Day is set on the spring equinox on Earth. It has 19 months of 19 days and 4-5 intercalary days, known as Ayyám-i-Há, so the calendar will match the solar year. The day begins and ends at sunset.

      

      Names of the Months

      (On Earth, dates vary slightly with the equinox, but these “set” dates are used in the sectors.)

      
        
          	
        Splendor: Mar 21 - Apr 8
      

      	
        Glory: Apr 9 - Apr 27
      

      	
        Beauty: Apr 28 - May 16
      

      	
        Grandeur: May 17 - June 4
      

      	
        Light: June 5 - June 23
      

      	
        Mercy: June 24 - July 12
      

      	
        Words: July 13 - July 31
      

      	
        Perfection: Aug 1 - Aug 19
      

      	
        Names: Aug 20 - Sept 7
      

      	
        Might: Sept 8 - Sept 26
      

      	
        Will: Sept 27 - Oct 15
      

      	
        Knowledge: Oct 16 - Nov 3
      

      	
        Power: Nov 4 - Nov 22
      

      	
        Speech: Nov 23 - Dec 11
      

      	
        Questions: Dec 12 - Dec 30
      

      	
        Honor: Dec 31 - Jan 18
      

      	
        Sovereignty: Jan 19 - Feb 6
      

      	
        Dominion: Feb 7 - Feb 25
      

      	
        Ayyám-i-Há: Feb 26 - Mar 1
      

      	
        Loftiness: Mar 2 - Mar 20
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHERE WE LEFT OFF AT THE END OF BOOK 1:

          

        

      

    

    
      Heading back to Earth:

      Oatah—Special Agent of Sector 1 Council, in charge of Project Restore and Project Contact

      Reeder—Oatah’s assistant

      

      On the Drumheller, inbound to Redrock Station:

      Beezan—Captain of the Drumheller

      Jarvie—Former teen runaway, now Beezan’s adopted son

      Iricana—Deputy of Oatah, relaying his orders to Captain Beezan

      Katie—Doctor

      Sky—Beezan’s black podpup, sister of Star

      Star—Jarvie’s white podpup, brother of Sky

      

      The first part of The Unbounded backtracks to Dominion 1082 (February, 2926 CE) when the Harbor a-rings were destroyed, possibly by an alien ship. What really happened there?
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1 NO ESCAPE


        

      

    

    
      Date: 3-Dominion-1082

      Harbor Station

      A young man, 27 years old, outer-sector thin, circled furtively on the Harbor Station TopRim. His cold hands were tucked nervously under his poncho, holding a red packing box. He had medium brown skin and dark eyes that darted constantly, as if he were on the run. But if others noticed anything, it was the expensive alpaca wool of his brown and tan poncho, an uncommon show of wealth. Although he wasn’t wearing a pilot’s jacket, his intense demeanor was enough to identify him and keep strangers away.

      Lanezi stopped abruptly, realizing he was pacing in circles. Poncho swirling, he turned and made himself pace in a line—but then he had to retrace that same line—so it was still a circle, no matter how flat he made it. There was no escape.

      Circles. He had walked TopRim four times today: giant circles of nowhere to go. Now he paced in his flat circles, outside the art gallery, waiting for the buyer to pay him. The owner was concerned about Lanezi’s request for a cash slider, but since Lanezi was a sector-famous artist, as well as a respected pilot, it had been arranged. The gallery had already hung one of his paintings, “To Atikameq.” A cluster of people gathered around it, seeing in the painting what only long jumpers could see in life.

      Lanezi circled away to avoid the crowd, so the buyer had to come out to pay him. Finally, slider in hand, Lanezi hurried to the cargo agent to put his box on a ship out of Harbor.

      

      Lanezi hesitated outside the cargo customer desk. The gears of his circling mind ground to a stop. He was about to ship a package that would change his life. Before he lost his nerve, or his hope, he took a breath and went up to the desk.

      He said a prayer for the smaller box within the red packing box, the engagement ring for Katie. It carried his hope for a future with his own family, a spouse and children, a future where he would no longer be cycled from family to family, ship to ship, just to be cycled on, in indifference, in practicality, in tragedy and more tragedy. Surely he had had his share.

      Lanezi scolded himself. Life in the outer sectors wasn’t easy. He wasn’t the only one struggling. Better times were ahead. He would break free of the circles. Katie would get the ring and they would be married, and someday Jarvie might even catch up and be his shipmate again, his surrogate nephew, the co-survivor of Lanezi’s latest cycle of loss.

      Lanezi was so, so grateful that he had not been separated from his few remaining loved ones in the Sundering, the tragedy that had recently rocked the outer sectors.

      As far as most people knew, Firelight System, in Sector 5, had lost its a-rings in an accident. Lanezi, on Thayne’s top-secret team, knew that aliens were attempting to jump into human space—and every time they tried, there was a terrible accident.

      Of all the possible losses, Firelight, the one transit point between the inner and outer sectors, was the worst. Now separated from Earth, Lanezi feared that the outer sectors could not survive much longer.

      But the Sundering had not been personal. He had only two people in his life, Katie and Jarvie. Katie was part of Thayne’s team, on Redrock now. And Jarvie—Lanezi fervently hoped that Jarvie was on his way to Harbor and would soon arrive.

      He watched until the box disappeared down the sorter, then took another deep breath and sighed, relieved that it was finally done. He’d been off the ship all day. Thayne was too sick to notice, luckily. Thayne, as leader of their secret mission, “Project Restore,” and Captain of the Cheetah, could command Lanezi not to go to the station, as Thayne usually did. Today Lanezi had been able to take his paintings and get out without anyone even knowing.

      Lanezi had a little pang of guilt. Thayne would have been able to jump last month and the month before if not for Lanezi’s secret stalling, hoping that Jarvie might arrive. Now Thayne was too sick. The weakness of Thayne’s body and the storms of his mind combined to disable him, sometimes dangerously.

      Lanezi started back toward TopRim, not as fast as his moment of guilt might have driven him. Thayne had an Earthborn personal doctor, a genius engineer, and the best data hunter in the outer sectors, along with assorted ship robots to support his every whim. Lanezi could be free for a day. Free from the constriction of circling around Thayne.

      Lanezi was not jealous. His own unusual jumping skills were an undeserved gift. If Thayne wanted to use him to augment the mission, Lanezi was happy to help, for the sake of the sectors. But Thayne was work, not family.

      Lanezi meandered along TopRim, savoring his last circle of freedom, before heading back to the Cheetah to see what Thayne’s latest mental firestorm had launched. His p’link beeped again. He ignored it, for the twentieth time, and concentrated on staring into the nearest shop window.

      “RESCUE” The sign caught his eye, but it wasn’t a teen training sign. Lanezi was staring into the Podpup Nursery. The “available” sign advertised seven pups and one rescue. The seven pups were right in the window, tumbling about and ignoring all else. Back in the corner, an adult podpup in a pink knitted sweater cowered inside a box. Lanezi bent down to see better and she, seemingly on guard, looked up and met his eyes. They stared at each other. What happened to her? Was she abandoned? Was it possible she was mistreated? Lanezi had never heard of that happening, but the way she cowered in the box was heartbreaking. I haven’t been mistreated, but I feel that way sometimes.

      Go! We don’t waste our time on podpups! a voice insisted in his mind, but it was only the echo of Thayne invading Lanezi’s conscience. Lanezi ignored it and read the sign again.

      “RESCUE. Female, 8 years old. Former Locator.”

      A locator! Locators were specially trained to find people or bodies after a disaster. She was a rescuer herself, and now she needed rescuing. Lanezi shook himself. He had people to worry about. He looked back down at her. She was still staring at him with hurt and beseeching eyes. He needed to go, but he felt a great surge of sympathy. She had been torn from her former life and family just as he had. “Goodbye, little one,” he whispered and turned quickly away.

      He had not gone three meters when he was overcome by a heart-rending sound, a keening that seemed to strip the blood from his veins. He dropped to his knees in shock and pain. He could see others cover their ears and look around, but they were not struck down as he was.

      Several people were coming to help him when it happened again. Now his heart was on fire. Heat pulsed through his body and engulfed his brain. What is happening? He turned on his hands and knees to look behind him where the sound was coming from.

      A tall, very dark-skinned man ran out of the Podpup Nursery and paused in the rimway, his fierce eyes scanning the stunned people. “Bring him!” he commanded as soon as he saw Lanezi on the deck. Two green-banded teens hovering beside Lanezi grabbed his arms under his poncho and dragged him into the Podpup Nursery.

      “What is it?” One teen asked the other.

      “The death cry. The last cry of an abandoned podpup.”

      “No,” Lanezi feebly shook his head. “I just looked in the window.”

      “There,” commanded the man, pointing to a reclining chair.

      The teens hauled Lanezi into it.

      “He says he was only looking in the window,” one reported.

      The man leaned down to look Lanezi in the eye. “I am Dr. Obala. Do you deny you are bonded to the podpup?”

      “I was just looking in the window,” Lanezi repeated. “I haven’t had a pup since I was a child.”

      “Go,” the doctor told the teens. “Restore order outside.”

      “Yes, honor.” And they were gone.

      Another cry started and Lanezi thought he would faint in the chair. He was gasping for air.

      “Look at you!” The doctor had a tinge of desperation in his voice now. He yanked Lanezi’s poncho off. “The cry is killing you. Somehow you have bonded with her.”

      “I . . . just . . . looked . . . in⁠—”

      “You were chosen.” The doctor turned and signaled to his assistant, a purple-banded teen with tears streaming down her cheeks. “Bring her. Perhaps it is not too late.”

      The doctor looked on sternly as the assistant put the podpup, in her little pink sweater, into Lanezi’s shaking arms.

      Lanezi held her against his chest, but did not feel any relief, on his part or hers. If she cried again, he feared for his life. There was a rumbling in her chest and Lanezi let out an involuntary sob.

      “Where is that human med team?” Dr. Obala demanded into his s’link.

      The rumbling was building. “No, no,” Lanezi begged her. “I’m here. No more crying. I didn’t know.” Lanezi couldn’t keep the panic out of his voice. “I won’t leave you.” The rumbling reached a roar inside the pup and she uttered a cry that shook Lanezi to his core. He heard himself scream the same strangled wail as if they were crossing through some crucible together, and then she collapsed against his chest, expiring her last breath.

      Lanezi was vaguely aware of the doctor holding his shoulder, hard. The assistant was sobbing while trying to comfort the seven pups. Other medical people were suddenly around him. They had his p’link. Supposed to be secret, his foggy mind fretted.

      “Lanezi. He’s that famous artist.”

      “He’s a long jump pilot,” the other said. “We may be able to save him.”

      “We must save them both,” the doctor declared, sliding a resus pack around the podpup’s chest.

      Lanezi said a parting prayer as he faded from the world, but he was not afraid. Whether they saved him or not seemed of little consequence. The rumbling had stopped. If he never heard that sound again he would not care if he lived or died.

      

      Lanezi awoke with a start. The same people hovered around him. It must have been only moments later. The resus pack was still on the pup. Resus pack. Green light. She was alive. He heaved a sigh of relief and almost fainted again. His chest felt crushed and burned out even though the weight of the little pup was nothing. He feebly felt her, sliding his hand under the sweater as they took off the resus pack. He could feel her heart beating. She was breathing. Her head rested on his chest. Lanezi opened his mouth to talk, but the pain in his throat stopped any sound from coming. He tried again. The medical people sprayed something down his throat, momentarily panicking him.

      “That should help,” they reassured him, afterwards.

      “Alright? Will she be alright?” He croaked.

      “That depends on you,” the doctor answered. His eyes took Lanezi’s whole being into consideration, and he was unsure.

      “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “You walked away, even as she bonded with you.”

      “I didn’t know!”

      The doctor continued his scrutiny. “Within you is the conflict, the reaching out and the walking away. There must be no hesitation now. You are entrusted with a being who has sacrificed much for humanity.”

      Dr. Obala looked at Lanezi as if he thought Lanezi might be incapable. Then a stray thought seemed to cross his mind. “It doesn’t appear that expense is the problem.”

      “No. No.” Lanezi shook his head and winced. “My boss-he won’t like it.”

      “Your duty is with the pup. If your employer objects, leave him.”

      Leave Thayne?

      It was a thought from outside Lanezi’s realm. Walk away? Like he walked away from the pup? Surely, Thayne was worth more to humanity than a podpup. And Project Restore was classified, so he couldn’t even explain it to the doctor.

      Centuries ago, a mysterious alien race had linked up the human stellar neighborhood with an intergalactic transportation system. In the L4 point of one planet in each planetary system, the aliens had built a contraption that allowed ships to jump from one star to another. The acceleration rings, or “a-rings,” were more like short tunnels held in place by a central gravity ball. By steering a ship through the tunnels, receiving extra acceleration from each tunnel until the ship reached jump velocity, a specially trained jump pilot could see paths resonating between the stars and drop into one, sending the ship on a jump that was sanctified from normal spacetime. The ship and passengers, if they survived the acceleration, would arrive unharmed, light years away, in mere minutes. The a-ring system was a gift.

      But it had its price. The aliens were no longer around to fix anything and humans were not yet able to. If one ring segment was damaged, it could be towed out, the remaining five reset, and the system could still be used. But if two segments were damaged, or the central gravity ball destroyed, the whole system would shut down. No ships could leave the system. The people left behind would be completely cut off, from people, ships, supplies, and even communications.

      The search for a fully habitable planet had exhausted the resources of humanity. Barely operational space stations teetered on collapse. Completely domed greenhouses barely kept them alive. No planetary system in the outer sectors was self-sufficient, despite the frantic work of the Solo Journey pilots, trying to deliver key supplies and equipment. Any system with failed a-rings was doomed.

      Born into this challenging time, the greatest genius that the outer sectors had ever produced, 30-year-old Thayne Melika Rexan Tetra was entrusted with the most important mission in the outer sectors—repairing the a-rings. His was the only human mind with a hope of comprehending an advanced alien technology. The future of humanity was at stake. The burden on Thayne was great. It was an honor and sacred duty for Lanezi to serve him. How could Lanezi even think about abandoning Thayne?

      Even if he wanted to.

      Lanezi’s mind flitted from one thing to the next. The pup was still breathing. People hovered around him, but he didn’t want to meet their eyes. Dr. Obala was arranging podpup supplies to be sent to the Cheetah. Lanezi cringed. He was supposed to keep a low profile. Thayne would be livid that the name Cheetah was even mentioned, let alone linked with Lanezi’s name and a story that would circle Harbor Station at lightspeed.

      If Lanezi had nurtured a hope that the story would not cross over to the docking ring, where the ships were, and that Thayne would not find out, that hope was dashed when he heard Dr. Obala actually talking to Dr. Tenshi on the Cheetah. I am in trouble.

      “Your doctor can’t come for you,” Dr. Obala explained. “She doesn’t want you to go to the Med Center. She says you have two shipmates on station already who will escort you back to your ship.”

      The med people frowned slightly and glanced briefly at the doctor. “You know,” one said, “you can go to the Med Center anyway if you want to.”

      “No,” Lanezi assured them, now worried about how much trouble he would be in. “We have a good Med Bay. I’ll be fine.”

      They all frowned. Dr. Obala took Lanezi’s p’link again, saying he would load special podpup instructions.

      Suddenly, there was a commotion at the door. One of the green-banded teens returned, dragged in by two younger twins that he was trying to hold back.

      “Honor,” the teen addressed Dr. Obala, “these two say they were sent⁠—”

      At that moment, the twins saw Lanezi and broke free—flinging themselves to Lanezi’s sides and grasping his arms in alarm.

      Dr. Obala, the med techs, the green-banded teen and the assistant, with seven pups in her lap, all stared in awkward puzzlement at the strange identical twins fussing over Lanezi. They were small, looking no older than 8 or 9, but wore the white armbands, meaning they were really 15. There was no need for the additional thin red armbands on top. The two were obviously not part of the regular teen training program. Besides their shiny, almost metallic dark skin and elfish looks, they were childlike in behavior, innocent and sincere in their concern for Lanezi. They patted the podpup gingerly, muttering “hurt, gentle” to themselves. They even patted Lanezi’s arms and stroked his forehead asking plaintively if he was alright.

      “This is your escort?” Dr. Obala breathed in surprise.

      The boy on Lanezi’s right, Io, who was closest to Dr. Obala, straightened up and turned to the doctor. “No harm shall come to Lanezi while Euro and Io are near!”

      Several people stifled snickers at his dramatic announcement, but Dr. Obala considered Io carefully, nodding. Dr. Obala, the podpup expert, could see that if podpups were people, they would not be so different from Euro and Io.

      

      It took two more hours before Lanezi was stable enough to go. Meanwhile, the twins made friends with the assistant and helped calm and feed the seven terrified pups until they were their rambunctious selves again.

      Lanezi walked a bit, testing the podpup carrier, while Euro collected his poncho.

      “Ready?” Dr. Obala asked.

      “Yes, Doctor,” Lanezi answered, as Euro and Io took their posts at his sides.

      “I will be in touch,” the doctor added, but it sounded more like a warning than reassurance.

      

      Lanezi, Euro, and Io walked a long way without speaking. They went along TopRim as far as they could to stay in the artificial gravity. Since leaving, Euro and Io had become very serious and agitated. Lanezi just wanted to get to the shuttle dock before he collapsed. Finally they reached the lift to the inner rims. Lanezi let the twins hold on to him and guide him as they lost gravity. They were nogee experts and he was losing his strength quickly.

      They seemed so nervous, Lanezi tried to reassure them. “I’ll be alright. It’s not much further. Thank you for coming to help me so fast.”

      A look, like lightning, flashed between them. “We were already here,” Euro whispered, even though they were alone on the lift. “They sent us to find you.”

      “Why?” Lanezi asked, suddenly worried that something had happened on the Cheetah. I should have answered my p’link.

      The lift stopped and they floated out. Euro and Io helped Lanezi along. “They thought you had gone,” Euro whispered again. “We mean—run away.”

      “What?” Lanezi said in astonishment. He couldn’t believe they would think such a thing, even as leave him, the words of Dr. Obala, echoed in Lanezi’s mind. “Besides,” Lanezi said, wondering if maybe the twins had misunderstood, “why would they send you to make me come back?” The small twins, two of a quad actually, could hardly pull Lanezi along when he was willing.

      They floated to a stop, glancing around. “They thought you would trust us,” Euro explained. Io nodded nervously. He maneuvered closer to Lanezi.

      “You can,” Euro whispered.

      I can . . . trust them? Lanezi puzzled over their behavior. They didn’t always see the world as everyone else did. “Of course,” he reassured them, “I’ve always trusted—what did they ask you to do?”

      “They said something was wrong with you,” Euro whispered so low, not just for fear of being overheard, but from the worry of saying it. “Something is wrong. They are all—angry—about something. They won’t say what. They just said we had to find you because you might be afraid to come back. We’re supposed to tell you to come back. They promise to help you. They said you would trust us.”

      “Euro! Io! I wasn’t running away. I just got caught in this podpup thing,” Lanezi whispered desperately, but his throat pain reliever was wearing off and he didn’t think he would make it to the shuttle dock if he had to argue any more. What could the crew possibly be so upset about? That he’d left the ship without telling them? Not answered his p’link? He’d done that before without causing all this alarm. Something else must have happened. He was suddenly anxious to get back.

      He started towards the dock but they didn’t follow. Lanezi turned, floating backwards to look at them. Their subtle hand messages flashed between them faster than Lanezi could catch.

      “What?” he prompted them. They caught up with him and grabbed a holdbar, stopping the three of them in the junction.

      “We are with you, Lanezi,” Io stated in his dramatic way.

      “Yes, thank you for coming to help me.”

      They looked up at him as if he were missing the obvious.

      “If you are running away, we will not stop you,” Io continued.

      “We will go with you!” Euro added.

      “What?” Lanezi said too loud, in his shock.

      “Captain Ryan is hiring in the crew lounge,” Euro explained in the quietest possible voice, pointed with his head down the rimway to the right. “He would hire you and you could fix it for us.”

      “Twenty minutes left,” Io said, looking at his p’link. “Then Captain Ryan is gone.”

      Lanezi gripped the holdbar, pain surging through his body again. The pup whined in the carrier. Her heart was pounding. Lanezi’s heart was pounding. Leave him. His mind was foggy. Were they suggesting what it sounded like?

      Suddenly, Euro darted off toward the lockers, returning with four large packs. “We brought our stuff. They are so busy with Captain Thayne they didn’t notice.”

      Lanezi shuddered. He could leave. Only his oath and sense of duty kept him with Thayne, but the twins would be runaways. And they’d be running away from their doctor.

      “No,” Lanezi whispered. "I can’t. YOU can’t.”

      “You could fix it,” Euro suggested, now uncertain.

      “We are ready to do as you say,” Io proclaimed.

      Lanezi stared at them, then stared down the rim to the left, to the shuttle dock and the ride back to the demanding Thayne and oppressive life aboard the Cheetah, then stared down the rim to the right, to the crew lounge, to escape. Leave him.

      Another wave of pain washed over him and he sagged in the air. It was an insane idea. “Listen,” Lanezi let go of the bar to take them each by the shoulder. “I really wasn’t running away. I’m in no condition now anyway.”

      They gave small nogee nods, accepting his word. “But promise—,” Euro said.

      “Yes, promise,” Io continued. “If you ever go, you will take us with you.”

      “I’m not going!” Leave him.

      “Promise,” they echoed together, eyes trapping him from both sides. Lanezi was starting to shake badly.

      “Yes, yes, I promise. If I go, I’ll take you with me.” So now I really can’t go.

      Then they turned down the rimway to the left, towards the life of no escape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 CIRCLE OF LIES


        

      

    

    
      Harbor Station Shuttle Port

      An hour later, Lanezi, exhausted, put his poncho back on and struggled to strap himself into the shuttle seat without squishing the pup. While the twins were stowing their luggage and greeting the other podpups on the shuttle, he pulled out his p’link to check the messages he’d ignored. He started at the beginning, in the morning, just minutes after he had left the ship.

      -------------------------------------------------

      To: Cheetah Crew Announce

      From: Dr. Tenshi, Cheetah

      Thayne having mindstorm. Melawn, Lanezi, Zahar, please report to the Med Bay as soon as possible.

      -------------------------------------------------

      To: Lanezi, Cheetah Pilot

      From: Zahar, Cheetah Med Assistant

      Can you come to the Med Bay, please?

      -------------------------------------------------

      To: Lanezi, Cheetah Pilot

      From: Dr. Tenshi, Cheetah

      Come to the Med Bay right away.

      ------------------------------------------------

      To: Lanezi, Cheetah Pilot

      From: Melawn, Cheetah Science, Special Assignment

      Lanezi where are you?

      ------------------------------------------------

      To: Lanezi, Cheetah Pilot

      From: Nkiroo, Cheetah Engineer, Special Assignment

      Lanezi, please respond. We know you have left the ship. Thayne is making bizarre accusations. M needs information from you to reason with him.

      ------------------------------------------------

      To: Lanezi, Cheetah Pilot

      From: Dr. Tenshi, Cheetah

      LANEZI, CALL ME.

      ------------------------------------------------

      To: Cheetah Crew Announce

      From: Melawn, Cheetah Science, Special Assignment

      LANEZI IS ORDERED TO RETURN TO THE CHEETAH IMMEDIATELY. UNAUTHORIZED CREW CONTACT WITH LANEZI IS FORBIDDEN. ORDERS PER CAPTAIN THAYNE.

      ------------------------------------------------

      Lanezi closed his eyes. A wave of sickness threatened to overcome him. Bizarre accusations could only mean one thing. Thayne had figured out that Lanezi was stalling. Thayne would be furious. The crew would be angry. He knew he could never explain, that they would not understand. He looked up at the shuttle door. Closed. The secure light was on. Too late. He could not escape now.

      

      Cheetah at the Harbor Docking Ring

      After arriving at the docking ring, Lanezi, Io, and Euro took the express belt to Bay 18 and made their way to the Cheetah. Lanezi had the twins leave their extra bags in the delivery bin at the bottom of the gangway. No sense getting them in trouble.

      It’ll be Melawn waiting for me. Although both Melawn and Nkiroo were sector-famous scientists, they’d also been Thayne’s personal assistants for 10 years, since they were hand-picked at age 15. Besides the data and engineering, they listened to his wild theories and nursed him through the mindstorms. They did whatever Thayne asked, even wore the fancy clothes he told them to wear. But when it came to conflict, even mild, family-style conflict, Nkiroo would disappear.

      So Lanezi was prepared to meet Melawn at the entry hatch, but surprised to see Nkiroo floating shyly beside him, worry and sorrow creasing his dark face. Nkiroo tapped each of them on the shoulder, as always, to make sure they were real. “Come,” Nkiroo whispered to the twins, with a toss of his head toward the kitchen.

      Io and Euro didn’t budge from their handholds.

      “It’s okay,” Lanezi said, choking on the last word. “Go.”

      Euro handed Lanezi his water bottle before following Nkiroo. Both twins floated past Melawn without a word.

      Euro and Io were not normally shy with Melawn, they loved him. Although he was brilliant, his humility made him universally likable. His wavy golden hair tumbled over his bronze features. Glinting golden-brown eyes further entranced the younger twins to idolize him. Lanezi was amazed that the twins had even considered leaving him.

      “Cheetah,” Melawn said, “codelock the hatch for Captain Thayne’s s’link only.”

      “What?” Lanezi gasped and the pup stirred on his chest.

      “Yes,” Melawn said, rotating away. “Thanks to you, we’re all locked in now.”

      No escape! How bad could it have been today? “How is he?” Lanezi asked.

      “What do you care? You disappear all day and don’t even reply to urgent messages?”

      “I’m sorry. I just had to get away. You know how it is.”

      “No. I don’t know how it is to get away. And now we’ve been taking ten times the heat. Thanks to you.” Melawn’s usually polite and cooperative nature obviously battled with his stress and anger. And Lanezi couldn’t blame him. “And a podpup! Just to push him over the edge?”

      “I didn’t mean to—” Lanezi lost his voice again and struggled to swallow a drink of water.

      A flash of concern crossed Melawn’s face and he took a second look at Lanezi. Frowned. “I’m commanded to ask you some questions.” With a determined breath, he looked past Lanezi’s shoulder and asked, “Did you, Lanezi, send false data about the fuel converter to Captain Thayne on 3-Sovereignty?”

      Lanezi had never expected to be found out. He hung his head and whispered, “I wasn’t ready to jump. I just thought it would save Thayne from the stress of an argument.”

      “You do not deny it?” Melawn asked.

      “No,” Lanezi admitted. No sense making things worse. “I was stalling.”

      Melawn let out an angry breath. “In that case, I am ordered to place you under arrest.”

      “What?”

      “Captain’s orders.”

      “That’s crazy! It’s completely overreacting!” Lanezi was so stunned, he was practically shouting, but his throat couldn’t take it. His hand went to his neck trying to stop the pain.

      “Lying and falsifying data!”

      Lanezi tried to object again, but began coughing, which made the pain almost unbearable and disturbed the pup.

      “I’m taking you to Med Bay. You’re to remain under supervision. And you have to turn over your s’link.”

      Lanezi couldn’t take it in. Arrested? Every breath he took was like fire in his throat. He just wanted to sleep, to make the pain go away, to make the hurt in Melawn’s eyes go away. He felt faint, but he knew he had to hand over his s’link willingly. He reached under the poncho, struggling to get it from under the podpup carrier. He yanked it out and stared at it a moment. The symbol of his status aboard the Cheetah. Slowly, he held it out to Melawn. “Take it,” he whispered.

      

      At the top of the stairwell, Melawn grabbed a holdbar and paused, giving Lanezi a moment to wipe his eyes and compose himself. Then the door opened, exposing the Med Bay. Everyone inside froze in place as if in a theater scene. Even the rats, in their two Enriched Environment Habitats, floated transfixed except for their twitching whiskers.

      The Med Bay was a model of what Dr. Tenshi thought it should be: sterile, efficient, bright, and all business. The same could be said for Dr. Tenshi: her uniform, her short black hair, and especially her bedside manner. Anything that distracted from her main medical work was dealt with quickly and unsympathetically. Occasionally, she would show a glimmer of interest in a highly unusual problem. She was floating with Zahar, heads bowed over a pad, but now she looked up and frowned at Lanezi as if he were the cause of all the inconvenience in her life.

      Zahar, their 16-year-old reluctant medical assistant, was obviously frazzled, her brown hair frizzing out. Eyes squinting as if she had a horrible headache, she took a breath to brace herself. She glanced at the back of the Med Bay, where Thayne’s special alcove was.

      Thayne floated, cross-legged, meditating. He was 30, thin in a sickly way, pale in a sickly way, with red-rimmed eyes. He looked exhausted, but had his calm, beneficent demeanor. Then his eyes opened, brilliant black eyes, angry. His calm exterior was merely a cage. Inside a lion paced, pressing against the bars, waiting.

      Lanezi froze, instinctively fearful of Thayne’s anger and rejection. “Doctor,” Melawn addressed Dr. Tenshi, but glanced repeatedly at Thayne, “this patient will require supervision.” She nodded gravely, looking Lanezi over.

      “You really are hurt,” Zahar said, about to move towards him, but didn’t when Tenshi spoke.

      “And you really did bring a podpup aboard,” Dr. Tenshi said disapprovingly.

      “Yes, sorry, I had to,” Lanezi croaked, too stubborn to stop talking. “Didn’t you believe Dr. Obala?”

      “We didn’t know what to believe,” Dr. Tenshi said pointedly, as they all nodded.

      “I’m sorry,” Lanezi paused as Melawn pulled him toward an exam bed. “I wasn’t running away,” he appealed to them, but Dr. Tenshi did not look any less stern. “I just had a little trouble,” but his voice ran out and his whole body started to shake.

      “So I heard,” Dr. Tenshi commented, finally coming over to check on Lanezi, who would have been swaying on his feet if not for the nogee. At her movement, Zahar jolted to action, powering up the exam bed and helping Lanezi out of his poncho. “The podpup doctor presumed to explain this condition to me,” Dr. Tenshi said with annoyance. She glanced down at the pup. “Lanezi! This creature is half starved! She’ll be lucky to survive the week.”

      Lanezi gasped and hugged the poor shivering pup. The thought of losing her now was unbearable. Dr. Tenshi reached to take the pup away, but Lanezi instinctively pulled back.

      “Lanezi! How am I supposed to work here? Zahar! Take the pup and . . . disinfect it.”

      Zahar gently pried the pup from Lanezi’s fingers, whispering, “I’ll take good care of her.”

      Dr. Tenshi pulled out her med pad. “Symptoms?” she snapped.

      Lanezi swallowed and winced, pointing to his throat.“Throat? That’s not an indicative symptom.”

      He closed his eyes in exhaustion. Please can’t I go to sleep and wake up without all this pain? But when the scan came up, he peeked at Dr. Tenshi. She blinked and stared at it. Her frown changed from bothered to concerned and her manner changed completely.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding, with a touch of sympathy even, “you’ve certainly experienced a systemic event.” She shook her head. “Podpups. No end of trouble. I’ll get you something for your throat.” She glanced at Melawn, “Further discussion will have to wait.”

      “Yes, Doctor,” he answered, rotating to leave.

      “Doctor!” Zahar exclaimed, “All her hair fell out!” Lanezi’s heart pounded in alarm, but he could not move to look.

      Melawn floated over to investigate. “This sweater is insufficient. Nkiroo can design a better one for the knitter.”

      Zahar was wrapping the limp, naked, scrawny pup in a blanket. “Thank you. We have to help her. She’s part of the crew now.”

      “Of course,” Melawn said.

      “Yes,” came a determined and dangerous voice. They all started. Thayne had moved silently to float in the archway. His exhausted black eyes pounced around the scene.

      “You must save her, or I really will lose Lanezi, and I need him—for now—despite his disloyal, lying behavior, his disloyal—” the others gasped as Thayne choked over his angry words. He seemed to be burning from the inside. His small weak body convulsed as the doctor gently pulled him back to his bed.

      “Save that pup!” she mouthed over her shoulder to Zahar.

      Lanezi had had enough. Thayne had declared him disloyal, but the crew was taking care of his podpup. The bad and good extremes were too much. Lanezi’s mind circled from one to the other in a frenzy of panic and relief until exhaustion took him into a jittery sleep.

      

      After a few hours, Lanezi woke up, still shaken from his ordeal. Excuses, defenses, and denials aligned themselves in his mind. Arresting him was so . . . so . . . unnecessary, so overblown. It wasn’t as if stalling was against the law.

      The pup, now in a beautiful blue sweater with white snowflakes, was sleeping soundly by his side. He still didn’t feel a bond with her. He almost felt as if she too were rejecting him. They had accused him of lying. Lying? He had admitted that he had stalled, had sent some false data, just to protect Thayne, to save him from the stress of an argument. “. . . lying is despicable . . .”⁠1  They would not have understood his real reasons. “If we meet with lying, faithlessness, and deceit, we are miserable.”⁠2    It was for their own good, mostly. “We should at all times manifest our truthfulness . . .”⁠3  Lying and stalling are not the same thing! “Without truthfulness progress and success, in all the worlds of God, are impossible for any soul.”⁠4

      His life-long reading of ‘Abdu’l-Bahá’s Writings came to him unbidden, as if his soul and mind battled over the truth of what he had done. A terrifying thought came to Lanezi. If he managed to excuse away the lying, did that mean that his mind had won? His soul would lose?

      Lying. I must face it. I have done an evil thing. More excuses rose up. He was not to blame, he was stressed, he lived with turmoil, I was forced . . . but he knew now that he could not allow his lower instincts to win. True life was the life of the soul. No more excuses. No escape. I lied. I must beg God for forgiveness. I must let my soul win the battle for myself or I am lost. “I beg Thy forgiveness, O my God, and implore pardon after the manner Thou wishest Thy servants to direct themselves to Thee.”⁠5
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      4-Dominion

      Cheetah at the Harbor Docking Ring

      A full night’s sleep did not ease the pain in Lanezi’s chest or in his heart. The hurt in his chest would go away, but what of the misery of lying? Lying, “the very foundation of all evil . . . no more evil or reprehensible quality can be imagined in all existence.”⁠1  The shame of it swirled around Lanezi. Why now? Why did I not feel the pain until I was found out? Why didn’t I feel it when I was lying, if lying itself was the evil?

      Now the whole crew knew. Lanezi could tell by their small movements in the busy Med Bay. He could detect a difference in the attitude toward him.

      The twins had come early to help Zahar feed the rats, as always. But they did not come to pat the podpup or greet Lanezi. Their fearful glances usually flung in Thayne’s direction were now coming Lanezi’s way.

      Thayne was still resting in his alcove. Melawn was floating next to him praying quietly and murmuring reassuringly to Thayne. Both of them were pointedly ignoring Lanezi.

      The doctor seemed to be building up to a difficult task. As she was usually the one who facilitated their consultations, Lanezi knew what was coming: the big consultation to restore unity. It would focus on Lanezi, the weakest link in their chain that kept Thayne surrounded and manageable. Now, the circle of containment had been broken.

      Only Zahar seemed unchanged, or at least unsurprised, by the turn of events. Since she was aboard the Cheetah reluctantly, she probably expected the worst from all of them.

      “Incoming call for Dr. Tenshi,” the Cheetah announced. The doctor winced at the loud voice.

      “Cheetah, send it to my s’link.”

      Much quieter on the s’link, Lanezi could just make out Dr. Obala inquiring about the pup. Tenshi frowned and answered, “Thank you for following up, doctor. They are both improved this morning. The pup is eating well. Her hair fell out completely, so we’re keeping her warm. She is sleeping with Lanezi now.” Over her shoulder, Lanezi saw Thayne maneuver so he could see better. The doctor went on with the medical details. Lanezi couldn’t hear Dr. Obala clearly, but Dr. Tenshi suddenly stiffened.

      “Visit?” She whirled in the air and signaled Thayne for any suggestions. “Our Med Bay is a class 4 facility. I hate for you to spend your valuable time, doctor, coming all the way from the station. Of course. Two hours.”

      They all waited a beat to make sure he was off.

      “He’s coming,” she said simply to Thayne. “What could I say?”

      “Nothing,” Thayne agreed. “It’s not your fault,” he added, flashing an angry look at Lanezi. “How perceptive is this Obala?” Thayne asked the doctor.

      “He sounds suspicious, but more as if he thinks we couldn’t manage to take care of a podpup than anything else.”

      “We must put him at ease. Where is Nkiroo?”

      “Kitchen duty,” Dr. Tenshi answered.

      “Kitchen? It’s a waste. Others should do that work.” He signaled Melawn to stay behind. “I assume everyone remembers what we do here?” he said to the twins.

      “Yes, Captain,” Euro answered timidly.

      “Genetic research,” Io added innocently. “And radiation research. And cargo.”

      Thayne nodded and floated down the stairs. The pup hid her face from him as he passed by.

      “A quick clean up in here, please,” Tenshi said nervously, half looking like she might go after Thayne.

      The twins finished with the rats, scratching each one in turn so that they would not feel slighted. Lanezi got a clean blanket for the pup and made sure pink formula drips were wiped off her furless chin.

      “Dr. Obala coming!” Lanezi thought that might illicit some response from the pup, but she just looked up at him.

      Lanezi had washed up and made himself semi-presentable when they were all stunned by the Cheetah making a loud announcement.

      “Attention: Code Blue. All crew prepare for reorientation. Attention: Code Blue. All crew to blue zones.”

      “What?” Dr. Tenshi exclaimed.

      “God protect us,” Nkiroo breathed, just coming up the stairs. “What is he doing?”

      “Thayne!” Dr. Tenshi warned over her s’link. “Leaving will only make Obala more suspicious!”

      “All crew to blue zones. Five minutes.”

      “Five minutes?” Nkiroo repeated, unbelieving. They looked at each other in panic.

      “He wouldn’t,” Lanezi started to say, but then he felt the precision pulsing of the docking engines.

      “Yes he will. He’s been pushed over the edge,” Melawn warned, launching toward the stairs.

      “No, Melawn, you can’t make it to the Command Bay in five minutes,” Nkiroo objected, reaching for Melawn’s arm. But Melawn twisted in air to avoid him and headed down the stairs.

      “Confirm blue zones!” The Cheetah was ordering. There weren’t even six safe spots in the Med Bay, unless they pulled down the other beds. And they couldn’t get far in the four minutes they had left. Whoever wasn’t in a blue zone could be injured or killed, depending on the acceleration.

      This is insanity. Lanezi took a breath to countermand the order, but it would make Thayne storm beyond anything they had yet experienced. Lanezi locked eyes with the doctor.

      “Containment. Maintain rationality,” she whispered.

      “There’s nothing rational about this!”

      “Placate him until he calms down.” she suggested. But Lanezi knew Thayne wasn’t just undocking to avoid Dr. Obala. Thayne meant to join the jump group.

      “He’ll take us to the a-rings!”

      “Then we’ll have five days to deal with him!” the doctor insisted.

      Lanezi looked at Nkiroo. “I do not believe we can stop him,” Nkiroo cautioned.

      “Three minutes! Confirm blue zones.”

      Lanezi had a sudden fear that Nkiroo was warning him that he would not even be able to countermand the Cheetah. And he didn’t have his s’link. They must be ready or risk their lives. “Euro! Io! Get to your cabin and strap!” Their cabin was the closest and they were fast in nogee. They could make it in three minutes.

      “Thayne!” The doctor called. “Melawn is on his way to you. Wait for him!”

      The doctor ordered Nkiroo and Zahar to the extra exam beds and she headed for Thayne’s special bed. Lanezi strapped back into his exam bed, securing the podpup carrier to his sore chest.

      “Confirm blue zones!” The Cheetah announced again.

      The doctor raised her hand to silence them. Although they were all strapped, she held her s’link, waiting to hear from the twins.

      “Tenshi confirm.” Thayne himself was now doing the confirms.

      She held her silence.

      “Nkiroo confirm.”

      “We need a few more minutes, Captain,” Tenshi explained as calmly as possible. “The twins have gone to their cabin.”

      “Euro, Io, confirm.”

      “Confirmed,” Euro announced breathlessly, “both of us.”

      “Tenshi, Nkiroo, Lanezi, Zahar, confirming blue zone,” Tenshi reported.

      “Attention: Prepare to undock.” The bed turned 90 degrees so ‘down’ would now be flat against the wall.

      There was a jolt and Lanezi knew they were free of the dock. He used his p’link to activate the big screen and bring up the scene in the Command Bay.

      No sign of Melawn, yet Thayne had already started to maneuver.

      “Thayne,” Lanezi croaked into the p’link, knowing he would be ignored. “Thayne, I’m in no condition. I can’t jump. We have plenty of time to get to Nocturne and come back next month. Iricana said she was delayed. There’s no rush.” No one else said anything. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for stalling. For . . . lying. Please don’t . . . Captain,” he begged. He felt the others’ eyes on him. Please listen to reason. “I won’t be ready in five days.” Lanezi was shocked when Thayne glared back at him over the screen.

      “Yes, you will. You will jump. You owe it to me, you . . .” the ship lurched and Thayne was talking to the Cheetah again. Melawn burst into the Command Bay, but made no attempt to stop Thayne. Strapping into the co-pilot seat, he humbly nodded to Thayne. “Blue zone confirmed, Captain.”

      Lanezi tried to think straight. There was no reason to panic. Thayne could order the Cheetah through docking maneuvers. He could order the trip to the a-rings, but no ship could jump without a pilot. Thayne could not leave Harbor system without Lanezi. And all his fuming couldn’t force Lanezi to do anything that wasn’t safe. Dr. Tenshi had warned Lanezi many times that part of their job of circling around Thayne was to stay rational.

      Who am I kidding? If they made it to the rings in time for the jump, Thayne would guilt Lanezi into going.

      The boosting schedule came up on the main screen. Dr. Tenshi couldn’t see the screen so Nkiroo read it out. “Nine hours boosting at 1.2 gee.”

      “Nine hours!” Zahar complained, “With only three breaks?

      “Three ten-minute breaks,” Nkiroo confirmed.

      It was barely enough time to go to the facilities and grab some food. Thayne was taking his anger out on all of them.

      

      Lanezi got food for the pup during the first break so he was starving by the second break. He spent the hours worrying and trying to talk to the pup. They turned off the main screen so they didn’t have to see Thayne.

      He said prayers to himself and some to the pup. She seemed to relax a bit and even stretched her little paw out of the carrier and pressed it against Lanezi’s chest. He almost cried. He kept reassuring her that everything was fine and he would take care of her. She had no way to know that his turmoil was with Thayne—and himself.

      The others tried to sleep and talk a bit, but worry over what would come next kept them from any true rest. After the third break was over, they had just started accelerating when there was a spronging noise. Something dropped onto Lanezi’s leg—and scampered away.

      “The rats!” he called out. The mutated rats’ EEHAB door had sprung open and several rats had jumped or fallen out. They weren’t back to full acceleration yet so the drop didn’t kill them. But the door was still open and others were teetering at the brink.

      Lanezi grabbed his p’link. “Cancel the acceleration! Cheetah, cancel boosting! Thayne, the rats! The door is open. They’re falling out. They’ll be killed!”

      “Thayne, stop.” Dr. Tenshi said simply, “We can’t lose the rats.”

      “We’re not stopping.”

      “Thayne, Captain, my work, the twins.”

      “You can breed more. We’re not stopping.”

      “They’ll come back,” Zahar said.

      “We have to stop,” Nkiroo argued, sounding more panicked than Lanezi had ever heard him. “We can’t let them loose on the ship!”

      “Are you afraid of a few rats?” Thayne scoffed.

      “Thayne, you don’t know, you’ve never seen a ship infested, it’s horrible—you don’t know,” Nkiroo when on. He was not sounding so rational himself. Lanezi didn’t know Nkiroo’s whole story, only that he’d been orphaned and alone on a ship for a long time. But rats?

      They were at full acceleration now. Lanezi tried to watch where the rats went, but they scrambled out of sight. Nkiroo was reaching for his straps. “Kiro! Don’t unstrap; we can’t get them while we’re boosting!” the doctor ordered.

      “They’ll come back!” Zahar insisted. “They always do. They love their treats.”

      The mutant ones were so small—just like the twins whose mutation they were bred to study. The remaining rats in the EEHAB seemed to understand their danger as they stayed back from the door. One in particular was pushing the others to safety.

      “Lanezi, what’s happening?” the doctor called.

      “There’s still some in the EEHAB, but they’re staying back. At least five fell out, but they all got up and ran away.”

      “Thayne,” the doctor pleaded, “I know how much you want to get to the a-rings, but we can take a break now and boost later. We’ll only add on a few minutes.”

      “No breaks. You can find them later.” Lanezi recognized the imperious tone of Thayne at his most unreasonable. There was no point in arguing. Proof that staying rational was sometimes no help.

      “No,” Nkiroo sobbed.

      

      At last, the boosting was over. In nogee now, Lanezi unstrapped his tense, aching body. The doctor checked on Nkiroo, who needed help unstrapping, he was shaking so badly. Melawn came zooming up the stairs to Nkiroo’s side, putting an arm around him and assuring him everything would be alright.

      “Where’s Thayne?” Lanezi whispered to Melawn.

      “Went to his cabin to sleep.”

      “Thank heavens,” Zahar whispered so only Lanezi could hear. “Maybe he’ll wake up as a human being.”

      As unhappy as Zahar was with being part of their team, Lanezi had never heard her be so harsh with anyone. We’re all reaching our limits.

      Tenshi checked the cage. “Five missing, four males, but only one female.”

      “ONLY ONE!” That’s 10 pups per litter⁠—”

      “Shhh,” Melawn tried to calm him. “We’ll find them.”

      The pup stirred in Lanezi’s arms. She was looking around the room intensely. “Find.”

      “She spoke!” Lanezi said. “Whispered, anyway.”

      “Find! She said find!” Zahar said excitedly.

      “Yes! She’s a locator!” Lanezi slipped her out of the carrier. “Can you find the rats?”

      “Please,” Nkiroo murmured.

      The doctor, peeking into every crack in the Med Bay, on the verge of tears, looked over. Lanezi wasn’t sure how it was done, but they hung, waiting for the pup to take the lead. She closed her eyes. The others dared not make a sound, although as far as Lanezi knew, podpup hearing was no better than human hearing, and what would she listen for, a snoring rat?

      She hung there, turning slightly. The pup tilted her head, eyes still closed. For a second, Lanezi felt the fire in his veins again and a surge of fear overwhelmed him. But it passed quickly this time. Suddenly, she pointed with her naked little finger.

      The doctor gently guided the pup towards where she was pointing until she touched a small panel door that wasn’t shut properly. “Nothing could squeeze in—” Tenshi popped open the panel and sure enough, a sleepy rat was curled up inside. In a flash, the doctor had the rat. She turned with astonishment to the pup, her skepticism gone. “Good girl!” she praised. “Oh you are a treasure!” The pup wiggled in happiness at the first sign of acceptance from the doctor.

      “Oh, little one,” Zahar cooed and patted her. “Can you find more?”

      Within minutes, all the rats were safely back in the EEHAB, with only one minor injury. The crew was giddy with relief.

      “Lanezi, you have to name her,” Zahar insisted.

      “Whisper,” Lanezi thought aloud. “She only whispers.”

      “Yes,” everyone agreed, including Whisper.

      A small burden of worry dropped away from Lanezi. Whisper had spoken. The rats were found. The ship would not be infested, and the race against time experiment to save the twins’ lives would not be delayed. Best of all, Thayne would sleep for two days.

      Two days of peace to heal, both his body and the break in unity he had made by lying to the crew. Of course, it would take more than two days to fix that, but a head start without Thayne was a blessing.

      Whisper looked up at him. “Rats sick” she said. “Die anyway,” just as Io and Euro came up the stairs looking tired and pale.
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      Cheetah, en route to Harbor a-rings

      The next day, Lanezi was feeling so much better and so relieved, he thought maybe he would be able to jump—or was that just the guilt talking?

      He was back in the Med Bay for Whisper’s daily check up. The doctor dispensed with him after a quick scan. “You’ll live.” Then she fussed over Whisper as if she were a human baby.

      Nkiroo, who was on duty in the Command Bay, called Lanezi’s p’link. “Urgent packet for the Cheetah from Harbor Outbound Authority.”

      “For me?”

      “Thayne’s asleep.”

      Lanezi dived into the alcove and whispered, “But I was arrested, so I’m removed from the command order, right?”

      “Oh.” Nkiroo said, “I’ll just play it for everyone.”

      “Cheetah, this is Harbor Outbound Authority. Your request to jump cannot be granted at this time,” a formal voice read out. “You must first fulfill your obligation to Relay Readiness. You are assigned as Relay Standby Ship starting 9-Dominion until the next jump on 9-Loftiness, when you may resubmit your jump request. As your relay turn has already been waived three times, no further exceptions are possible under the jurisdiction of H.O.A.

      “Your flight path should be corrected within the day to allow the current relay ship to stand down. Please confirm. H.O.A. out.”

      The crew stared at each other in surprise. “Well,” Dr. Tenshi said, “that solves that problem.”

      “What problem?” Io innocently asked.
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      Dr. Tenshi scowled. Most of the crew tried to protect the teens from the difficulties of dealing with Thayne, but Dr. Tenshi believed in straight talk.

      “Captain Thayne was eager to jump, even though Lanezi is not recovered, but now we can’t jump anyway, because we have to do our relay turn.”

      “What’s that?” Euro asked. Lanezi sometimes forgot they weren’t from the outer sectors.

      Melawn steered them to the screen and pointed out a picture of Harbor system, tracing an imaginary line from Harbor Station to the L4 point where the Harbor a-rings were. “In case Harbor needs to send an emergency message, one ship has to wait here, at the H.O.A. Station, next to the a-rings, at all times. That way, you don’t have to waste five days waiting for a ship to get to the a-rings and jump.”
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