



[image: Cover]






[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Supernova Soul

ISBN: 978-1-64890-060-0

Copyright © 2020 by Matthew J. Metzger

Cover Art by Natasha Snow Copyright © 2020

Edited by Elizabetta McKay

Published in July, 2020 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

WARNING:

This book contains discussions of homophobia and transphobia, misgendering, a depiction of past child abuse, off-page suicides, and the deaths of side characters.


Supernova Soul

Roche Limit, Book Two

Matthew J. Metzger


Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

About the Author


Chapter One

“You’re a work of art, supernova slow.”

The airlock hissed and jettisoned its load with a dull thump. Through the tiny viewing window, the foil blanket that had served for a funeral shroud faded away into the abyss and winked out of view.

Nobody said a word.

“Between the devil and the sea, you’re colouring for show.”

There had been eight of them in the beginning. Now, three stood by the door, warped shadows in the emergency lighting bidding a silent farewell to the fourth. In the dark, they were all the same shape. Tall ghosts, two with glittering eyes.

The third turned away.

“Maybe you’re bursting open, maybe you’re falling shut.”

It took four steps towards the cockpit door before a noise cut across the vigil. The whisper-soft voice crackled up the walls like fire and singed the air. The crisp consonants bracketed soft vowels, refusing any temptation to blur into a softer tone. Quiet did not mean gentle. Not here, and not now.

“Where are you going?”

“Maybe you’re the knife, and maybe you’re the cut.”

For a moment, it worked. A stillness returned, and for a split second, it seemed as though the semicircle of sentries at the airlock door could be rebuilt. But then the footsteps continued, creaking along the gantry towards the cockpit door.

“Work.”

“Nobody’s gonna know, supernova soul.”

As though it were a scene from a play, the shadows balanced the edges of the stage that had become their prison. The detractor at the cockpit door. The speaker in the centre. And the sentry, sinking to his knees in front of the airlock and murmuring the funeral prayer, a soft music bubbling up to join the pop song bidding farewell to the brainless corpse of Maintenance Technician Edward Sanders.

“They’re staring at the glitter and not the centre of the hole.”

Brainless because said brains were still splattered up the wall of the toilet where he’d shot himself. A single deafening boom and the being known as Edward Sanders was gone. All his hopes and dreams, all his history and possible futures, everything. Gone. The sparks of life buried in his neurons had been plastered up the shower tiles, and that had been that.

But Hélène LeFebvre was not gone, and she let herself back into the cockpit without a trace of sorrow. Eddie had died. His husk had been flushed into space so its decomposition wouldn’t harm the rest of them. Now she had a job to get on with.

She had to find them a way out of this mess.

“I know your little secret, supernova slow.”

Hélène LeFebvre, the best navigation officer in the company, had also been the best in the military before she was enticed away by a higher salary. So they were in deep space. So they were weeks from any mapped trade routes. So what? She’d been trained for this. She’d successfully tracked their ship ever since the evacuation, even through a ship-wide power cut and a compromised communications array. And now—

“And you’d give all the world so I would never know.”

Hélène swallowed as she sank into her seat and glanced at the navigation console. The sensor screens stared back at her in the dark, empty and mocking. Every time she blinked, she could see the neon green of the mass they’d been tracking for weeks—but it existed now only on the backs of her eyelids. The mass—the ship—was gone.

“You’ve got all your secrets, wrapped up in the dark.”

They evacuated weeks ago after a fire in the engine room had taken out the entire power supply, including the emergency generators and the solar batteries. It should have been a simple affair. They were in the middle of a drill, so the evacuation itself had been orderly. The duty engineering team would remain behind to repair the damage. It should have been over in a matter of hours.

Eight weeks later, and they were still locked into the escape pods with dwindling supplies and draining batteries. Eight weeks they’d been following the ship, waiting for someone to light her up again and welcome them back on board. Eight weeks.

“And I know every one, and I’ve never missed the mark.”

Following the ship had been child’s play for a navigator like Hélène. She’d even fixed their comms array and been broadcasting instructions to the other pods. Nobody ever replied, but they’d followed her. They couldn’t speak back, but they could plainly hear. If there had been a higher-ranking officer out there, they’d fallen into the chain of command dictated by the only working array in the fleet. And until the early hours of the morning, Hélène had been in control.

“You’re a little stupid, supernova soul.”

Until the ship had lit up like a Christmas tree across all sensors, not just mass. Until it had turned instead of drifted. Until a vapour trail had bled out behind it as if they chased a harpooned whale in a vast sea.

And then it was gone.

The flash of hope as EU-404 had powered up and corrected course had been snuffed out mere hours later. When she’d turned again, her engines burned like the surface of a star, and she had vanished into the dark.

Gone.

Five minutes later, Edward Sanders had blown his brains up the wall.

“You’ve bought into your lying until you called it true.”

The cockpit door hissed back, and the pilot marched in. Zoë Baumgartner. A short, slim woman with an eerily symmetrical face, a rigidly pretty appearance coupled with a haphazardly cobbled-together personality. In short, the exact opposite of Hélène. Hélène was tall and black, with neatly braided hair in a regulation bun, a single beaded string carefully selected to match her uniform the only decoration permitted. Zoë, on the other hand, was so white she looked bleached, and only reached five feet in height if she wore her socks. Her features were so perfectly laid out, they erred towards creepy instead of charming, and the fact that she’d shaved her head only on one side didn’t help matters much. Her ice-blue eyes were permanently angry, and—as if to purposefully annoy Hélène—she’d cut her hair within a week of the evacuation into a jagged asymmetrical design that was definitely against regulations.

“You’re a real piece of work, Hélène.”

“But here’s your little secret, for the likes of me and you.”

For all her stomping and smashing about, Zoë rarely raised her voice. In another world—and maybe with another personality, one which respected the rules—she would have made a wonderful senior officer. Her voice crackled with cold fury, yet its volume never rose above a whisper. She could spit her consonants or slur her vowels. She spoke to Hélène and Tariq in the exact same volume, even the exact same pitch. Yet to him, she acted friendly, and to Hélène—

Well, to Hélène, she acted like a pain in the backside.

“You will call me ma’am, or Officer LeFebvre,” Hélène returned coldly. “And I suggest we focus on the job at hand.”

“He had a kid. Hélène. Back home in America. One last long haul to pay off his wife’s medical bills, and then Eddie was going to stay home and raise his little boy. He wouldn’t stop talking about him. Micky this and Micky that, and did I tell you about the time Micky went to Disneyland. Micky’s not gonna see his dad again. Micky’s dad put a gun in his mouth and—”

“If we don’t find a way out of here, nobody will have the first clue how, when, or even if Sanders died at all,” Hélène snapped. “I have a job to do. I suggest you do the same.”

“And what’s my job, Hélène? Stare at the walls? I’m a pilot. And we’re not going anywhere.”

“Wrong,” said Hélène. “The ship will have left a visible vapour trail. If we raise the radiation shields, we’ll be able to follow it manually.”

She tapped out the commands as they argued. They had to keep the shields closed most of the time, or getting out of deep space wouldn’t matter. Hélène would rather not die of radiation sickness. So they had agreed to raise them once a week to get a visual bearing and rely on her calculations and the sensors for the rest.

In truth, radiation shields weren’t her purview, and Hélène wasn’t sure if once a week was already too often. But with Sanders making up the fifth suicide in this tin can since the evacuation, they had long since run out of the traditional division of labour. And options. So once a week it remained, and on Hélène’s station it sat.

The shields whirred deafeningly on the other side of the hull, and the cockpit door hissed as Tariq joined them, scrubbing the blood and brain matter out from under his fingers with a brush. Hélène ignored it. He was a nurse—blood and brain matter were part of his life just as much as trajectory calculations were part of Hélène’s. He sank down onto the bunk without a word, and as the light from the nearest sun flooded the cockpit, Hélène looked over her shoulder at the rusty stains on his uniform. He must have been scrubbing out the shower unit.

“Oh, my fucking God.”

“Under the glamour and the glitter, where it gets a little bitter.”

Hélène snapped back around at Zoë’s low curse. Her jaw sagged.

Splattered across space spun an asteroid field of debris. Engine parts. Hull beams. Shards of tempered glass glittering in the light of the background star. A glob of something pink drifted by the viewing port, only inches away. It matched the stains on Tariq’s shirt.

Pods.

The gutted remains of escape pods. A whole fleet, broken down—quite literally—into a handful of survivors. There had to be twenty or thirty shuttles smashed into pieces out there.

“The ship,” Zoë whispered. “Oh God. The ship rammed them. It just rammed them.”

Hélène’s stomach twisted as if someone had reached into her gut and clamped a fist around her insides. She stared blankly at the death in front of her and struggled to process what it meant. Dead. Hundreds dead.

“You’re supernova slow with a supernova soul.”

“That’s it,” Zoë said. “We’re not a fleet anymore. We’re not leading a charge to follow a blind ship.”

Hélène blinked. She looked away from the blob of human flesh crawling across their viewing window, and the cramps eased. The cool coat of command settled around her shoulders. It was entirely possible now that she wasn’t the senior officer by virtue of a malfunctioning communications system, but the senior officer by virtue of being the highest rank still alive.

“We need to regroup,” she said. “Get everyone together, run a skills analysis, find out what equipment we can salvage, and figure out a plan.”

“Right,” said Zoë and unlocked the manual controls.

“What are you—”

“You want to spacewalk out there? No. We’re touching down. Find us somewhere to land, and I’ll get us down.”

Hélène opened her mouth to argue, then watched as the once-living flesh brushed up against the outside of the glass and left a long, wet smear of pink blood and yellow pus in its wake.

She clamped her jaw shut and nodded.

“You aren’t anything but dust ’round the edges of a hole.”

“Tariq?” Zoë called.

“Mm?”

“Turn off that fucking music.”


Chapter Two

“This is Navigation Officer Hélène LeFebvre. I am ordering any remaining pods to disengage the autopilot and plot a course tracking our coordinates. I will transmit coordinates every hundred seconds. Out.”

Silence echoed back at her.

Both inside the cockpit and from the comms array. When she craned her neck, Tariq had stretched out on the bunk and closed his eyes. Zoë sat thin-lipped and silent for once, squinting through her goggles as she wrestled the underpowered pod into a sharp turn to head away from the star. They had been inching around the same star for four weeks now. They already knew nowhere safe beckoned from that direction.

In theory, touchdown should be simple. Escape pods came with oxygen recyclers, atmospheric generators, and biotents. If they landed a few close together, they could build tunnels between them to negate the need for spacesuits.

Except all that equipment was for pods jettisoned when a ship was already going down inside an atmosphere. Pods weren’t designed to perform a landing involving entering an atmosphere. They could re-enter Earth’s atmosphere—albeit messily—but docking at stations happened outside the biodomes, and entering an unknown atmosphere was dangerous even for a fully shielded exploration vessel.

Put simply, the wrong chemical makeup surrounding their chosen planet, and they could explode just by grazing the thermosphere.

They were going to need a hell of a lot of luck.

Still, there wasn’t anything else for it. Much to Hélène’s annoyance, Zoë was right. They couldn’t catch up to the ship. They would run out of supplies in a matter of weeks. And on their own, they didn’t have the equipment to manufacture anything with enough power to enable an escape.

But several pods together might.

Although they had been coasting through uncharted space for weeks, both on the EU-404 and after, it wasn’t an especially lonely stretch in terms of celestial bodies. Since the captain’s ill-fated decision to take a shortcut, Hélène had spent her days navigating them around countless stars and weaving through a number of orbits. They had narrowly missed the tail of a comet on one memorable occasion. If there was one thing Hélène knew, it was they’d find a whole host of rocky planets or small moons to call home.

Less certain was their ability to land on one.

A total lack of atmosphere would put too much strain on the biotents. A methane-heavy one would probably prevent them landing, especially with the way the fuel cells were so exposed on these newer models. A planet too far from its star would drain the solar batteries within days, but too near would strain the atmospheric controls trying to keep the crew from roasting to death. And absolutely none of that lay within the navigator’s purview.

CSF had trained her for these scenarios, but Hélène had to admit it had been in the first or second year of college, and her knowledge was a little rusty. If Tariq had trained in a proper medical school then he might be able to help a little with the chemistry of the matter, but he probably hadn’t. Most nurses were just orderlies in scrubs, in Hélène’s opinion. And Zoë, well. Zoë hadn’t even qualified to fly solo yet. No point in asking her.

At least Hélène could cope with the silence.

Most of her days in space were silent. She wasn’t out here to make friends. She wasn’t even out here from a sense of wonder that could be shared with other like-minded people. She was out here to get promoted, earn a seven-figure salary, and prove everyone wrong. She was out here to make something of herself. Making friends had never been a part of it. Working in silence on her shifts was normal for Hélène, and she certainly preferred it to arguing with Zoë or listening to Sanders whittering on.

At least that last part was permanently done with.

The pod’s clock flashed up four in the morning, and Zoë suddenly leaned back, clicking the autopilot into live mode before getting up and heading for the door. Hélène presumed she needed the head until she bent over the bunk and shook Tariq’s shoulder.

“Hey, buddy. It’s four. You want to pray?”

Her soft voice drifted through the cockpit. The bunk creaked. Tariq, a tall and lean beanpole of a man, always folded himself up to fit, and as Hélène glanced over her shoulder, he unravelled as though he were a plant in the morning sun. He scratched at his beard with a yawn, then nodded and pulled a small woven mat and a bottle of water down from one of the overhead lockers.

“Is this really the time?” Hélène asked as Tariq washed in brisk, automatic movements. The fuzzy expression on his face suggested he hadn’t entirely woken up yet.

“Which way?” Zoë asked, completely ignoring her.

Tariq consulted a small, handheld device that Hélène recognised as a cheap homing beacon. They were designed to point towards Earth from the last known coordinates. It would be hopelessly out by now, yet Tariq turned the mat towards the port wall as though it were foolproof.

“Really?” Hélène asked again. “You have a job to do, Zoë.”

“And you know what, if praying gets whoever’s out here to show us a little favour today, then I’m all for it,” Zoë retorted.

Tariq started to speak, and Hélène gave up in disgust. Fine. Let them waste their time. She didn’t begrudge Tariq—not like he had anything else to do now Sanders had been buried in space and the shower scrubbed down—but Zoë had duties. Hélène recorded the breach of protocol in her electronic diary, then returned to hunting for suitable planets. Without a damn pilot to tell her if a landing might be feasible.

At least it didn’t take long. Twenty minutes later, Tariq went out to the main quarters to start breakfast, and Zoë clambered back into her seat.

“You could show a little humanity,” she said. “He had to clean a man’s brains off the wall. I think he deserves some space to pray after that.”

“He’s a nurse,” Hélène snapped. “It won’t be the first time he’s seen a man’s brain.”

“Maybe it’s the first time he’s seen a friend’s.”

“They weren’t—”

“How would you know?” Zoë retorted. “You don’t even know what a friend looks like.”

The remark stung, and Hélène clenched her jaw.

“We have a job to do,” she said.

“Yeah. Surviving. But you could remember to live a little while you’re at it.”

They lapsed into an angry silence.

But when Tariq brought some powdered eggs on freezer-bread toast up from the galley, Hélène made sure to thank him.

*

The thing about space was, well, the space.

Even in close proximity to things, they were thousands of miles away. So even with plenty of possibilities in this sector, three days still stretched out in an endless, mind-numbing boredom before Tariq shook Hélène awake, his low voice soothing in her ear.

“Zoë says strap in.”

Hélène blinked muzzily, then shoved herself up out of the bunk. Zoë wore her full harness, goggles glinting in the emergency lighting as if she were an alien bug rather than human. As Hélène climbed into the navigator’s chair, she heard Tariq buckling himself into the medical officer’s seat.

“Full harness?”

“It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

The radiation shields were up. The curve of a moon occupied the whole bottom half of the viewing screen, with the orange edge of its mother planet just visible beyond, like an ugly great sky. Hélène eyed it suspiciously, even as she opened a comms link to the other pods.

“This is Navigation Officer Hélène LeFebvre. We are going to land on the moon at fifteen, fifteen, one, five, five. I will continue to broadcast exact position every hundred seconds. Trainee Pilot Baumgartner is going to broadcast live instructions for re-entry.”

She glanced at Zoë and said her next words through gritted teeth.

“Over to you.”

Zoë already had her headset in place and nodded once. And then, of course, threw all professionalism to the winds.

“Good morning, campers!”

Hélène sighed heavily.

“Today we are going to visit a lovely little moon with a highly toxic atmosphere but—good news—a nice flat surface and none of those messy iron deposits to fuck up our sensor readings. Now some of you aren’t the expert at landing one of these babies that I am, but don’t worry. We’ll get down there. Ideally in one piece, but breaking off a couple of edges here and there won’t matter too much.”

“Oh for the love of God,” Hélène growled.

“Safety first, everyone on board needs to be in a full harness. If you have injured or disabled personnel unable to wear the seat harnesses, they need to be buckled down to the bunks. All loose items need to be locked down, up to and including fluffy dice. If you believe in God—or anything deity-esque at all—now is the time to remind Him, Her, Them, or It of your good deeds and devotion. We can fight about whose god pulled it off when we get there.”

Hélène frowned. Zoë’s knuckles were white around her controls. Her jaunty voice wobbled. A crackle underpinned her words, like comms static on a good news story.

Scared.

“If you are still relying on the autopilot, this must be fully disengaged. Manually move your craft to a seventeen-degree angle to the surface, nose down, with the rear thrusters fully extended. Check rotation is working through one hundred and eighty degrees. If you are not familiar with a pilot’s console, use the gears like a gaming joystick until the numbers match, and you’ll be fine.”

The craft tilted. The moon lurched up sickeningly below them. Despite Zoë’s remark about iron, the reddish-brown surface reminded Hélène of rust or dried blood. Dark clouds skidded across the atmosphere in fat clumps. The gravity field prevented it, of course, but Hélène imagined the zips on her uniform dangling down towards the surface, as though she were about to fall—thousands of miles—into a whirlpool.

“Your distance must be within ten and twelve thousand feet to the upper stratosphere. Huddle up if it’s not, people!”

Facing directly down as they were, Hélène couldn’t visually see any other pods, but her sensor readings could pick up five more fully powered craft in an arc alongside them. Her heart sank. Five. Even if they were the only one that had lost crewmembers, that was a maximum of forty-three survivors. Out of two hundred and sixty-seven.

Assuming everybody made it.

“On my mark, activate the rear thrusters at nineteen percent for exactly twenty-nine seconds.”

A long pause. Tariq blew out a noisy breath and mumbled something either obscene or religious. Zoë took a deep breath of her own, and pinched the thruster control between finger and thumb.

“Mark!”

The thrusters boomed. They lurched forward. The reddish surface of the barren moon eclipsed the planet, and it swelled like a pustulent boil on a builder’s behind as they were nudged past of the point of no return. When Zoë cut off the thrusters on the twenty-ninth second, gravity seized the pod in a tight fist and dragged them down.

“Just relax into it, boys. This is what getting fucked feels like.”

“Zoë, for God’s sake—”

“Not that you’d know,” Zoë muttered snidely, then squeezed the controls. “Folks, you’ll want to be keeping an eye on your speed. When it hits twenty thousand, flip the thrusters around one hundred and eighty degrees, and open the throttle the whole way. And I mean whole!”

Hélène couldn’t see the speed from her chair. She didn’t want to. The rattling of a pod in freefall was enough. Behind her, Tariq prayed. Loudly. Hélène didn’t much believe in gods, and she didn’t speak a word of Arabic, but she was tempted to join in. Pods weren’t designed for this. They weren’t fucking colony ships. They weren’t designed for this.
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