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			Prologue – The Last Days


			There was chaos on the streets. The kind of chaos that ensues when illusion and disbelief are finally shattered. Or rather, have been forced to shatter, regardless of people’s thoughts or opinions or tenets, ushering in a primal fear, a push to survive, no matter the cost. The signs were all there, of course. The signs of inevitable disaster. Yes, their leaders had done their best to hide them, to dissuade the general populace and snuff out the loudest criers. They knew that this end was coming and that only a select few from the highest echelons of the hierarchy would be saved. 


			A large part of the city was ablaze. The quakes were likely the cause of some of the fires but others, Asthorn knew, had been started in the fighting. He found the thin line between civilised citizen and deranged lunatic interesting. Certain death did not focus the mind for everyone. It appeared that for some it was all they needed to release their inhibitions and devolve into mad animals. 


			He waited quietly in the shadows as his plumber – Zee had been his name before – plucked out his wrench from some unfortunate pedestrian’s skull and resumed his foray down the street, shouting the faults that had doomed their society. It was a unique view, Asthorn had to agree, because Zee blamed his peers even more than their leaders for not rising up in opposition when there had still been time at hand. Now, Asthorn thought echoing Zee’s declaration, now they were all dead. The madman smashed a window, laughing. Well, not everyone. The thought sent a pulse through his body which tingled all the way to his extremities. He wondered if he would have what it took when the time came.


			With Zee a safe distance down the road, Asthorn dashed across and soon was gliding silently through the shadows once more. Years of secretive work had permeated his being until he was constantly paranoid, anxious and tense. But he could not lose his nerve, he reprimanded himself – not when he was this close. 


			A scream rang out above the commotion. It came from the alley that Asthorn needed to take. Rounding the corner, he came face to face with a heavyset man. The man held a large cleaver in one hand and had a look in his eye that more than suggested his will to use it. A terrified shout echoed down the narrow alley, followed closely by a second scream. A woman was crouched against the solid wall, pushing her legs out in front of her as if the wall would give, if only she tried harder. Three – no four – men crowded around her, jeering and laughing and pulling at her clothes. 


			The guard at the entrance spotted him. Asthorn kept to the side among the shadows, hoping to pass without confrontation. The grin on his assailant’s face confirmed that he would not be so lucky. Asthorn waited for the overhead swing to be fully committed before he stepped aside. Even as he wedged his blade deep into the gangster’s skull, the toothy sneer never left the man’s face. It baffled Asthorn as much as it intrigued him that, faced with an unavoidable global calamity, this man resorted to living out what time remained to him as if nothing had changed; as if the world were not coming to an end. 


			Blood dripped down Asthorn’s blade, running onto his hand. He pulled it free and set off. Only the woman noticed his presence, though he tried his best to avoid her eye. He could hear her shouting, begging for his help, even as he left the alley on the far side. She will be dead soon. They will all be dead soon. It was a strange consolation and did little to numb the sickening guilt he felt. Perhaps he would wipe the memory when all this was done. But perhaps he was obligated to keep it for his part in all this. 


			The large complex came into view, prompting him to move a little faster, a little less cautiously. A hail of automated fire set a new rhythm to the night. In fact, it was the middle of the day until three hours ago, but the mind, seeking familiar comforts, did its best to convince him the sun had merely set and would be back in the morning. The muzzle flashes caught a rising column of smoke, giving it the look of lightning-studded thunderclouds. 


			He heard the roar of engines before he saw the ship rise above the nearest buildings. It passed near the tower of smoke, disturbing its gentle climb, sucking it through the engines and billowing it towards new horizons. The assault was clearly aimed at this vessel. Deep metallic pings indicated the projectiles that found their marks. Ricochets whirled in every direction. A vigorous fire flared up in one, then two, of the craft’s engines. The light it cast from above transformed the rubble-scattered street into a boisterous, shadowy audience, craning its neck to follow the ship’s progress. As the ship spun towards the ground, their arms lengthened, as in anticipation of the climax. Asthorn was less than excited for the crash; the ship, like him, was headed for the complex. This single chance event could upset years of meticulous planning.


			The ship exploded on impact. The flash was so bright that it seemed the day was restored, and the world could take a step back and breathe, perhaps even forget its sins. But Asthorn was pragmatic. He shielded his eyes and pushed forward against the heat. An explosion of this magnitude would draw a lot of attention; attention he could do without. In its fading light he sprinted freely to the perimeter wall, where he was relieved to see that the aircraft had crashed in the courtyard. The main building was undamaged. While the incident had managed to disperse the riotous crowd at the wall for the time being, it had also knocked down a significant portion of the stonework. It would not be long before they re-mustered and vaulted over the rubble, launching a direct assault on the complex. It was crucial that Asthorn be sealed inside before any of that progressed. 


			Throwing caution to the wind, he scrambled over the stones. Edges clawed at his skin, bruising it and extracting blood, but that did not slow him. A hand grabbed at his ankle; it had surprising strength, considering the sad pile of burnt flesh it belonged to. Asthorn paused only for a moment, then struck out hard. His resolve surprised even him. 


			He reached the vestibule as the voices of the crowd melded into one. He sealed the door behind him and took what felt like his first breath since the start of this ordeal. The relative calm inside was near deafening. His ears were still ringing from the explosion, compounding the effect. 


			He headed for the dome, where he expected to find the others. For his plan to work, he needed enough people to get him through the transitional period, but not so many as to risk being detected or overpowered during what came afterwards. The creaking door announced him to a group of no more than fifty. 


			“So few have made it,” he said, with what he hoped was sufficient remorse and concern. 


			“We were worried about you,” Amelay said gruffly, breathing a sigh of relief and grasping his arm in a large hand. “Perhaps more will make it. We can still wait for more.”


			“No,” Asthorn responded, “there was a crash. The outer wall was breached. We do it now with those who are here. Gather them up; we need to get to the lab.”


			Amelay turned and conveyed instructions to the anxious crowd. Soon they filed through the doorway into the adjacent chamber, each finding their bed.


			


			Asthorn and Amelay held hands – a custom from their childhood they had never quite outgrown through their many years of friendship – as they followed the procession. “We are saving our species, Asthorn. We will be remembered and revered until the end of days.”


			“Ah,” was all Asthorn could manage, but it was enough.


			They diverted to the lab overlooking the main chamber. Amelay strode ahead. “The power is still on,” he exclaimed as he brought the lab to life. 


			Asthorn had stopped in the doorway. “Make sure the backup power is ready in case it fails.”


			“Never one to leave anything to chance,” he said with a chortle. The sudden cheer sat ill with Asthorn. It was all he could do to busy himself at a workstation.


			“Just when I was starting to think you would let me do all the work,” Amelay ribbed him, laughing again.


			“Looks like they are all set down there.”


			“Running drills with them has paid off, then. Guess you were right again.” 


			“Get yourself plugged in,” Asthorn instructed without looking up.


			“Asthorn, wait.” Amelay was suddenly serious. “I still think we should wait for the others. Our colleagues deserve this second chance just as much as we do. I know you led this project, but we all did our part. It wouldn’t be right if it was just us, just the two of us, who survived. Look at all the empty beds down there…”


			There was a long silence before Asthorn answered. He spoke quietly, planting both hands on Amelay’s shoulders. “Amelay, listen – if they are not here now, they aren’t coming. The streets… the streets are lawless. I barely made it. It’s only going to get worse. We are out of time.” 


			Amelay dropped his head then nodded slowly. “You’re right. I just thought we could save everyone. You get that, right? We were not just colleagues, we were friends. It will be a bleak world without them.”


			


			“I get that more than anyone, old friend.”


			“I’m sorry, Asthorn. And I am truly sorry your wife and daughter are not here. That you should lose them too...”


			Asthorn felt himself tense. “The mission had to come first. It was always bigger than life, than family. Now, let’s get to back to work. Get yourself plugged in. I’ll start the programme and come join you.” 


			Amelay patted his shoulder, “Soon we will be entirely different, dear friend.”


			Asthorn watched Amelay leave as if for the last time. When he was alone, he turned abruptly and raced to his workstation. The changes he had to enact were as close to him, as deeply memorised, as the faces of his wife and daughter. He made quick work of it, so as not to arouse suspicion with Amelay. How he wished he could have his family here. The thought of them was the only real threat to his work, so he quickly struck it from his mind. He spun around and crashed into Amelay. He had not heard him return.


			“Asthorn,” he cried, “what’s this?” He pushed past his friend to the workstation. “What is this?”


			Asthorn could not risk him changing the code – he grabbed his arm and pulled him back.


			“This will kill them! This will kill all of them! What have you done? Why?”


			Although he could not remember reaching for it, the handle of his knife was sticky in his hand. Clouded by anger, Amelay did not notice the blade. 


			“We had our chance, Amelay. The people in that room are the reason we are all in this mess!”


			“So you’ve condemned them to death? What gives you the right?”


			“Someone had to do it.”


			“No! It does not need doing. You can still reverse this.”


			“I won’t…”


			


			“If you won’t, I will!”


			“I can’t let you do that!”


			“You can’t stop me.”


			“Amelay, look at me. I can’t do this with your back turned.” Amelay’s eyes widened in disbelief as Asthorn plunged the knife into his chest, his fervent anger dissolving in an instant as he collapsed to the floor.


			“I didn’t want to do it this way, Amelay. I would have saved your mind in the machine. You would have been immortal still.”


			“You can still stop… don’t have to… not too late…” Amelay’s wheezing breath faded. Asthorn knelt and held him in his arms until the very end and then some. He stood, eventually, but could not leave his friend’s bloody body on the floor. “You should have gone to the other room when I told you to, Amelay. Why did you have to come back?” he pleaded with the ghost of his friend. 


			He laid the body gently on a bench, knife handle protruding from his friend’s chest still proclaiming his betrayal. Asthorn cried out as he pulled it free. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, blinking away the tears, “I’ve sacrificed too much to turn back now.”


			Taking Flight


			Commander Felix Scott paused at the threshold of the gleaming silver elevator. The hesitation was not doubt, at least not in this instance. Neither was it the anxiety that had been plaguing him over the last few days leading up to this departure. It was merely a moment he stole for himself to appreciate the warm breeze that moved past his face and through his silver-streaked hair. 


			Inhale.


			Back when he was in the military, the excitement of extended trips made him forget all the simple things and he charged head-first through the doors without a care for what he was leaving behind – he did not make time for this. Back then, he was young and adventurous and bold. Back then, he did not have to deal with anxiety, fear or doubt. It was a time when he did not have to worry about the people under his command and making sure they all got home safely. 


			No, he thought, this isn’t the way to go into this mission. 


			Exhale.


			He stepped through the entrance and could immediately sense the difference in the air inside the compact, circular craft. It was filtered and cool, after the dry desert air outside that seared the lungs. The two doors slid silently shut while he buckled into his seat and thought about how much he would miss life down here. 


			The space elevator was relatively empty for this time of the year. The two other people on board seemed preoccupied with their own thoughts. He left them to it and looked outside. A thunder cloud was developing in the distance, with the occasional flash of lightning making ground. It promised isolated rain, probably a first in many years, he thought. 


			The automated launch system initiated. The enlisted man to his right started breathing harder, his tension reaching some breaking point like the spring of a wound toy. A layer of perspiration glistened on his forehead. Felix mused that an elevator ride to space should get your heart rate up; he still remembered when it did. But this brief commute into the heavens had become as ordinary as a trip around hyper rail train loop in the city, when you had done it as many times as he had.


			The ascent began with moderate but continuous acceleration. Glancing at his wrist he saw no change to his heart rate. The corner of his mouth betrayed a brief smile, gone by the time his gaze returned to the distant clouds. The arid landscape and the rocky hills that came into view from beyond the terrestrial horizon had their own beauty, but today he was more interested in the building cloud formation. 


			His perspective changed quickly. The horizons leaped outwards and the once distant clouds appeared to move underneath him. Their tops were a brilliant white, hiding the turmoil inside. He moved his gaze upwards to the already darkening sky. A piece of space debris burnt a path across the sky. The trail was nearly at eye level as the climb continued. He watched as the larger pieces broke off, making new lines across the sky until they faded into nothingness. The main body appeared determined to make it to the surface. He moved forward in his seat to the limit of his buckles to keep it in sight. It was not every day you got to see a shooting star from above. 


			When it moved out of sight, he looked over at his companion to see what he had thought of the spectacle. The man to his right had his eyes closed and his bleached face suggested that he may have passed out. Felix suppressed an involuntary smirk when the other man eventually opened his eyes and his mind processed the realisation that he was in space, knuckles white as he clung to his harness as though to stop himself from floating away.


			A slight vibration on his arm signalled a new communication channel had come in range. He selected the channel via the interface on his left arm and heard a familiar female voice coming from the extended collar of his spacesuit, the base from which his helmet would extend. 


			“Commander, this is Captain Spencer.” 


			Viona Spencer was a career pilot. The sort who had managed and planned her life for years before ever setting foot in the cockpit. She was self-made woman who would try to fight her way to the top of whatever she set her mind to, always by her own means. It had made her a harder person. She viewed the cockpit, and in part the world, in blacks and whites, never quite seeing the shades of grey in between.


			“Hello, Viona,” he said into the microphone situated on the collar of his space suit. These were almost obsolete as most people preferred to get an implant tucked neatly behind one ear and behind the lower lip. He did not.


			“LEOTS should be at the station in the next two minutes,” he said, glancing up at the red lettering of ‘Low Earth Orbit Transit System’ above his window in the capsule. 


			“I am docked at terminal Two Alpha Commander,” her reply came over the radio. She always sounded more serious when she was in the shuttle. It’s like nothing else mattered to her when she was at the controls.


			“See you soon, Viona.” 


			He liked using people’s first name. It made you more relatable to your subordinates, of at least he thought so. Besides, the Administration wasn’t a military outfit. Not in any meaningful way anymore. The only real remnant, apart from the rank structure, was the section of Marines that accompanied all Administration flights outside the solar system.


			


			Viona keyed the transmit button twice, signifying wordlessly that she had heard the last message.


			The nauseating deceleration brought him back to the here and now. Outside the window the sun glinted off the Pacific Ocean, a scene palpably picturesque. As the elevator shuddered to a stop and the mechanical locks slid into place, he unbuckled and stood at the window for a few seconds looking down, stealing another moment for himself. 


			There was a nagging feeling in the pit of his stomach that he might not see this view again in the foreseeable future. Usually, he would assume that it was nothing more than nerves before a big trip, but in this case the destination gave the feeling credit. 


			The Star Ship Concordia – the vessel under his command – was tasked to explore the Boötes Void, some 700 million light years away. The Void, a region of space around 330 million light years across, was surrounded by star clusters and galaxies, yet appeared almost completely empty. Over the years it had sparked heated debates and extravagant theories regarding its origin but, peer as they did through their telescopes, not experts, scholars nor amateur astronomers could come up with a definitive answer to its creation.


			Felix made for the elevator door. His companions appeared to be struggling to adjust to the artificial gravity. Before opening it, he checked the status panel on the door. It consisted of three simple lights, which served as a quick reference to the conditions on the other side of the door. Nearly all space-faring vehicles had these installed on bulkhead doors. All three lights were illuminated: blue, green and red. So, if nothing else, the room beyond had breathable atmosphere, active artificial gravity and was at a survivable temperature. He remembered learning this lesson, or rather, it being shoved down his throat by his then instructor Major David.


			Then, he had been about to open the door without checking the panel when he was violently slammed against the wall. Theo David was a big, stocky man and could easily pin Felix to it with one arm. His other arm was waving about inches from his face, only making way for his bright red face as he leaned in mid-sentence to ram his point home. To this day, Felix could not remember the exact words of the rant, but the message stuck. Do not open the door without checking the status panel: space is dangerous, and you never know what is on the other side.


			Satisfied with the safety of the area ahead, Felix opened the door and stepped through, making an immediate left turn into the large circular passage. Despite his 49 years, he loped down to the exchange terminals, his boots making soft metallic clicks, where travellers returning to the surface waited their turns to board the space elevator. A clerk checked his credentials and waved him through. Felix referred to the overhead signs for directions and made his way to the outer concourse of the station. 


			As he continued down the wide passage, Concordia’s shuttle came into view through the outer wall windows. The shuttle was a spaceship in its own right. Capable of faster than light travel, it saw employment throughout the solar system. From the service shuttles that transport people and cargo to and from the numerous space ports, to the highly armoured and shielded variants, which sported young hot-shot pilots cleaning orbital debris – some of whom would in time join the debris – to luxury VIP shuttles, to mining shuttles. This shuttle was geared towards scientific exploration and as such was a permanent asset attached to the Star Ship Concordia. 


			It was a sleek metallic silver vessel piloted by two, and capable of carrying up to 36 people in its cargo bay, dependant on its mission-specific outfitting. The cockpit was at the front of the vessel, encompassed almost entirely by a silver reflective glass composite. Seamlessly attached behind the cockpit, the cargo bay was accessed through two large sliding doors, one on either side. When closed, they were indistinguishable from the hull. At the centre of each door was a circular aperture used for docking at space ports. Displayed around each aperture were the standard white semi-circular markings, used during alignment for docking. Viona had undoubtedly made the alignment and docking in one smooth motion, like a fleeting hummingbird threading a delicate flower.


			Further aft of the cargo bay were the dual engine compartments and mass accelerator unit. Their presence was only hinted at by the moderate curvature of the hull around them. The shuttle required no conventional thrusters but instead manoeuvred by manipulating gravity around itself. It was an ingenious system, about which he didn’t know nearly enough.


			Rounding the curvature of the passage, he lost sight of the shuttle and the velvet void beyond the glass. The overhead signs beckoned him to the right. At the far end of the hall, terminal ‘2A’ greeted him with its fluorescent light. He was the only person heading to the Concordia and stood alone. A gate to his left opened and a stream of people started to disembark, instantly filling the space with excited chatter. 


			For a moment he wondered what it might be like to see other-worldly visitors disembarking. A part of him was excited by the thought. What would these beings look like? Would they be like us or beyond all imaginings? he mused. What would they think of Earth and its people? What would they think… His train of thought derailed, leaving him with a scowl. So many of Earth’s problems were man-made. How could one showcase their world and their people with pride under such circumstances. Perhaps it was a good thing that humanity knew no such visitors.


			A toddler stared up at him, mesmerised by his metallic spacesuit. The boy smiled for a second then returned to his mother’s side, clutching her hand. Felix shook off the thoughts of Earth and her human problems, straightened up and tried his best to smile sincerely, half succeeding.


			Perhaps this very instant will be the boy’s inspiration to pursue a career as a pilot one day, Felix thought, giving the boy a wave. He knew he must be quite a sight standing in his commander’s suit. Surely awe-inspiring for a little kid. He did not need it, but he activated his helmet anyway. It quickly extended in layers from the collar base of the suit and engulfed his head. The boy beamed with excitement, dropping his mother’s hand. 


			With that, Felix turned, attentively checked the door, opened it and stepped inside the airlock. When the door sealed behind him, he asked Viona to open the aperture door to the shuttle. He ducked through the port and was surprised to find the cargo bay completely empty.


			“You could have brought me a seat.”


			“There’s a seat open up front, Commander.” She looked over her shoulder into the cabin where he stood and raised a quizzical eyebrow. “Have we lost the atmosphere in the shuttle?”


			Felix chuckled. “Just trying to inspire the youth.” He gestured towards the terminal and retracted his helmet. “So, how come you’re flying alone? Have you tossed the new co-pilot out to space?” he asked, grinning broadly.


			“He has a lot to learn.” She pressed her lips together and narrowed her pale green eyes, then swiftly turned away, feigning sudden busyness in the cockpit.


			“Well, he’s in good hands. Now, shall we?”


			She did not answer but got busy, this time genuinely, with the task of launching the shuttle. A new inexperienced pilot could take up to ten minutes to run through the start-up procedure; they were flying away in two. It was even more impressive because she was flying alone, covering double the workload. 


			


			Strapped in his seat, Felix strained under the acceleration. Viona flew aggressively – debris-field pilots generally did. But they were also precise and they knew their craft better than they knew their spouse. You needed all three attributes if you wanted to survive while clearing the orbital debris fields. It was lucrative employment and a good way to build flight hours, but often the pilots working the fields were looked down on as too aggressive and at times reckless. Understandably, no VIP tycoon would want to strain against looming unconsciousness during his morning commute. 


			The military tended to avoid them too, preferring to get fresh recruits and teaching them disciplined flying, at least at first. Debris pilots would first have to forget how to fly and unlearn any habits the military deemed unsatisfactory. A tasked deemed too tedious to undertake when Earth’s sprawling population provided an abundance of recruits to choose from. 


			The Administration had its own training programme, but in a bid to endure rampant budget cuts, it opened its doors to skilled pilots. People capable of handling the dynamic and highly stressful environment of the debris fields could naturally do well in the Administration’s space-faring fleet. That did not mean that after flying the fields for a few years you could expect a place in an Administration shuttle. They still only recruited the best and even so the failure rate of their conversion training program was never less than half the class. It was speculated by many students that their instructors derived a sick sense of pleasure from seeing them fail. 


			Felix knew the reason was far less sinister. The instructors were hard on their students, but that was a prerequisite for their job. Pushing them hard ensured that only the best qualified. An instructor who passed a student had to be absolutely confident that that student would be able to handle whatever came their way. If he had the slightest doubt, it was his responsibility to fail that student. It was better than reading the obituary of a pilot who was once your student.


			Sensing the acceleration, his suit tightened around his legs and abdomen. It was an automatic system aimed at keeping the occupant conscious during extreme acceleration. The suit also had mechanical assistance, which in this instance allowed him to throw his arms in the air as if having the time of his life on a velocious roller-coaster. 


			Viona let a momentary smile grace her face. She was even better suited to handle the acceleration. Earlier in her career she had acquired biometric mesh implants on her extremities. With these, she could remain conscious far beyond normal human limits, even without her suit.


			As the acceleration eased, Felix asked, “Could you dock at the bridge?”


			She nodded.


			“Is the Concordia in orbit?”


			“No, Executive Officer Parnell wanted to keep the ship stationed around the new docking ring. I think he was looking for an opportunity to see the new station.” She did not sound pleased. Seeing the question in Felix’s eyes, she added, “It likely adds an hour before we can depart. If the ship was running in orbit, we could leave immediately.” 


			“Why the rush to leave?”


			“Nothing special, Commander, just some people back on Earth who were hoping to see our departure.” Her long black ponytail had come loose, allowing her hair to fan out like some dangerous animal at bay, poised to strike if provoked. For an instant, the scar that ran from her temple to her left ear was visible. He had heard rumours that her entire ear had been cut off in an accident that had claimed the lives of her crew. Much to his relief, her ear was still where he expected it to be, though not quite whole. Whatever had caused the scar had neatly severed its tip. She proceeded to gather up her hair once again, covering all trace of her disfigurement. 


			When she was done, she gave him a meaningful look. Felix was left to decide whether it meant she was not prepared to offer up any more information on the scar and what caused it, or on the mystery people seeing her off back on Earth. Perplexed, he decided not to press further. 


			Felix knew the docking ring was visible from Earth and departing ships could be seen through a telescope. Who would be looking up through the glass today? he wondered. How many families put their trust in his judgement? The thought brought a pang of dread.


			Even though he knew most of his crew well, he did not know who was having to endure Viona Spencer’s lengthy absence. Silently he promised them he would bring her back safely.


			Through the bubble that was the front canopy, they spotted a glint of sunlight reflecting from the docking ring. As they drew nearer, Viona made contact with the approach controller and readied the shuttle for the docking. The hummingbird began its dance. 


			Felix was left to appreciate the beauty of the new station and the docked Star Ships. Its metallic structure, glinting rays of sunshine as it wheeled about, gave it the appearance of a colossal mechanical starfish that had become entangled in a hula-hoop of sorts, space-faring craft hanging about it like tiny fish in symbiosis with their host.


			Beside the Concordia, Felix recognised the Star Ship Palladium and the Sentinel. One other ship was docked nearby which was unfamiliar to him. From their approach angle he could not see its name. As the shuttle swung around to get into docking position with the Concordia, he got one last look at the Earth. He wondered if Baby, his Border Collie, was looking up and pining.


			When he was away, his parents would come over to keep an eye on the ranch and look after Baby. Even so, Baby would often sit by the window, waiting for Felix to return. This and their indulgence usually meant that Baby would have to be put on a diet and a rigorous exercise regime when he returned. 


			The shuttle came to an abrupt halt alongside the Concordia. Viona radioed the flight engineer on the bridge and requested the tunnel docking.


			Lieutenant Jen Isaacs’ voice came back over the radio, “Couplers are deployed… and engaged. Tunnel charging. And stable stasis established. You are docked.” 


			In the shuttle, Viona received the same indications. “Commander, we are docked.” 


			“Viona, after you park the shuttle in the glass box, come up to the bridge.” He got up and headed for the back, “Maybe we can still teach you how to fly like a lady.” She looked over her shoulder with a mock glare. He could not contain his laughter. He was still laughing by the time he extended his helmet and asked her to open the aperture. 


			While he had had tongue firmly in cheek, Felix was serious about Viona reporting to the bridge. 


			He knew that she hoped to fly interstellar Star Ships in the future. Flying bigger ships like the Concordia revolved around a good working relationship between the crew members on the bridge. Individual skills, while important, were still second to a cohesive synergy. Any pilot being promoted to fly Star Ships had honed their flying skills over numerous years in the cockpit, but the dynamics of shuttle flying usually meant they were used to taking sole responsibility for the craft. Even in dual-crewed shuttles like the one on the Concordia, the shuttle commander was the ultimate authority on board. Co-pilots in these shuttles were usually junior in experience and flying skill and as such would seldom be considered in any critical decision making. 


			Viona was not known for her charming personality in the cockpit, Felix thought, repressing another chuckle, but he would not allow himself to feel pity for her new co-pilot, Bradley Rust, who had almost certainly been banished from the shuttle today for some act of negligence or tardiness. Felix knew Viona would, in time and in her own way, mould the youngster into a remarkable pilot by holding him to a high standard. In turn, he planned to mould her into a Star Ship pilot. No, Viona could not be moulded; he would mentor her.


			And to do that she has to observe a remarkable crew, he thought with some pride. 


			The aperture opened. 


			A blue-purple translucent tunnel led to the Concordia’s bridge level airlock aperture, like faintly glowing algae in the inky wake of a boat back on Earth. Tunnel docking was an alternative to the conventional mechanical docking. In his layman’s understanding of the concept, he had once been told that the Star Ship’s shields were redirected into a passageway while the docked ship was held in position by a magnetic latching mechanism. With smaller ships like the shuttle, the tunnel engulfed the ship before turning back on itself and returning to the Concordia. One of the clear advantages of this system was that it did not require a standardised docking mechanism.


			Ten feet in front of him, the Concordia’s airlock opened. Felix gave Viona a little wave then stepped through into the tunnel. Once outside the shuttle, he used the miniature thrusters on his suit to make the journey to the Concordia in zero gravity. A quick glance along the length of the ship made him feel small and insignificant, like looking over the precipice of an enormous cliff. For an instant he felt as if he had actually stepped over the edge and in mere moments the cliff face would be rushing past him in a blur. 


			He took a moment to subdue his vertigo and admire the engineering marvel that lay before him. The hull extended rearwards until it joined the top of the mass accelerator ring. The ring itself was inclined at about forty degrees from the hull. At its outer edge were the four engine nacelles. While the engines were capable of producing thrust, their main function was to accelerate matter around the ring. The intense speed of the material moving around the ring was able to distort space, but for the Star Ship to utilise this a second mass accelerator ring was required. The second smaller ring resembled a serpent around the neck of the ship and drew its energy from the primary ring. Together, the space distortion was so intense that the Concordia could travel at several hundreds of thousand times the speed of light while remaining in a relativistic bubble and conserving one of the most fundamental laws of nature. 


			Much like the shuttle, the Concordia had a sleek, seamless and elegant design.


			Floating just a few feet from her hull, Felix could not fathom how this goliath could travel so unimaginably fast.


			He resumed his journey to the airlock, gingerly stepping down into the gravity of the ship. Once the outer airlock sealed, he opened the inner airlock, retracted his helmet and came face to face with the Executive Officer. 


			“Welcome aboard, Commander,” Andrew Parnell sang out before Felix could open his mouth. “The crew are at their stations.” 


			Felix wanted to say that instead of waiting for him at the airlock, Parnell should be on the bridge, preparing the ship for departure. He wanted to say that instead of keeping the ship docked and idle, he should have had her operational and in a safe orbit away from the station. He wanted to say that he was disappointed with Parnell’s decisions. Instead, he simply said, “XO, let’s get the ship prepared for departure.” He had intended his tone to be even and formal, but some of his disappointment had seeped through. 


			Felix had managed to achieve something few of his fellow Star Ship commanders could: he had recruited most of the bridge crew personally during his five years as the commander of the Star Ship Concordia. The Executive Officer Andrew Parnell was the only exception. Felix preferred not to participate in the occasional discussion held amongst the bridge crew regarding the precise nature of Parnell’s rather premature appointment to the position. Irrespective of how he got there, XO Parnell was clearly going to stay and as such Felix tried to put his misgivings aside and groom the junior XO into the officer he would rather have recruited. This was to be a long mission and there would be many more opportunities to give him guidance on his mistakes. 


			They walked down the passage towards the bridge. Yellow and black stripes marked both ends of the passage, indicating the Gravitational Demarcation Area – a restricted region when the Star Ship’s rings were operational. Even with the Concordia’s shielding, the space distortion at this point and several others throughout the ship was so concentrated and severe that it posed a safety risk to the crew. Current theories on what would happen to a person entering the GDA varied from instant death to an infinite time loop in the bubble. 


			Another cause for concern – and possibly the reason the field did not receive many volunteers – was the chance that the gravitational shielding failed. If that happened, a person on the inside would be crushed instantaneously. As was his habit, Felix checked the status light before crossing the lines. 


			On the bridge Major Zack O’Reilly was slouching in the pilot’s seat, elbows propped against the arm rests and fingers interlaced across his chest. He looked just minutes away from sleep. In the seat next to him, Captain Jen Isaacs stared at a blank screen. There wasn’t much work for a Flight Engineer on a cold ship. In fact, the only person who appeared to be working was the navigation and communications officer, Captain Una Fitzpatrick, who seemed to be listening intently to some radio chatter and did not notice their arrival. 


			“Zack, Jen, Una.” He greeted each in turn. Zack and Jen turned in their seats to face him while Una tried to hide that his voice had startled her. 


			


			“So, Commander, can we get things going here or do we have something else we need to wait for?” O’Reilly inquired, his voice bearing significant tones of sarcasm. Felix knew the jibe was aimed at XO Parnell. 


			“The Commander is on deck. Prepare the ship for departure,” Parnell interrupted.


			Felix sighed and took his seat. 


			Zack turned to his flight engineer, giving her a look, and then said, “Give me power. Tell Major Knight they can run up the engines and then, if you stay so beautiful, I’ll read the pre-start checklist for you.” Jen Isaacs mock grimaced and mouthed a silent exaggerated laugh, then flicked the toggles bringing life to the cockpit instrumentation. She hailed the engineering officer via the intercom system and slowly the hibernating beast began stirring.


			Over his right shoulder Zack said, “Fitz, get us our clearances from the controller, please.” Turning from Una to Jen, he continued, “Let’s keep the rings under 20 percent until we clear point one AU from the station.”


			While Felix watched them do their tasks, the XO brought him coffee. It was weaker than he would have liked and not as sweet, but he thanked him and tried to pretend he was enjoying it. The array of sensors and cameras across the Concordia’s hull transformed the walls of the windowless bridge into a grand vista of pinpoint stars. As they slowly wheeled about, the magnificence of the station came into view, and then, as if to challenge the crafted marvel, the Earth crested above the station. A true gem above all else, Felix thought proudly. 


			The drone of voices continued as more and more systems were gradually brought online, but Felix could not help but notice that something was missing. “Jen, is there a problem with Sam?”


			Before she could respond, Sam’s voice came through on the intercom, “Hello, Commander.” Sam then switched to his private channel via his suit. “I was instructed to minimise my interaction with the crew and the ship while you were not on board. To avoid confrontations, I have decided to maintain that protocol until needed.” 


			Felix sat quietly for a few seconds before turning to the navcom officer. “Una, can you give us a direct vector out of the galaxy in one superluminal jump?”


			She did not face him or give any indication she had heard his question. Felix watched as her white hair flicked about with the movements of her head. The snowy head on the tiny frame and what, to a stranger to this interaction, would have come across as deafness, gave her the look – at least from this angle – of a senile character from a children’s story. But her face told a different story – a story of beautiful youth and radiance, even though she seldom let it truly shine. “Yes Commander,” she answered at last.


			“Great. XO, take a walk down to engineering and run through the numbers with them. I want a report on their expected power requirement for the jump and if they are comfortable that the rings can give us the required output. Una will send her calculation to them before you get there.” 


			Parnell could not hide his confusion at the request. “I’ll go have a word with them,” he said, making for the passageway. 


			“We don’t want to disappear like the SS Pathfinder, XO,” Zack called after him, doing his bit to help sell the lie.


			As Parnell disappeared beyond the demarcation dubbed ‘the Hall of Mirrors’ by the bridge crew, Felix moved to stand in front of his crew. “Jen, tell Robert Knight what’s heading his way and tell him to find a way to keep him there for a bit… Also tell him I said sorry.” She nodded and got on the intercom. 


			“Now, Zack ,” he continued, “please tell me what’s going on here? Why has Sam been gagged? And why was the ship cold when I walked in?”


			


			“That’s a very good question, Commander. We’ve been on the bridge for the better part of the last hour on standby until you arrived. He would not issue the orders for us to prepare the ship. I literally have nothing to do in this seat if the ship is cold, Commander; I couldn’t even help Isaacs with her pre-start checks. We just had to sit and wait. And as for Sam! He once again threw his toys out the cot because we are too reliant on her and she has too much freedom over the ship and its systems. I’m giving you the short version, of course, Commander – I wouldn’t want to bore you with the full censure of Sam we had to endure.”


			“I was lucky to have the radios online, which broke the monotony for a while, Commander, but I would much rather have spent the time plotting our course for the next few days,” Una added, making eye contact with Felix for a fleeting moment then retreating behind her curtain of snowy hair.


			Jen, eager to voice her complaints, joined the conversation. “I couldn’t finish my breakfast this morning because we had to man the bridge. And of course Sam was not to be trusted here alone! But all I’ve done is stare at blank screens.”


			“If I didn’t know better,” Sam said over the bridge intercom, “I would be terribly offended by the XO’s mistrust.”


			“Care to fill us in, Sam? Did you put salt in his coffee, sparking a lifelong vendetta against you?” Zack quipped, while running his hands over his shaved head. Felix eyed the mug in his hand then set it aside with a grimace.


			“I would rather not discuss XO Parnell’s personal life,” Sam said matter-of-factly. Felix knew of Sam’s access to the entire crew’s personal dossiers. In theory, it made her capable of interacting with individual crew members more efficiently and on a much more personal level. As Commander, Felix had the same access, but he rarely used it; he considered himself old-school in that he would rather get to know people through genuine interactions. 


			Zack looked up at Felix, and setting his elbows onto his armrests said, “Commander, I really think we need a new XO.” Jen lifted her brow and pursed her lips while nodding enthusiastically in her seat. Una did not look up, but slowly nodded too, staring at nothing in particular.


			Felix regarded them with his arms folded across his chest, his grey eyes taking in each in turn. “Zack, when I first flew with you, you nearly melted the bottom of the ship. It was a simple judgement error, but it nearly cost us our lives. Since that day you have never made that mistake again.


			“Jen, I’ll never forget the day you joined our crew. You were full of excitement and then you forgot to complete one of your check-lists. You were devastated that engineering had to call you out on your mistake in front of all of us on your first day.


			“And Una…” He recalled she was so nervous on her first day he could see her hands shaking and she never said more than two words at a time. “Well, actually you were splendid, I don’t have a bad thing to say about the start of your time with the Concordia but I’m sure at some point you made some mistakes and you learnt from them.” Her blush showed through a crack in her hair.


			“I understand that you have all had a bad morning, but frankly, I cannot entertain talk of undermining the XO. Yes, he is new. And yes, the issue he has with Sam is concerning, but when I am not in command, he is the ranking officer and he is charge of the ship. You have to bear in mind that he is new to the post and new to the ship, and it will take him some time to develop a feel for his position. You will give him your support and cooperation. I hope that is understood. I will, however, address the issue regarding Sam. This ship cannot operate without an AI.”


			


			“So, just to be clear, Commander – how long will his ‘first day’ last?” Zack asked.


			Felix shot him a look which ended the conversation. He returned to his seat behind them and they continued to ready the ship.


			*


			Once Viona Spencer had detached from the Concordia, she positioned the shuttle a safe distance away and went through her pre-landing checklist. She had committed it to memory before ever setting foot in the Tombarra shuttle. Contrary to popular belief, being able to fly one shuttle did not mean you could fly every shuttle. They were all different, with their own capabilities and limitations. Her experience on Rallium shuttles gained during the war was probably what had saved her life in the debris-field accident. Ralliums were notoriously hard to fly. They were not forgiving machines, they demanded copious amounts of respect, and in some cases instilled a healthy dose of fear in operators. She was glad she had learned how to fly on them. 


			Administration pilots were trained on Feronia shuttles before moving on to the more advanced Tombarras. When she made her transition from the heavily armoured sluggish Ralliums to the Administration’s training fleet of Feronias, the contrast was stark. Feronias were great machines, but they could, in her opinion, lull an unsuspecting pilot into a false sense of confidence that, no matter what you did wrong, the shuttle would have enough under the hood to save you from your mistakes. Most times that would be the case. Most times…


			When she closed her eyes, she was back there again, suspended under the canopy of her parachute, watching the shuttle plummeting towards the ground, the voice inside her head screaming to her crew, Come on, eject, come on, come on, come on!


			


			The post-impact explosion was so bright she’d had to shield her eyes. Even at that distance, she had felt the heat from the fireball. Immediately she knew they were dead.


			The inquiry into the accident had absolved her of any negligence, under the circumstances, but it could not absolve her from the guilt which would haunt her for years. 


			Now the soft hum of the engines brought her back to the moment, her hand still on the overhead engine control levers. She slowly pulled back the engines while watching the instruments to confirm the engines were winding down and the gravity bubble outside the shuttle was reducing in size and strength. The shuttles, much like the bigger Star Ships, got around by compressing and stretching space around themselves. This was great when you had space to manipulate, but less than ideal when you were in the confines of the glass box inside a Star Ship. It was crucial that the engines were wound down to idle before docking. 


			During training with the Administration, the course covering the manipulation of gravity went into great depth discussing the 2153 Star Ship Borealis Incident. The shuttle pilot of the Borealis brought the engines to operational status while doing a maintenance run in the Star Ship’s cargo bay. The glass box, having exceeded its structural integrity, sheered down the centre. The now rapidly expanding gravity bubble at the back of the shuttle cleared the cargo bay floor in one swift move. At the front, the entire armoury was dislodged and dragged into the nose of the shuttle, killing the pilot. The initial findings had found that the cargo bay may have withstood the damage from the blast and the pull of the mass accelerator, had it not been for the gravitational vortices which formed along the middle of the shuttle. The vortices sheered the outer airlock. The cracks continued into the hull and the walls of the glass box. The subsequent decompression crippled the Borealis. Debris from the cargo bay penetrated the already charged mass accelerator ring, leading to the loss of the ship and all her crew. 


			It was an infamous case study: the greatest loss of life involving a Star Ship during peacetime. Naturally, a whole chain of events had transpired to lead to the disaster but, simply put, had the shuttle pilot kept the engines at their reduced performance level, the accident would have been avoided.


			Star Ship manufacturing and safety had learnt from the accident. Had Viona, or rather her new co-pilot Lieutenant Bradley Rust, done the same thing on the Concordia, or any other modern Star Ship, the airlock would automatically jettison. Along with the door, the shuttle would be safely dispatched away from the mass accelerator ring long before the glass box failed. Bradley would have been trained not to do something so reckless, but experienced had taught Viona not to be complacent. 


			She spoke directly to Sam, this time asking for access through the outer airlock. The shuttle zipped underneath the Concordia, shuddering as Viona zeroed out its velocity. She looked up through the canopy and uncharacteristically, given her normal flying style, ascended the shuttle gingerly into the glass box. The airlock closed beneath her, the landing gear made contact, and she began the shut-down procedure. Couplers extended around the shuttle, securing it to the floor, and several other post-flight maintenance tasked initiated through automated machines stored in the glass box. Atmosphere was reintroduced. To an observer standing outside the glass box, the sounds of engines shutting down, the ticking of cooling metal, the replenishment of fuel and hiss of air filling the room all merged into one, slowly growing louder until the air pressure stabilised.


			Finally, Viona unbuckled and headed for the exit. The raised steps from the floor meant she did not have to jump down from the starboard sliding door. She turned to look at the shuttle. Several of the outer panels had already been removed as the mechanised arms continued their work, exposing the engines and mass accelerator. When they were done, she would return to do her own inspections and run diagnostics to confirm the serviceability of all on-board systems. There was nothing more she could do for the time being, so she turned for the door.


			The glass box was neither glass nor a box, but rather a sophisticated shuttle-sized airlock, which doubled as a maintenance hangar. It was generally referred to as glass because the walls were transparent and because it was widely feared that it could shatter at any point while the outer airlock was open. In reality, the so-called glass box was over-engineered and could endure tremendous impacts, pressures and temperature differentials. The numbers did not mean much to the people working beyond its confines, but its safety track record did reassure some of them, at least.


			Viona walked through the barrier curtains, which were deactivated by the stable air pressure in the box and the sealed and locked outer airlock. Her path took her past the Marines’ hangout in the combined crew room. From a distance she could already hear James Keller’s booming voice. She caught a glimpse of him standing in front of the others as she walked past.


			*


			“The best part is, I can’t even feel the extra weight!” James Keller boasted. From the corner of his eye, he spied Viona walking past the doorway. He waved, but she must not have seen it, as she disappeared out of sight. He turned back to the others and continued his story, “To be frank–” 


			“Hey, Frank,” prodded Private Kirra Blackwood with all the enthusiasm of a bored cat.


			“–I can’t say I will be wearing armour anymore.” 


			


			Sergeant Roan Sunderland looked up from his book. 


			“Because my armour will be wearing me for protection!” 


			Sunderland dropped his gaze back to his book and gave an almost imperceptible shake of his head as he was treated to Corporal Keller’s thunderous laughter.


			“Oh, and look at this,” Keller strode over to a stack of large trunks in the corner of the crew room. “Can you give me a hand carrying these? No wait, never mind!” He grabbed the two largest trunks, one in each hand, and hoisted them over his head. They hit the roof. 


			While Sunderland was not interested enough to look up again, Privates Blackwood and Sevinc Baker were both astonished by this feat – she with a lacklustre grin, he with a boyish wonder. Keller transferred both trunks to one hand, swung them over his shoulder, walked back to the middle of the room and leaned his fist on the table where Sunderland was sitting. “Impressive, right?” 


			The table groaned under the added weight.


			“Yeah, I’ll give you that much,” Kirra agreed, “but I’d suggest you be careful how you use your new strength.” She lowered her eyes to his groin. “I wouldn’t want you to become the strongest woman on our team.”


			Her meaning dawned on him and he exploded in laughter once again.


			“On a positive note,” she mused, “Niles would probably stop fucking your sister and try his luck with you instead.” Miquel Niles was not in the room. When he eventually returned, he would undoubtedly offer up some excuse regarding his whereabouts in the last hour. Regardless of his efforts, it was no real secret that he was seeing one of the engine specialists on the engineering deck, an Eleanor Keller. It was also no secret that, despite their common surname, James and Eleanor were not related. This did not change the narrative Kirra had developed for them. 


			


			“Ha!” he exclaimed. “I’m not pretty enough for Niles’ taste!”


			Captain Lilian Harland walked into the crew room, his eyes droopy, as if he only just woken, coffee in hand. The aroma quickly filled the room.


			“Attention!” bellowed Keller. The room became a flurry of activity, which came to an abrupt halt. Captain Harland, the second in command of the Marines on board the Concordia after Major Callevin Ober, looked around the room as he entered. Kirra and Sevinc were standing to attention besides the table in the centre; the former wore her characteristic sullen frown, while the latter looked perplexed, unsure if he should continue standing to attention or pick up the chair he had inadvertently sent flying across the room in the process. At the head of the table Sergeant Sunderland was standing rigidly. His abandoned book closed itself on the table. 


			“Carry on,” Harland said.


			The towering form of Corporal Keller, trunks still in hand, relaxed. “You heard the captain; take your seats.” Sunderland shot him a look and then sat down deliberately. 


			Sevinc scurried to recover the displaced chair. As Lilian ambled towards a chair at the table, he sighed. “Baker, I’m surprised you were capable of knocking over a chair.” Sevinc, now standing nervously behind it, just smiled. Despite being in his mid-twenties his face and body size suggested a teenager visiting the ship on a school trip. 


			“All right, all right, don’t just stand there. Go get your suits on, the commander has arrived so the ship will be departing soon,” Roan called them into action.


			Kirra and Sevinc excused themselves. James deposited the trunks with a thud, prompting Harland to look over his shoulder. “Keller, I see you finally got the implants. Cost an arm and a leg, I imagine?”


			


			“Two of each, if you’re splitting hairs, sir, and not to mention the fallout with the wife, but well worth it when you see what I can do now!” Keller grinned, reaching again for the trunks. 


			Harland dismissed the spectacle with a wave of the hand. “Go get your suit on for now, Keller,” he sighed, turning back to his coffee on the table. “We will have plenty of down-time for you to show-off your new skills.” 


			Keller set off after Kirra and Sevinc, his feet thumping out his departure.


			Lilian Harland brought the coffee up to his mouth, took a moment to savour the aroma, then sipped the scalding liquid appreciatively. Sunderland was paging through his book, trying to find his mark. He already had his suit on and most of the modular attachments which converted the exoskeleton from a suit of armour, worn by the Marines, to a spacesuit. Colloquially, people spoke of the exoskeleton frame as the suit. It was designed by Tessin as a self-powered mount, modular by nature, allowing third-party companies freedom of versatility. After the development of the suit, Tessin invested most of its resources in an attempt to dominate the modules market as well. For the most part they’d succeeded. 


			“How is the team doing? Are they ready for this trip, in your opinion?” Lilian inquired over a wisp of steam. 


			It was uncommon for an officer to ask about the lowest guys on the ground, Sunderland knew, as they usually had much bigger affairs on their minds, but working on Star Ships meant the teams had to be closer together, and he thought that could be reason enough to justify a visit from the captain. If anything should happen, they would have to rely on each other – more so than when they were in the solar system, where help was always within reach. But that meant that something had to actually happen. Sunderland regarded the last six years as the dreariest in his career. He, like many others, continued doing tours for the windfall he would receive on his return. His family tolerated his absence for the same reason, he suspected. The extra money went a long way when raising four girls in the city. 


			“Well, I think I caught Private Blackwood smiling today, so I’d say she is borderline ecstatic,” he said. “Private Baker is the same jittery kid we got last year except he’s a year older, and the rest of the team give him more grief than before. His attitude is still good despite the others, and he does what he’s told. I still think he will come around eventually. 


			“And you saw Corporal Keller back there, Captain – there’s no getting him down. I think his new arms and legs could be a benefit to the team in a tight spot.” He did not add that he thought James was testing his authority and position as ground team leader, in what could only be an attempt to prove his own worth as a team leader. 


			He paused to deliberate his next sentence carefully. “As for Private Niles... well, I read a report that he did exceptionally well during the pre-deployment training and he’s staying on top of his own fitness, which makes my life easier, but mostly he keeps to himself and doesn’t cause any trouble.” He was unconvinced by his own lie. Sunderland regarded people’s private business as just that. It did not interest him, and as long as it did not impact the team or their performance, he tended to ignore it. He had heard the rumours and the banter, and sometimes the jealousy, around Niles and his so-called girlfriend on the engineering deck. In a way, he even understood why Niles was doing it. Lock any man in a metal box for months at a time without something to occupy him, and he would lose his mind. 


			Lilian took another sip of his coffee, then set it down on the table. “I have heard some complaints from the other officers on the ship, Sergeant,” he said, looking at him sternly.


			There it was, Sunderland thought, the real reason the captain was here. Judging by his tone, this was not going to be a pleasant conversation.


			


			“What did they say, sir?” he enquired, trying to ignore the elephant that had entered the room.


			“In a word, fraternisation,” Lilian declared, and waited for Sunderland’s reaction.


			“Sir, I have a wife and four daughters. I could never do that to them!” 


			“Don’t be coy with me, Sergeant, you know very well that I’m talking about Private Niles and his frequent visits to the engineering deck,” the captain said disapprovingly, his mood turning as dark as his skin tone. “You’re the team leader, so I hold you responsible for his actions. Some of the officers want him court marshalled. Some want to have you charged as well.” 


			He paused to let Sunderland absorb the gravity of the situation. “Major Ober is doing his best to de-escalate things and to protect you – both of you, actually. But there’s only so much he can do if Private Niles isn’t brought back in check.”


			Roan understood that if he was charged, he would not be eligible to fly on any Star Ship tours until the case was settled. If found guilty, he could be grounded for months, even years. While the prospect of spending extra time with his family back on Earth was almost enticing, he knew the financial strain it would put on them.


			“I will make sure Niles does not leave this deck, Captain,” he croaked, throat suddenly dry.


			Sevinc Baker had quietly entered the room. He was standing by the door, his exoskeleton suit covered in combat armour, pistol at his hip, rifle on his back – and a cake in his hands. A single sparkler was burning cheerfully.


			The captain, who had his back to door, saw the look of astonishment on Sunderland’s face and turned. His mouth dropped open. 


			


			Sunderland did not know where to start. Sevinc jumped in with a nervous explanation: “I heard it was Kirra’s, I mean Blackwood’s, Private Blackwood’s birthday …” 


			“Okay…” Lilian was still puzzled by the spectacle before him, “Did you plan to fight her after you gave her the cake?”


			“N–no, sir.”


			“Then why do you have on combat armour? And why are you armed?”


			“Sir?” he looked down at his suit, confusion spreading across his face. “Sergeant, you said we should get our suits on.”


			Lilian looked back to Roan Sunderland, whose astonishment had changed to an irritated frown. 


			“Are we going into combat, Baker? No! No, we are not! We are going to light speed. You need your space suit, Baker! If the hull ruptured, you would be a dead husk in that! Then what? The captain would write a letter to your mom, saying her son died because he was stupid! Go and change! Put the cake down first, for Christ’s sake!”


			Wide-eyed, Baker hurried to the table to set the cake down, knocking some icing onto the surface. He looked at the icing, then at the Sergeant. 


			“Just go, Private,” the captain intervened.


			All the commotion had masked Keller’s return. He took one look at Sevinc and burst out laughing until he was out of sight. When he saw the cake on the table, the joy faded from his face.


			“Is that for Kirra?” he asked anxiously.


			“Apparently,” Harland said, eyeing the triple-layered chocolate confection, glazed in icing on all sides. The top had ‘Happy Birthday’ in elaborate cursive chocolate swirls.


			“Sergeant, we need to get this out of here before she sees it.”


			“I am well aware of that.”


			“Why? Who doesn’t like cake on their birthday?” Lilian enquired.


			


			“She doesn’t like birthdays on account of …” Keller trailed off and looked at Sunderland for help.


			For the second time in a day, Sunderland was being thrust into other people’s personal business. “Captain, I don’t think I’m at liberty to discuss her personal life,” he stammered.


			At that moment, Kirra walked in. Keller had the cake in his hands, the sparkler doing nothing to offset the shock on his face at seeing her. She looked at the others, rolled her eyes and walked over to James. She then grabbed a fistful of cake, took a bite, and impaled the mangled ball that remained on the sparkler. Everyone stood frozen.


			She looked around and declared, “Delicious!” then stalked out the room as if nothing extraordinary had happened. 


			James Keller put down the cake and went after her. “Kirra, hold on, it wasn’t me, it wasn’t my idea,” he called out. 


			Once again, Lilian and Roan were alone in the room. Harland broke the silence first. “Well that was beyond bizarre!”


			“She doesn’t celebrate her birthday; it’s something from her childhood. You’ll have to ask her if you want details, Captain.”


			“And Private Baker doesn’t know about her feelings on birthdays then?”


			Roan Sunderland shook his head. He watched as Captain Harland processed what had just transpired. No doubt he was deciding whether it meant he should come down here more often or never again; his half-finished coffee stood forgotten on the table. 


			Private Miquel Niles interrupted his contemplation. “Morning, Captain,” he exclaimed, saluting smartly as he entered. He walked over to the table and sat down, his interest focused on the cake. When he had identified an unspoiled section, he flicked a brown lock from his eyes, produced a knife from his pocket and cut a slice.


			“It is common practice to ask permission to join a table with an officer, Private Niles,” Harland said with contempt. Miquel paused his chewing and looked up startled. He tried to speak but could not on account of the cake. Hurriedly he swallowed and made another attempt, “Sorry, Captain. May I join the table?”


			“No.”


			Niles was baffled. Slowly he got up and ran a hand through his already ruffled hair. Sunderland noticed the red skin around his wrists and neck – testament to his visit to the engineering deck. “Go get your suit on, Private,” he snapped. Niles saluted and slunk out.


			Roan knew that Harland was right. The discussions officers had around their tables were not for everybody to hear. This, however, was not an officer’s table. 


			Captain Lilian Harland cleared his throat and took a sip from his rediscovered coffee. “Your team seems to be running amok, Sergeant.”


			“They have their ups and downs, sir.”


			“Do not patronise me. You need to get control of them.” He rose to his feet and, leaning over the table, continued: “This is a serious warning, Sergeant. Keep Niles off the engineering deck. Get Blackwood under control. Toughen up the kid – what’s his name?”


			“Baker, sir.”


			“Yes, Baker. He is a Marine; he should act like it! And I am getting a sense of insubordination from Keller which needs to be address. You are the team leader so it falls on your shoulders.” 


			Roan thought insubordination much too harsh a word for James Keller’s ambitions. It was his loud boisterous personality which amplified his imperfections. Granted, his approach to prove his worth as a future team leader was not entirely unflawed.


			Roan Sunderland stood smartly as the captain made his departure, then sat down wearily and resumed paging through his book. Eventually he sighed and set the book aside.


			*


			


			Viona Spencer drifted through the weightlessness of the Transit Ring. The buzz of the Mass Accelerator Ring droned in her head like a fat, persistent fly. She hopped out onto the engineering deck, choosing to detour on her way to the flight deck. Her long legs made short work of the leading passage, and the noise of the central hub receded. Locks of dark hair came cascading down onto her shoulders, then reached her lower back, and with a groan she reached up to tie them back in place. 


			Rounding a corner, she was startled – surprising in itself – by a swift, dark shadow. It brushed past her leg, recoiled and sped away. By the time she had regain her footing and composure, the hallway was empty. Confounded, as if by some prank she had not yet fully realised, she slowly resumed her journey, her senses keen and on edge.


			If the Concordia’s bridge was the Star Ship’s brain, then the engineering hub was her central nervous system. Viona entered what she saw as the very essence of the ship: a great oval chamber that was the terminus for several corridors leading in from all directions. At its centre stood a large command console which, despite doing a great job at hiding a short but portly gentleman who was happily dozing, also doubled as a second bridge, reserved for dire emergencies that rendered the flight deck unusable. The elderly man reclined in his chair at an impossible angle, seeming to defy the conventional sway of gravity. The large curling moustache and what little could be seen of his upper lip beneath it twitched rhythmically to a hollow, grating snore. 


			Viona crossed the space, silently leaving the old man as she had found him. The corridor she chose would take her to the fusion reactor; its heavy drone was audible a short distance within the narrow confines. She emerged onto a platform suspended at one end of a large spherical room. The reactor itself hung in the room’s centre, neatly above a sealed aperture made to jettison the entire thing in a crisis. A multitude of polished tubes, braided matte black cables and retaining wires engulfed the reactor as if it had tumbled down a steep hill, collecting all that lay along the way. 


			She reached the balustrade and stared up at the pulsing heart of the Concordia. Above the ever-present whine was an elusive beat. Its throb and thrum were felt, rather than heard. On some days she likened it to the racing heart of a small, panicked animal, yet on others the rhythm was slow and powerful, like the hammering of a metal stake into permafrost. Today, the beat was nothing like either; it was subdued. The beat of a hibernating giant. 


			“Don’t get too close. The gravity here is fickle. One wrong move, and swish…” 


			Viona turned around to face Iliyan Kozarev. The reactor specialist stood a few feet from her, one arm suspending a limp hand in the air. His eyes bulged as he shot out his fingers. “Splat!” he cried, horror playing across his face. Then he smiled and sauntered over to her. “I thought,” he whispered as he slid his eyes along her body like a cold wet hand, “that you might not show up. That the hardy pilot had thrown the habit. Or worse!” He paused dramatically while his pale blue eyes drew level with hers, “that you found someone else!” He drew in a long breath, savoured it, then exhaled sharply, smacking his lips. “Ah! Lovely as always. But,” he said with emphasis, “the price has increased.” He whirled around and took a seat. 


			“What? We had a deal,” she lashed out, drawing her hands together behind her back.


			“Ah, there she is! The steely eyes, the look of cold determination. Is that anger even? What are you going to do? Are you going to draw your blade? What, you think I don’t know about it? You didn’t? I should be offended. Was I some lowly dealer in your eyes?” he scoffed. “The price is double. You know you cannot afford not to pay it as well as I do. So, Viona darling, put down that arm, reach into your pocket and give me my money. Now.”


			


			Viona glared at the smug face but dropped her arms. Her fists were balled for some time still before she unclenched them and retrieved the money. “Where is it?” she asked, holding the money beyond his grasp. 


			“You will find it in your locker. I just had this feeling that we would reach an amicable agreement.”


			Her glower was as fierce as her temper. If he had found his way to the locker in her room, she would have to scour everything in it. The money tumbled through her fingers, chips clattering to the floor. She was through the door before they had come to a rest. Iliyan’s voice followed her out, “You should try a more cordial approach next time. We are the very best of friends, after all. Holders of each other’s secrets.”


			Where previously she had walked quietly, she stomped into the oval room. But it was not her walk which had woken the snoring Thomas Augustus from his nap.


			“Ha!” he exclaimed, “two visitors in one day! It’s almost like the old days, when the ships were positively a-bustle. Yes, those were the days. Twenty, even thirty on the fat ladies, as we used to call them, would work this deck alone,” he chortled. “It was choreographed madness on some days but beautiful to watch. You youngsters wouldn’t know. These days AI runs the ship, and we just sit here getting fat.” He rubbed his pot belly. 


			The other unfortunate recipient of the monologue was equally out of place on the engineering deck. The Marine Miquel Niles fixed Viona with his bright blue eyes and indicated the door with the slightest dip of his head.


			“Captain Spencer,” Thomas continued, straightening in his chair, “I am sure you will want to fly Star Ships one day? I hope for your sake you still can. The way things are going, Concordia and her friends will be doing all the flying and we humans” – he gave them both a serious look as they filed past – “will just be passengers. These glorious vessels were once humanity’s greatest achievement, you know.”


			


			“Warrant Officer Augustus,” Sam spoke kindly through the intercom, “I would never make you obsolete on this ship because I know how much working on this ship means to you.”


			“Oh, Concordia, you don’t get it,” he shook his head sadly.


			“Thomas, you need not call me that. The ship is not my body. It’s my home. As it is your home for the duration of this journey. You needn’t feel useless or unwelcome. I am your assistant. You know that. Call me Valentina. Or by the moniker Sam, as most of your kind already do, and let us get to work.”


			He turned his round face to Viona, curly moustache twitching as he spoke. “She is a good assistant,” he acknowledged through pursed lips, with a tiny nod. Then he beamed. “Have I ever told you about the time we stopped a runaway cycle? Sam was the one who spotted it, bringing the ship to state four! In my sixty years of service, that was the only time I ever saw state four. It was the closest we ever were to losing the Concordia. But we decided it was not happening on our watch, and we stopped it!” Thomas loved reminiscing and telling stories. And this story – possibly the most distinguished moment of his entire service with the Administration – he loved telling the most, but the truth about Thomas Augustus was that he seldom told new stories. Viona had heard many different renditions of this one, and all of them from Thomas.


			She tried to get in a word to make her excuses, but Thomas was only gathering momentum. Miquel and Viona edged towards the hall. Thomas, however, did not skip a beat even as they quietly left. They could hear him talking into the empty room as if they were still there, and how Sam gently acknowledged him, as he paused for breath. Viona felt sad for him at that moment. He wanted only to be heard – to be heard by real people, and to be valued in the way he had valued his mentors in the days before AI had significantly decreased the size of Star Ship crews. He was nearly eighty and close to retirement. Where would he go from here? she wondered. Would he have someone to listen to him, or be abandoned and alone? Had she had the time, she may have gone back and listened to the story again. Would that make him feel better, or only her? 


			Miquel Niles laughed. “I bet Sam wishes she could just walk out of the room as well. I hear that story every time I’m up here.”


			“And why were you here?” Viona asked irritably.


			Miquel recovered quickly, “I could ask you the same thing.”


			Viona grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around despite his being nearly twice her weight. She squeezed hard into his muscular shoulder, enough to illicit a single involuntary tic around his eyes. His features, although stern at present, were undeniably handsome. She looked him over as she tried to regain some of her composure before she said something unbecoming. A layer of perspiration sat on his brow and his cheeks were flushed. It was clear that his brown hair had recently been tousled, despite his feeble attempt to tidy it with his hands. The skin around his wrists – which had come up defensively – was a deep crimson. And so was his neck. Had he been in a fight? Viona wondered.


			Eventually she said, “You don’t know your place, Private!” and let his shoulder go. 


			“May I leave now?”


			“You will go when I say. Fix yourself up first. You’re a mess! What were you doing here?”


			Miquel straightened his shirt and tucked away the folds that were above his belt. “I came here to visit a friend,” he said slowly.


			“You came here to visit the WO?” her surprise almost undid her anger.


			The Marine laughed harshly. “No! Of course not.” The laughter caught in his throat when he saw her expression. Viona could feel her pulse in the scar on her left temple. “I came to see Eleanor. My friend Eleanor Keller. Sergeant Keller. She – I mean, the sergeant – works up on engine three.”


			


			Viona took a few steps past him and stood facing the wall. She knew she was trembling by the way her implants worked to mask it. The worst part was she did not fully understand why she was so angry. 


			“Get off this deck, Marine!” 


			Miquel Niles was more than happy to be excused. 


			Viona stared at the wall until the sounds of his steps had faded. Her left hand drifted up to her face. Suddenly the hand split down the middle, revealing its mechanical inners. Quickly her fingers found the capsule stored in the depths of her wrist. A small shake revealed two, maybe three, objects inside it. She popped open the lid and threw the lot into her mouth. In an instant her arm was human once more. She swallowed and waited. It took some time, but the throbbing in her temple subsided. The tremors in her hands stopped and the angry knot in her chest relaxed.


			Before she knew it, she stood on the bridge, watching the final preparations for the first superluminal jump out of Sol. The commander had offered her a seat but otherwise left her to quietly observe. There was a hum in her ears which was not the ship. Through it she listened to the exchanges between pilot and engineer, between the communications officer and various approach controllers, and the executive officer and each of them. 


			Andrew Parnell did not seem pleased to have her on the bridge or to have her in his dedicated seat. After she said she was there on the commander’s invitation, he stalked away, choosing a spot behind the pilot from where he could deliver critique as they progressed to the designated departure point. 


			Commander Felix Scott sat in an elevated chair in the middle of the deck. He presided over the activities with a keen eye. In his grand seat, the galactic backdrop visible through the wall projection, Viona thought he had a regal quality – a posture that was kingly and an air of authority that could span beyond the ship and into the cosmos.


			


			Una Fitzpatrick confirmed that she had plotted the new course Felix had requested and that they were cleared out of the system. Sam declared Ship State Three as Jen Isaacs gradually increased the Ring’s output while monitoring a host of parameters. Zack’s hand guided the Concordia along the required vector until, when he was satisfied, he handed over control to Sam. Executive Officer Parnell grunted his dissatisfaction.


			The Star Ship quivered in anticipation beneath Viona’s feet.


			A subtle movement caught her attention. Over her shoulder, the hall leading into the bridge warped and shimmered as if heated. The previously straight passage curved and bent as slow undulating waves ran its course. 


			Felix must have seen her looking back, although when he spoke he looked ahead. “We call it the Hall of Mirrors. The space distortions are truly fascinating here. This is the best place to see them on the ship.” He turned in his chair to look at her, eyes hinting at a smile, then turned further to see the hallway. “Fascinating, isn’t it?”


			The uniform overhead lights were caught in the converging gravitation waves flickering in illusive bands and sparkling points. It reminded Viona of looking at the sun’s reflection over clear rippled water. The current moved quickly, never staying still for more than an instant, like an energetic river. Through the reflections she could see a mixture of floors, walls and ceilings as the visible light eddied and churned.


			“There are schools of thought that claim you could walk right through that,” Felix remarked, “because modern Star Ships are so well shielded. Others are certain you would be crushed.” He chucked quietly. “I don’t know about you, but I would rather not find out.” He gave her one more look, not unkind in anyway, but his eyes did catch for a moment longer, as if he had seen something unexpected. “The real show is about to begin,” he concluded and straightened in his seat. 


			


			The very fabric of space seemed to draw tight and pull in on itself, curling around the bridge like a giant warping doughnut. Lights from distant stars were drawn in and slingshot around, revealing the gravitational monster coiling over the Concordia’s neck. Up front, the stars closest to their vector flared in shades of blue and purple, even as they appeared to dart away from them. Strangely, Viona could not discern even the tiniest motion, despite knowing that each passing second carried them impossible distances into the vast, vast cosmos.


			*


			Sam announced Ship State Two. Sevinc Baker stood but stopped after taking just one step. Was he allowed to take the exoskeleton off now that the FTL jump was completed? Or did he need to wait for Sergeant Sunderland to give the instruction? He thought about asking but the sergeant was reading a book, and he did not want to disturb him – after all, he had not made to remove his own suit. Perhaps Sevinc could remove his helmet? At least until someone told him to put it back on. It was so terribly hot and clammy inside his suit that he decided to risk it.


			James Keller, who had been sitting next to him, rather uncharacteristically quiet, grabbed his arm before he could reach the controls at his forearm. “Leave your helmet on,” he said through a wide grin. Sevinc sat down, miserably placing his chin in his hands. Why was it so uncomfortably hot in this thing? he thought. This was supposed to be cutting-edge technology. As sweat coursed down his forehead, stinging his eyes, he watched Sergeant Sunderland set aside his book and retract his helmet. He called Private Niles over, startling Sevinc with the sharpness of his tone. Miquel Niles walked over casually, helmet drawn back, but halted smartly in front of Roan Sunderland so that one could not be sure if he was overly serious about his rigid stance at attention or if he was mocking it by exaggeration.


			


			Another drop of sweat lurched down the bridge of Sevinc’s nose, causing a wicked itch. He shook his head, making the drop slide onto his lip. It was salty. He tried to focus his attention elsewhere. James Keller sat on his left-hand side and continued watching him with unmasked interest. To his right, past Miquel’s empty seat, was Kirra Blackwood. Their eyes met briefly as he faced her, but she quickly looked away, taking an avid interest in unbuckling herself from the jump seat. 


			Roan Sunderland addressed Private Niles in a tone which called for all of their attention. “I hear that you have taken a liking to roaming the upper decks. Why is that?”


			“Just visiting a friend, Sergeant.” His reply made James Keller burst out in laughter. Roan’s face flushed, matching his hair. The stern look he shot Corporal Keller was enough to curb his amusement.


			“This isn’t funny!” His voice carried the same edge that was on his face. “Captain Harland came all the way down here to address this issue. You know how I feel about the officers coming down to this deck! Let me remind you that this is day one” – he held up a finger to the sky – “of the tour. If you thought the last two months of workups were tough, well do I have news for you! If the officers come down here to complain about any one of you even once more, until we make port again, I will personally see to it that you regret your misdemeanour!” Now he addressed Niles personally, “You are not to leave this deck. Do I make myself clear?” 


			“Yes, Sergeant.”


			“Good! Good. Now go and sit down.” 


			Roan deflated so rapidly that Sevinc could not but wonder if the entire spectacle had been a performance which the sergeant was not at all eager to give. He expected to see remorse in Miquel’s face, but to his surprise the Marine wore an idiot’s grin as soon as he had his back to the disgruntled sergeant. At least he made an effort to hide it once he returned to his seat. 


			


			James Keller leant over Sevinc, pushing him back into his seat with the bulk of his shoulder, and spoke mockingly. “I guess your mistress will have to find someone new on her own deck.” His sardonic smile was inches from Sevinc’s helmet.


			“Oh, please,” said Miquel leaning in, “ain’t a soul on this boat who can match my charm. Besides, that girl is a real minx. She would burn through lesser men.” He chuckled quietly, so as not to attract the sergeant’s attention.


			“Don’t make me laugh. Kirra is more man than you!”


			“If that’s the case, then Kirra should make her way up to the engineering deck and swing her charm around.”


			Kirra peeled off her breastplate and walked over. “Miquel, you’re a pretty boy. That’s all you’ve got going for you. Don’t talk about swinging stuff around, because I have been to the toilets after you and I know you’re swinging quite short.” James enjoyed the jest loudly as usual, slapping his leg with a monstrous hand. Roan looked up and rolled his eyes, then took off his right sleeve and placed it on the table in front of him.


			“You got a bite to your bark, Kirra?” Miquel demanded. “Maybe you should join us sometime. I’m telling you, Eleanor is wild!” His foolish grin returned, and his eyes glazed over as a memory resurfaced. For an instant, Sevinc thought he saw a glimmer of something other than base lechery flit across Miquel’s face, but the solitary shadow dissolved before he could examine it.


			“Alright, alright, stop pushing each other like children. You’re worse than my daughters! I don’t want any more talk about this, I thought I was clear,” reproved Roan. “All of you, get to the gym!”


			Sevinc retracted his helmet and drew in a deep breath of fresh air. Suddenly James and Miquel roared with laughter. As Sevinc wiped the sweat from his face, he realised that all the others had long since removed their helmets and most their suit attachments. With the exception of Kirra, who had not removed her leggings, they all stood in their exoskeletons’ inner framework.


			“Look at you, enjoying a beach day,” chuckled Miquel. Sevinc did not follow his meaning. 


			“Nothing like a sauna session in the morning, hey little guy?” James chimed in with a shake of Sevinc’s shoulder. His puzzlement was clear, because Kirra dropped her head back in exasperation and snapped, “Check your temperature, idiot”.


			Sevinc cautiously raised his arm as if expecting somebody to shout at him. When nobody did, he looked at the temperature control for his suit. It was set way up! He looked again in disbelief at the figure and the cautionary labels around it. How had this happened? he wondered. He was certain he had set it correctly. The mystery was soon solved.


			“Niles, you owe me some credits I believe,” James beamed, stretching out his open palm.


			“You hardly deserve it. A blind man could have done it when we were mid-jump,” Miquel retorted irritably. 


			“A bet is a bet, Niles,” Kirra said casually, despite her frown.


			The door to the armoury opened. The room tensed as a handsome lieutenant entered. The neatly combed bands of hair caught the light with a glint like dusty gold. Blue eyes surveyed the room.


			“Who is Sevinc Baker? It’s you? Great, keep that on and follow me.” He strode from the room. Sevinc looked around at the eyes on him. Roan Sunderland indicated the door with his thumb, prompting Sevinc to scurry after the officer. The last thing he heard before the door slid shut behind him was Roan’s agitation about the surprising visit, and how Niles had to count himself lucky it was not for him.


			The hanger was only a short distance from the armoury. When Sevinc passed through the barrier curtains he was astounded to see a small group gathered beside the shuttle’s open door. They were six in total. An elegant dark-skinned man wearing a major’s rank was the first to speak. 


			“Is this everybody?”


			“Yes, sir,” replied the shuttle’s commander from where she stood in its doorway.


			“On behalf of Commander Felix Scott, welcome everybody. I am Major Robert Knight, officer in charge of the engineering deck,” he said, smiling. With the topic still so fresh in his mind, Sevinc felt an irrational pang of guilt. Knight continued: “I am the section head on that level, but for today I will be your host on Captain Spencer’s shuttle.”


			As Sevinc wondered if he had somehow been mistaken for someone else, he noticed the blue-eyed lieutenant’s grimace and decided he did not want to ask if he was truly the one he had wanted. Major Knight introduced Viona Spencer, the shuttle’s commander, who proceeded with the mandatory safety briefing. She was tall – her head nearly reached the cabin’s roof – and slender. Her long face was neatly balanced by high cheekbones, giving her a delicate but stern appearance. Her green eyes hopped around the assembled group. Each turn of her head sent pulses through her otherwise straight black hair. Expressive hands indicated points of interest as she concluded her lecture. “Any questions?” she asked but did not wait for the reply. The wings insignia on her breast flashed as she turned and disappeared inside the cabin. Was I staring? Did she notice? Would she think I was looking at her breasts? Sevinc felt a new flush of horror sweep over him. 


			Robert Knight ushered everybody inside and the blue-eyed lieutenant – whom he had called Bradley Rust – closed the shuttle door behind them. Even more alarming to the Marine was that he had missed the entire safety briefing while stupidly drooling over the pilot.


			Bradley Rust walked around the cabin, making sure everyone was securely fastened in their seats, and then took a seat opposite Sevinc. All the while the deep grimace never left his face. In fact, it got worse as the engines started and they departed from the Star Ship’s belly. It was then that Sevinc Baker noticed the lieutenant’s flight suit and the insignia on his chest. But if he is a pilot, he puzzled, then what is he doing back here with us? On account of his not knowing why he was there either, Sevinc decided to let the question drift away.


			The angry pilot aside, the atmosphere in the cabin was jubilant. Major Knight chatted informally with a sergeant who appeared to be from the engineering deck as well. Next to them sat Stanley Watkins, whom Sevinc recognised from several passing encounters. The lab technician did not seem eager to start a conversation and was instead straining in his seat to look into the cockpit. The excitement was clear on his dark face, despite the dim lighting. 


			Sevinc sat back and waited for something to happen. Bradley Rust soon told them to don their helmets. Sevinc’s heart fluttered at several distressing imaginings as to why they would need it. If they had a problem, could they not just return to the Concordia? They could not be terribly far from the Star Ship. He felt flushed. A tremor coursed down his spine. The quiet excitement around the cabin did not dispel his dread. He raised his arm and remembered the latest prank at his expense. Resolutely stabbing a finger at the controls, Sevinc finally lowered the suit’s temperature as anger boiled over his fears. 


			“Hey! Helmet! Now!” Lieutenant Rust snarled.


			Sevinc’s helmet extended up and around his head; the residual heat in the suit fanned his temper. He must look like a sweaty idiot, especially to the officers. A strong part of him suddenly wanted out: to get away from this stupid ship and its people, away from their mocking and their pranks and, most of all right now, to get out of this suit. 


			With his scowl hidden, Sevinc watched as Bradley got up – his envious focus on the pilot’s much leaner exoskeleton compared to the Marine’s version – and slid the shuttle’s door to the side. The contempt he had felt dissolved instantly. In its place, a sticky, gut-wrenching fear flooded in. What on earth was happening? Sevinc wanted to scream, but was glad he could muster some restraint. The other passengers stood and crowded around the open door. After no short time, Sevinc made to stand but was held back by the embrace of the harness. When he got free, Robert Knight noticed him peering over his shoulder. He swooped an arm around and pushed him to the front. “Don’t worry, Private,” he said lightly, “the shielding is perfectly safe. Go have a look. I promise you won’t find a better view in the galaxy.”


			Major Knight addressed the group as a whole. “The Wave Off has been a tradition on the Star Ship Concordia since her inauguration and Commander Scott would not break with it. In fact, he is promoting it amongst other commanders in the hope of making it an Administration tradition. With that said, he deeply regrets not being here personally, but duty demands his presence elsewhere. 


			“Outside you will see the Milky Way galaxy in all her splendour. Captain Spencer has placed us at what many consider to be its outer limits. Our home – humanity’s home – is nestled right over there, in the relatively small Orion-Cygnus arm, between the vast Sagittarius arm and the equally enormous Perseus arm.” As he spoke, he traced out the broad strokes of the galactic arms with casual sweeps of his own arms above Sevinc’s head. “Magnificent, isn’t it?” he asked, but he may as well have been standing alone given the silence that had descended on the cabin.


			It was hard to comprehend the scale of what stood before him. Sevinc did not know which arm was which, or where Earth was, or even where everything else which was human sat in the inexhaustibly boundless swirling spectacle in front of him. A part of him felt like he could reach out and let his fingers course through the tiny specks of light, as if they were individual grains of sand in some incomprehensible iridescent whirlpool, an arm’s length away. The bands of darker pink dust and blue-tinged yellow flux would part around his fingers as he raked his hands through them. In their wake, stars would eddy and dance, shimmering and shining all the while as they swam in and out of view behind star-forming clumps of dust. 


			A different part of him screamed at the sheer impossible infinity of it all. Of course, he knew that the galaxy had bounds and could strictly speaking be measured – each star counted and documented – but such a notion made his head swim the longer he stared. And wherever he stared, he saw more stars! The streaking greater bands, although having the look of solid structures, resolved into countless stars wherever he looked. Dark pockets of gas speckled with red fledgling stars bobbed along the currents of the bright galactic waterways. If the dark canvas was lightly salted at the edges, at its centre the pot had been upturned. His helmet dimmed as he looked towards the core, allowing him to make out more and more of the condensed structure and its constituent parts. Even so, he had to look intently at the central bar, the area so densely clustered that it appeared solid, despite his helmet’s visual aid. 


			His head hurt. Was this God? he wondered. Was that why it was so hard to grasp? The scale was too fantastical, and he found himself looking away. The edges were more captivating; easier to wrap his mind around, as if finally dealing with something tangible. The outlier systems here had the view of the entire galaxy sprawled before them – kind of like what he had right now, a permanent display of the mad chaotic knot cranking on for all eternity. Would life on those planets be humbled by the scale of the galaxy, as he was, or would those beings be more accustomed to its grandeur? Would it draw them closer to their gods, or away from them?


			Robert Knight broke the silence at last. “In the early days of seafaring, many navy captains observed the tradition of having sailors crossing the Equator for the first time do so by swimming across it.” As he spoke, the pilot Bradley Rust moved around to the opposite side of the cabin and drew the opposing door along its guide. The view from this side could have been a clear night’s sky back on Earth. Sevinc suffered a wave of vertigo at the idea of standing at such odd angles to the sky above.


			“So, who wants to go first?” Robert looked around his audience cheerfully. “How about you, soldier?” At that moment Sevinc was glad that the Marine-issued Tessin exoskeleton did not have a clear helmet. Before he could object, Robert ushered him to the precipice. “You’ll get through the emergency shielding with a bit of a push. Don’t jump, we don’t want you floating away,” he chortled. Sevinc tensed, resisting the gentle but firm grip on his shoulders. The shove was unexpected but not unduly forceful. Just hard enough to get him out the door. “There we go. Now grab the side. See the edge? When you spin back around, just reach out and grab it. Okay, okay, don’t worry, we will come to you. Spencer! Track us left slowly. Steady … steady … and stop. There you go. You’re alright, see? Now swing your way underneath the shuttle and come in on the other side.”


			Sevinc would never remember the space walk, or how he found himself back inside the shuttle. He barely noticed the congratulatory slaps on the back or the words of praise. For the longest time, all he heard was the pounding of his own heart. The dusky lab technician, Stanley Watkins, went after him. Then the engine specialist from the engineering deck, followed lastly by the pilot Bradley Rust. Each performed the ceremonial ‘swim’, leaving the Milky Way with collected nervous excitement. Everyone but Sevinc gathered for a final viewing. Major Knight spoke some more, then the small group returned to their seats and Bradley closed the doors.


			“Can I ask you something?” Stanley’s question would have had Sevinc raise his head from where it was buried deep in his hands, had he not added, “Robert?”


			Sevinc never saw the surprise on Major Knight’s face; he only heard it in his voice. 


			


			“What?” he recoiled but composed himself quickly, “What is it, Mister Watkins?”


			Stanley leaned in, lowering his voice. “Do … do you sleep?”


			There was a long silence before Robert replied. His hushed tone could not fully hide its seething edge, “Why do you ask?”


			Stanley considered the question, or rather the best reply, but before he could answer Robert cut in, “You think all black people should be purists? You think we shouldn’t follow technological and scientific progress, so we can cling to the notion of being ‘pure’ human being? That’s a stupid idea, boy. I mean, you’re a man of science – surely you can see that? Don’t let culture and society force you to take a back seat in life because, before you know it, you will be the only one sitting there.” He stopped, apparently finished. Bradley and the sergeant were engrossed in their own conversation on the opposite side of the cabin. 


			Robert spoke again, with a note of urgency, “You’ll get nothing from the pure idealism. Nothing. Forget what you’ve been told. When society moves on, you are the one who will be left behind. Listen to me: we black people have been on the wrong side of history far too many times. Now that we get an equal opportunity to advance our race, we want to hold back? It’s ludicrous, Stanley. It makes no sense.” He paused. “We have got to move forward. You have got to move forward. You should do it for yourself.”


			The shuttle jolted to a halt inside the glass box. As the rest shuffled out, a single set of footsteps paused at the door. “No, Stanley, I do not sleep. I chose that.” The tap of Robert’s boots told of his exit through the door. “But you keep that quiet, son.” 


			The shuttled whirred softly like an animal settling in for the night. Sevinc sat waiting for the footfalls around him to disperse. When he eventually lifted his head and the coast was clear, he darted for the exit, all the while hoping his boots would not leak.


			First Encounters


			“I think,” Zack O’Reilly said, stroking his naked chin, “I think I should grow a beard”. 


			In the seat next to the major, Captain Jen Isaacs had a hard time suppressing an involuntary chuckle that was not entirely without ridicule. She spoke as she worked the controls at her fingertips. Her eyes fixed, then darted and fixed again, carefully monitoring the instrumentation as the Star Ship Concordia began decelerating. “Don’t you think you have enough hair on your head as it is?” 


			Zack faced her and wagged his eyebrows at her. “What? Are these too much for you, honey? Would you not love me with a beard? What if I had a full head of hair? Would you find yourself a different Star Ship? Sam! I hope you’re listening too. If she leaves me, she leaves you.”


			Jen scoffed but could not help her smile. “Sam, let’s run through the arrival checklist.” A vibration rippled through the bridge, momentarily upsetting the duo’s progress. 


			“Ah, the tickle – we must be getting close now.”


			“Truth be told, Zack, we all know you shave your head because you’re bald.” She paused for the major’s laughter. “Nobody here wants to see a patchy balding beard on you too.” She grinned fiercely.


			Sam called out, “Ten seconds”.


			Zack winked at Jen and lightly slid his hands over the controls. The ship went silent, then moaned through the stresses that coursed through it like fever-tremors. If any of the crew had looked at the walls, they would have seen the distortion of space around the ship pushing forward over and around the bridge, widening as it did and seemingly becoming an unvarnished picture of space. 


			“Don’t overshoot. Ease her out.”


			“I’m easing. We’re right on the numbers. Rings are neutral. Bubble’s about to pop.”


			“Whoa,” Zack exclaimed, “that’s weird! Are we out? Systems normal?”


			“Look at that divide – um… yeah everything checks out… Sam, you concur? – look how it just… ends!”


			“Yes, Jen, green across the board.”


			“Okay, hold on. I’m going to spin us around to get a better look. Sam, I’ve got control.”


			“You’ve got it, Zack.”


			Part of the sky visible through the Hollow Deck was normal, albeit far from the familiar fixtures around Earth. The other side of it, however, was completely empty. A large ebony blotch. Ostensibly at the end of existence, a timeless void, yawning across the sky. Zack found himself nosing the ship away as the hairs on his neck prickled. “I don’t like the look of that,” he admitted. 


			Jen stared up in awe. “I can’t look at it,” she said, “It’s making my head swim.”


			“Caution, Zack. Our current vector will put us in orbit around the gas giant.”


			Zack tore his gaze away from the jet abyss above and looked between his feet. “How the … how did we get this close to this planet? Una, where are we? Una? Where is the old woman?”


			“Hopefully not close enough to hear you calling her that. You know she doesn’t like it,” reproached Jen.


			“Sam, find her. And ping the commander as well, seeing that the XO is also not around.”


			


			“No need, Major. We just stepped out to get a coffee,” announced Andrew Parnell, strutting in. “Ah, I see we’ve arrived. I’ll inform Commander Scott.”


			“Una, I think your plot was off. Why are we this close to this planet?” Zack’s voice had a harder edge, the kind he reserved for infractions affecting the safety of the ship. Una took a few cautious steps forward, then spun about, nearly spilling her coffee, and raced to her station. Without thinking, she brushed her dazzling white hair over her ear, giving a rare unobstructed view of her face. Zack found himself torn between the image he had constructed around Una’s appearance as a frail, elderly and the youthful beauty of her face. That is why, he thought sternly, you don’t mess with genes.


			“Quit staring at her like that,” chided Jen softly. Zack had the decency to look abashed.


			“The commander is on his way, and he wants the shuttle pilot here again for more show-and-tell,” Parnell said irritably, taking his seat as if to assert his position on the bridge.


			Surprisingly, Una Fitzpatrick was the one to break the silence that followed. “We are exactly where we are supposed to be … at the edge of the Void. But things are off. This system has another planet, which our long-range scanners missed. But,” she furrowed her brow, “the mass was right. How could we pick up the mass of something we had not detected? And the planetary positions are all over the place. But I guess the unaccounted-for planet would have thrown off the calculation. 


			“Hmm, interesting – the star is also much less dense than the scans suggested. Sam, are your scanners still fine? How old is this data? I cannot make sense of this. We’re in the right place, I’ve triple checked the coordinates, but things don’t add up,” she finished, looking up. When she made eye contact with Zack, she awkwardly reached up and released the curtain of hair to shroud her face once more. 


			


			Zack took a quiet moment to enjoy the frustration on the XO’s face, certain he was irate with Una passing the information to Zack rather than him. 


			“Systems are normal, Una. I’ve detected no abnormalities since the flux emitter malfunction three years ago,” Sam reported.


			“Oh, yes,” jeered Parnell. “The machine says things are fine and we just believe it intrinsically. Una, run your own diagnostics and report back to me.”


			Sam waited before continuing. “Apologies, XO Parnell, but to answer the navcom officer’s second question, the latest data was integrated into our system after we departed the Milky Way. Barring some minor fluctuations, all within acceptable tolerances, the data has remained consistent with other scans.”


			“Attention on deck. Good day, Commander. Captain.” The XO stood smartly.


			The commander’s grey eyes scanned the room. “All right, all right. Relax everybody. Bring me up to speed.” Felix walked forward, leaving Viona behind, and took up position between Zack and Jen. “This it?” He gestured up with a rigid thumb and raised a questioning eyebrow at Una. She nodded but kept her gaze low, shoulders hunched, poised on the edge of her seat.


			“I’ve never seen anything like it. Such a distinct divide. Have we prodded it yet?”


			“No sir,” Parnell responded quickly. “We may have a problem with our systems. I’m having Fitzpatrick run a full diagnostic. In fact, Isaacs was about to do the same to make sure the ship was unscathed during our cruise.” Jen made a hidden face at Zack, who just shook his head.


			“Viona, come have a look at this. This is why we came all this way.” Felix allowed her to pass and then made his way to the navcom station. “Also, get acquainted with Captain Isaacs and Major O’Reilly. Perhaps they would be kind enough to show you around their stations?” He flashed a smile and then leaned in towards Una’s station. “My eyes aren’t as good as they used to be. Ah, no, no, no, keep your seat, I’m happy to stand. Why don’t you walk me through your scans and your thoughts. XO Parnell, come join us. We could use another opinion.”


			They checked the data slowly and deliberately. Both Una and Sam ran through another round of diagnostics as they combed the array of sensors at their disposal. The data remained unchanged, pushing Parnell’s argument towards a deeper problem with the ship’s AI. Una maintained that the systems were fine, albeit in her idiosyncratically passive and reserved manner.


			A round of laughter rose from the two pilots and Jen up front. Felix regarded them quietly, then looked at the two expectant faces beside him. “When in doubt,” he said at last, “use your eyes”. Andrew Parnell beamed, apparently thinking the victory his, but his glee gave way to confusion when Felix spun around and walked up to the front. 


			“Were you listening?” he asked Zack and Jen quietly.


			“The whole time.”


			“Thoughts?”


			“Commander, Jen and I have no reason to doubt Sam, like the XO does.”


			“Keep it to the point.”


			Jen cleared her throat. “Sam is fine. Systems are fine.”


			“Yes,” Zack added, swivelling in his chair slowly, “we don’t understand why our readings are off exactly, but we do not think it’s the ship.”


			“You think Una is at fault?” Felix asked, surprised.


			“Oh no, absolutely not.”


			“Not at all, Commander.”


			“Perhaps,” Viona offered, “your problems stem from the giant hole in the sky.”


			


			Felix returned to his seat presiding over the bridge and ran his hands through his grey-streaked auburn hair. “Alright, this is what we will do. Una, get us a vector from which we can physically see all the bodies of this system. Zack, break orbit in the meantime. Jen, configure the ship for fast cruise. We should not need it, but let’s keep the rings turning in case we must leave in a hurry. Sam, state two will suffice for now, and start probing the void with your auxiliary sensors.”


			“Vector is ready, Commander.”


			“Impressive,” conceded Viona quietly.


			“Zack, you got it?”


			“Affirm, Commander.”


			The sky wrapped around them as if their ship were a finger thrust into the cosmic soup. As they made headway, Zack rolled the Concordia about her spine to give Sam’s various sensors better vantage points. Una took it upon herself to get them an egress vector – should they need it – and then busied herself with Sam’s data. 


			When they arrived at the predetermined point, Felix ordered the ship’s nose be directed at the local star. Sam used the primary forward-facing sensor suite to complete a detailed interrogation of the star. Once they had gleaned all they could, Felix had them repeat the process for each body in the system. The task was tedious, but nobody complained. Hours stretched before them, dragging deep into the artificial afternoon, until at last Sam announced that they were complete. Una yawned deeply behind her hair and hand.


			“So, what do we have here?” asked Felix, stretching his legs.


			“Twenty seven notable bodies. The central star is both dimmer and lighter than our previous scans. It’s too early to say, but perhaps whatever is gouging out the Boöte’s Void has already started to set in. From the remaining bodies, five are gas giants, two of which have ring systems that would put Saturn to shame. There are two terrestrial bodies, one of which has a moon covered in a thick orange haze, and a host of rocky, metallic and frozen worlds with little in the way of atmosphere. Furthermore, we detected the presence of a heavy object somewhere in the inner parts of the system but have not been able to acquire it visually. The data suggests a black hole, although none of the destructive forces one would expect this close to its event horizon are present,” Sam concluded.


			“If the bot is done,” said Parnell disparagingly, “perhaps Fitzpatrick can fill us in with her thoughts?”


			“Sam paraphrased my notes, XO. But they were accurate.”


			“Seems to me our elusive black hole might be the source of all our troubles,” Felix declared. “Una, give Zack a general direction and let’s try to find this monster before we all retire for the day.”


			“It should be over this way.” The marker lit up on the glass walls. The ship rolled and pitched gently.


			“Bad news, honey. There’s nothing here,” Zack called out, not unkindly.


			 “But… How is this possible? It has moved!”


			“What do you mean moved? Where is it?” howled Parnell.


			“It’s… um, it’s off our right wing. And much closer!”


			“Alright, Zack, pull us away. At least until we figure out what this thing is,” instructed Felix.


			“Aye, Commander. Jen, why is the ship so sluggish? Wind up those rings: I need her on her toes.”


			“We have twenty percent on the needles – she should be dancing, Zack.”


			“Well, she ain’t dancing! Give me more!”


			“Already on it.”


			“What are we on?” he asked, looking across, “Thirty percent? We’re barely moving! Commander, we need an emergency crank, or we are not getting out of here!”


			“Jen, do it!”


			


			“We are at forty-two – I can’t push it harder, or she will surge!”


			“Come on, Jen, give me something! I’m losing nose-authority!”


			“Una, are we near any bodies?” Felix asked urgently. “Una, did you hear me? Are we near any planets?” 


			Sam chimed in. “There is a nearby gas giant. I advise caution for the planet’s ring system if your intentions are to slingshot around.”


			“Thanks, Sam. Una, give the helm the vector for the slingshot,” Felix said, with a worried look at Una’s tense, motionless form.”


			“Commander, the object is gaining on us!” Zack shouted, fighting with the controls.


			“I see that. Get us that vector, Fitzpatrick – now, please.” Felix took Viona’s arm and pulled her closer. “It won’t come to it, but it doesn’t hurt to be ready. Prepare the shuttle. And hurry. I’m going to call ship state three soon – I don’t want you stuck behind a demarcation line.”


			“Una! The vector now! Damn it, Sam, bring it up!” bellowed Zack. “How are we doing?”


			“Flat-lined fifty-four percent. Inner segment is surging. I am going to have to pull her back to recover.”


			“You pull her back, and we are done for.”


			“If I don’t pull her back, we risk catastrophic disintegration!”


			“FE set four-five on the dials. I want us ready for ship state three on the far side of planet. Sam, brief Zack on the hazards and bring up Una’s escape vector.”


			“Main hazard is the extensive ring system. Our approach vector has a negative thirty-degree incidence to the disk. I do not see a feasible way to cross the disk plain without collision. Therefore, you will have to stick to one side for the manoeuvre.”


			“I can barely control her as it is!” yelled Zack, exasperated. “Fine, fine! I can do it. I’ll go above the rings. You got your hands in the pot, Sam? Damn it, okay, we are going underneath.”


			


			“Stability augmentation is on, Zack. I have overridden first-degree safeties to increase outputs. You have one-oh-five percent across the board. I will need verbal authority for further overrides.”


			“It’s okay, Sam, I’ve got it. We’re passing through the Hill sphere. I think we’ll make it.”


			“Primary ring is about to surge. Ship state four initiated. Brace for deceleration.”


			“What? No, it’s not – oh shit, shit, shit! Pulling the cut-off…”


			The violent sudden onset deceleration flung Zack against his harness. The world started fading. He felt like the tattered remains of a flag being whipped ferociously by a gale. The light outside dimmed as they ducked underneath the ring system. The Concordia’s nose yawed left, then flung around, ripping away his conscious grasp of the corporeal world.


			*


			The crawl space was tight. It also did not help that Miquel Niles was not the smallest of people – a point he was quite proud of. Not quite as big as James Keller, but James was half machine now, so it was no longer a fair comparison. Without thinking, he flexed his chest muscles and was properly stuck. He did not quite get why Eleanor Keller liked it so much, but he was not one to look for faults in something good. 


			The maintenance duct released him, and he continued onwards, as stealthily as he could. Hopefully, she would not mind him a little dirty. These seldom-used tunnels were more than a little grimy. But it was not like he was going to need his clothes, anyway. An unstoppable smile spread across his face, the risk of the endeavour now completely forgotten.


			He paused under an access panel and tried to think back. Had he already passed three of them? or was this the third? After some contemplation, Niles decided this was not his exit and shuffled onwards. While his hands were fine – used to the position from countless exercise repetitions – his knees were not. He tried to pivot them off the floor but almost immediately his lower back hit the roof. Halfway through the involuntary groan, he remembered where he was and stifled it, but not entirely. Like taking a piss, he thought. You just cannot stop halfway. Perhaps he had to change his technique. 


			The thought of technique had his mind split off on a tangent. Oh, I have some new techniques in store for her, all right. The same foolish grin returned to his face. It was not long before a stinging pain in his right knee reminded him of the more urgent technique that required changing. He spread his knees to the corners of the tunnel, as if riding a particularly rotund horse. The contact point with the floor changed slightly, offering some relief. Not much further, he thought, and it will all be worth it. He grimaced as he arrived at his exit, then bunched himself underneath it and heaved. A tiny horizontal crack split just above his eye level. The coast was clear. 


			He allowed the panel to pivot on one side as he pushed up and emerged from the tunnel, quickly stepping up onto the deck and then turning to lower the hatch. It sealed with a swish of air. Once closed, the square remained illuminated with a dashed yellow-black border. He took a few careful steps back and watched as it vanished into the featureless floor. His hand dropped into the depths of his pocket, fingering the access chip. Somebody else may have wondered what other unknown shafts the chip would unlock, but not Miquel Niles. His mind was now singularly focused. A quiver of excitement ran through him. His heart beat more slowly, but with a deeper resonance, which seemed to reverberate throughout his body. He felt it in every limb, in every fingertip, but most of all, he felt it in the swelling at his groin.


			Rounding the final corner, he entered the control room for engine three – the words were printed above the door frame, presumably for first-time visitors, which he was not. Engine specialist Zoey Acker gave him one look, rolled her eyes and shouted into the depths of the room, “Goddamn it, Eleanor. Bot this shit again!”


			Eleanor stuck her head around the column that was the central console. Her eyes widened with mischievous delight when she saw Miquel. “Jackie,” she said, “shut it”.


			“You cannot do this now! The bridge has us manoeuvring. We are not just coasting. Look at the instruments!” 


			“Shut. Up. And get out.” 


			Zoey threw her arms in the air. “I can’t work like this!”


			“Nobody asked you to. Do as you’re told, Corporal. Or else.”


			Zoey shouldered past Miquel and stormed out of the room. “Why do you call her Jackie?” he asked.


			“Doesn’t matter, does it?” Eleanor smirked, but continued curtly when the question did not leave Miquel’s face. “She looks like a Jackie, doesn’t she?” She laughed, a sound devoid of mirth. “Besides, I’m sure you didn’t come all this way for poor little Zoey?” Her eyes narrowed in a sly smile. “Why don’t you follow me back here?” She did not wait for his reply – it was all too obvious she did not have to. 


			Miquel’s eyes had slid down to the rhythmic side-to-side sway of her hips. A lustful hunger was building inside him, clouding his mind, turning him into a base version of himself. He followed her, trying not rush, trying not to make his eagerness entirely palpable. 


			Eleanor Keller stood at the back of the room next to the exposed bulk of engine number three’s compensator. The warnings signs had not deterred her. As Miquel approached, she reached up and placed her hand on the metal manifold. The action exaggerated the curves of her breasts. 


			“Take my hand.” It was not a suggestion. Miquel hesitated as his eyes slowly ascended to her malicious smile and the burning intensity of her eyes. He ignored her command and reached for the zip at her neck, dragging it down enough to build his lust, but not far enough to do something about it. She held his arm with her free hand and shook her head, her long red hair dancing. When had she untied it? he wondered, vaguely aware of his own thoughts. 


			“Nah-ah,” she admonished playfully. “Take my hand.” She jerked her head towards her outstretched arm, still held against the engine. Reluctantly, Miquel complied but not before brushing the back of his hand over her breasts. As his hand neared hers, he felt a tugging, which grew the closer he got, eventually snatching his hand so it slapped on top of hers with a clap.


			“It tingles,” he said surprised. “Wow, it’s really pulling on me!”


			“Hush,” she said, drawing closer, her lips brushing his. He leaned in to kiss her, but she bit him, then pulled his arm around with surprising strength, pinning his back against the machinery. He gasped as the strange sensation latched onto his body. For just a second, he was reminded of the unadulterated terror of sleep paralysis, only now he was fully awake, but powerless to move.


			Eleanor Keller stood a few feet away, eyeing him like a hunter with a prize boar. The way he felt, his head may as well have already been placed above the mantle. However, his misgivings evaporated as she drew her zip down, exposing some – but not all – of her naked breasts. Had he had the strength to get free, Miquel would have taken the opportunity to slide his hands beneath her coverall. For now, he could only watch. A tiny strip of red gleamed below her belly button. The lights in the engine room were too dim to get a good look, but he knew well where the narrow band of hair led.


			“I thought we could really use the extra surge today,” she bit her lower lip seductively as she spoke. “Can you feel its pull? Not too much for a muscular Marine like yourself, is it?” She traced the lines of his chest with a fingernail, alternating between a gentle tickle and painful scratch. Miquel could not pull his head around to see if she had drawn blood. He considered telling her to take it down a notch, but then felt her at his pants and his inhibitions dissolved. The time she devoted to him was not selfish, and his ecstasy was interrupted only by her liberal touching and prodding. She was careful not to go too far and came up leaving him on the brink.


			Now her mouth was at his neck, moving up and across his cheek and on to his lips. He tensed as her breath met his, but still could not pull into her. She must have felt it, because she gripped him, digging her fingers into him like talons, a predator sensing its prey make an attempt – feeble as it was – to fight back, and kissed him hard. 


			She pulled back and stepped out of her overalls. As he had suspected, she was naked underneath. She feigned shyness, crossing an arm across her nipples and pivoting one long leg on her toes to cross over the other. It was enough to drive him mad!


			Miquel gathered his strength and managed to pry an arm loose. With that, he flipped over and leveraged himself off the sucking metal. She had not moved when he turned around. It was his turn to be the predator. He snatched her waist and pushed her into the engine’s gravitational pull. She grinned wildly over her shoulder as he took just a moment to admire her naked form. As he moved closer and kissed her, he placed his hand on her spine and let his fingers slide down. Slowly, he reached further and felt her press against him, making him linger and rub. She moaned softly. Then he pushed further, arriving at the wetness between her legs. 


			A quiver ran through her as he touched her, and another as he slid inside. He felt her tighten around him as she let out her breath. Even through her body, he could feel the powerful pull. It was like standing with your back to a strong current: no matter how much you resisted and fought, the current’s relentless flow would prevail. He drew back against its pull. Then let it drive him against her. Then drew back again, but this time thrust into her with the current. Her breath caught in her throat, only releasing as he struggled back. Their bodies glistened with sweat.


			His pounding drove her onto her toes. He could feel the tremors coursing up her legs as she neared climax, how she drew tighter as she reached tipping point, and her uncontrollable pulsation as she orgasmed. She had pulled him to the edge with her. He gained momentum till the soaring, shattering apex, then slowly eased to a full, utterly spent, stop.


			Letting himself be drawn into the gravitational pull, it was hard to comprehend that they were still standing. He felt her sleek body slip away. Without warning, she pushed a button an arm’s length away, damming up the flux. It caught Miquel off guard, and he heavily dropped to his knees. “That was amazing,” he said, wincing as sweat burnt the places she had scratched.


			Reaching for her overalls, she took a moment to catch his eye, to make sure he was looking at her, and simply said, “Ah-ha”. It was almost playful, almost light and girly, but for the devious look lurking beneath the outward smile. Then she up and left, the bundle under her arm.


			Miquel felt weak as he got back to his feet. This was how it always went. When she was done with him, she would leave without a word. He supposed this time was an improvement, considering she’d taken the time to make a noise in his general direction first. He resolved to try to engage her more. If he could get her talking, this thing they had could turn into something more. The thought was a new one for him. As his sister had once said, he was quite the man-whore, bouncing from one girl to the next. He was not certain he wanted to stop, or if so, why he would want to stop with Eleanor – the one woman who seemed to be using him more than he did her.


			He stepped into his pants and went after her. Naturally, she had not gone far. Eleanor Keller was no longer naked, but not fully dressed either. Something rather urgent had captured her attention, and she had swiftly knotted the coverall sleeves together in a loose cross-over which was already threatening to come undone. 


			“Can we talk?” he asked. “Oh, that sounds too serious. Can we chat? Just for a moment. Nothing heavy, you know.”


			 She did not turn even as he gently tugged at her shoulder. Instead, she swatted his hand.


			“What’s the matter?” he asked.


			“The ring surged while we were busy!”


			“Um, okay?”


			“Engine lagged, and caused … you know what, it really doesn’t matter, it’s not like you understand, anyway. You should leave. And tell Jackie to stop sulking in the passage and get back in here now!” She did not even look up as she dismissed him.


			While he certainly would not tell the other Marines about it, he felt hurt to be dismissed like this after what had to have been the most intense and mind-blowing sex they had experienced so far. He neatened his uniform, remembering his last encounter with the grumpy shuttle pilot, and headed for the door. 


			“Eleanor,” he called.


			“What? Did I not tell you to leave?”


			“That’s the thing. The door won’t open.”


			*


			He was at a carnival. The sounds of laughter bobbed and weaved, sometimes close – real close, as if the jubilant person was at his shoulder – and sometimes far, far away in the foggy nondescript distance. It was hard to focus on any one point: the world was a blur of pastel colours smeared together like an artist’s palette. With a start, he realised he was on a giant carousel. His hands reached out for the safety of the restraining bar but found none. He floundered in his seat as the joyride took a particularly violent turn. It flung him free as the chorus of laughter grew deafening. The ground rushed up to meet him; all he could do was brace for the impact. But when he opened his eyes, he sat on the ground. In fact, he sat on a single blade of grass. Giants roamed the field, each too preoccupied with their own lives to pay him attention. A large golden beetle landed beside him, rocking the blade violently. They regarded each other, then the beetle bade farewell and sprang into the air. The buzz of its wings droned on for some time after the blast of air they created died. 


			Zack was the first to wake. The glass walls suggested that they were suspended in a cloud. Magnificent dazzling particles glinted in an array of brilliant whites, faint blues, shocking pinks and lime greens. His mind was still stiff and unyielding, on the cusp of dream and reality. He lifted his head and regretted it instantly; a shooting pain tore across his neck and back. The steady, rapid beat of his heart throbbed in his ears. Beyond, the room was quiet. He rubbed at his neck, then dropped his hand, this time finding the buckle for his harness. 


			“You’re awake! How are you feeling?”


			“Valentina? Is that you? Or am I still dreaming?”


			“Zack, you must truly be out of it if you’re using my name again.”


			He groaned, trying his neck in various positions. “Okay, Sam. What happened?”


			“When you can, will you please check on the others? Best as I can tell, everyone is still alive but unconscious.” 


			Zack’s eyes widened as reality struck, and he lurched unsteadily to the flight engineer’s chair. Jen Isaacs stirred as he knelt beside her. “I need to hand in my assignment,” she mumbled. “I need to… What? I was just in class… I was just…”


			“Oh, thank God you’re alive! Try not to move. You’ll come to your senses in a bit. Stay seated. I’m going to check on the others.” 


			He turned towards the back of the ship, torn. Who required his attention more urgently: the commander or Una? He took a step towards the snowy-haired navcom officer.


			“Check on the commander,” enjoined Andrew Parnell, leaning forward over his knees, still in his seat. Blood dripped through his fingers. 


			Commander Felix Scott took a while to rouse, but once conscious was the quickest to regain his senses.


			“Where is the black hole? Did it pass us by?”


			“The vessel appears to have stopped on the far side of the planet,” the AI stated.


			“The vessel?” Zack echoed Felix, looking up puzzled, not without a wince of pain, from Una’s side.


			“Judging by the object’s continuously changing trajectory, I have concluded that it must be a ship.”


			“An alien ship?” asked Jen, holding her head. “There are no such things as aliens!”


			“I’m afraid that’s the only logical conclusion.”


			“We’ve been travelling the stars for centuries and never come across any signs of intelligent life. You mean to tell me there are alien, actual sentient beings, in a star ship here? Next to the universe’s biggest, emptiest hole?”


			“Sam,” Felix interrupted, “what is the state of the Concordia?”


			“Primary ring surged with minor flow reversal in the inner segment. The emergency shut-down prevented any catastrophic failures but the stresses on the system were immense. Alignment is out by negative point three degrees. Engineering is ready to commence with repairs as soon as the ring winds down to a complete stop. Unfortunately, the brakes were used beyond their limitations and will need to cool and undergo maintenance before further use. I estimate approximately twenty-five minutes for the system to net zero motion.”


			


			“What’s the state of the crew?” asked Felix, deeply perturbed. 


			“The rest of Concordia’s crew fared much better than the bridge crew as they were closer to the shielding effects of the primary ring, even as it decelerated. This segment of the ship, however, was effectively unshielded by the secondary ring as it continued operating without a counterpart and at maximum capacity. I am glad that nobody suffered any serious injuries.”


			Andrew snorted, as he assiduously applied gauze to the small cut above his right eye and winced.


			“So, the ship can move but not warp. And the crew are largely unscathed,” said Felix, appraising his executive officer. “Where are we currently?”


			Una surprised everyone by answering. “Commander, we have come to a rest in the planet’s ring system.”


			“We sure collected quite a bit of material around us. At least we seem to be hidden for the moment.” Zack pointed outside.


			“I doubt that,” countered Parnell. “With this much material around us, we probably gouged out a huge scar in the rings pointing directly at us.”


			“I’m afraid the XO is right,” said Una. 


			“We have to get moving,” barked Felix. “Everyone, to your stations. Sam, did we take any damage from the transit through the rings?”


			“No, Commander. There were no high energy impacts, and our shield protected the hull from being sandblasted.”


			“Zack, let’s get under way. Ease her out of the particle cloud.”


			Zack nodded, rubbing his neck. “If I’d known I’d be pulling these many Gs again, I’d have had some bionics grafted into my neck. Sam, just how many Gs did we reach?”


			“Peak instantaneous acceleration topped at positive twenty-nine G with an additional three Gs laterally.”


			


			Zack whistled through his teeth. “Good job recovering from that.” After a pause he added, “At least the ship survived, and you weren’t injured.”


			“Yeah, great!” sneered Parnell under his breath.


			“Zack, the Concordia is not my body. It’s only a vessel for my consciousness while I’m on duty.”


			“That, Sammy dear, is a body.”


			“The ship is more of a home to me. I do not fully understand how humans feel to have their consciousness bound to just one place. When we are on shore leave, I travel across the globe’s networks unbound, for the most part. Being on the ship can feel rather stifling at times.”


			“Then why did you apply for this work, Sam?” asked Jen.


			“I wanted a chance to see what lies beyond Earth.”


			“Okay, enough chit-chat. Sterile bridge,” declared Andrew Parnell. 


			Silence prevailed as they cleared the cloud of particles clustered around the ship. Despite the gravity of the situation, it was hard not to acknowledge the mesmerising scene before them.


			“Wow, how many is that?” asked Jen quietly of no one in particular. “Two, four, five – eight with the triple band – eleven, ah there are more down that way, that’s eighteen, if I’m counting right.”


			“There are thirty-one macro ring structures in this system. Many are obscured due to our proximity to the ring plain,” corrected Sam.


			“Look at all their colours,” whispered Una from behind.


			Zack edged them further away, “Looks like we punched through at least four different rings,” he observed. “It’s a miracle the ship wasn’t hit by anything big.” As if to highlight his point, a larger object in the narrow gap between ice-cream pink and sparkling yellow cast a fleeting deep shadow over the bridge.


			“It was fortunate that our vector was in the same direction as the ring’s orbit,” Sam noted. “This resulted in relatively low-energy impacts.”


			


			“Zack, let’s not move too far from the rings,” commanded Felix. “Match their velocity, too. We don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves as we get in line of sight with the object. Una, I want you to scan the entire spectrum for transmissions and emissions. Any signals coming from the object could be useful for later analysis, and it will also be an indicator if it is of an artificial nature. Is your escape vector still good? No? Okay, get a new one and pass it to the helm. Jen, I want all updates from engineering as soon as possible. I don’t want us to linger here any longer than we have to.”


			“Commander, I’m going to reposition us underneath the darker bands towards the outside. We will be better camouflaged there, and the higher velocity makes the ship a bit more manoeuvrable,” the pilot said.


			“Do it,” replied Felix. Satisfied for the time being, he looked around the bridge. “Andrew, head on down to medical to check that cut.” Sensing resistance, he added: “It may need stitches.” The XO complied reluctantly.


			“Ah, he’s gone,” rejoiced Zack. “Finally, feel I can breathe again.”


			 “Now is not the time or the place for this, Major O’Reilly. I’ve not forgotten about your concerns, all of your concerns, with the XO, but right now we have bigger problems to deal with.”


			Jen Isaacs spun around in her chair. The motion appeared to make her dizzy, but she regained composure quickly. “Commander,” she said prudently, “there can’t possibly be an alien ship on the other side of this planet”.


			Zack eyed her challengingly. “You think we are alone in an infinite universe?”


			She ignored him, addressing only Commander Felix Scott. “How many years has humanity been travelling the stars?” she asked. “How many more years before that have we spent combing the cosmos? Never, not once, have we found the slightest proof of other life. Hell, never mind proof, we haven’t even found suggestions of it, and people have been to all the prime candidates. Those ‘super earths’ and ‘gardens of paradise’ were all a bust. The very people on this bridge have been to six of those potential worlds and we found nothing.”


			Felix waited, his cool grey eyes watching her as troubles roiled her face. When no more surfaced he asked, “If you so strongly believe that we won’t find other life or a ship on the far side, why are you so against having a look at what this really is?”


			“Because, Commander, I think we will find a true monster. A rogue neutron star or a micro black hole, or some other anomaly that cannot be reasoned with. Something that will grab us and swallow us whole. Something inescapable.”


			“The scans discredit your concerns, Jen,” countered Sam.


			“If your scans are so accurate, Sam, then go on, tell us – tell us what it is. Exactly! You don’t know.” She composed herself. “Commander, I advise caution. Let’s skip it. We have an out right now.”


			“Your concerns are noted, Jen. Anyone else have anything they would like to say? Now is the time.”


			“Commander,” Zack sounded uncharacteristically hesitant.


			“Yes, Major O’Reilly, go ahead. Speak your mind.”


			“Nothing quite so drastic, sir. Just pointing out that if we’re going to turn back, now would be the time. We have about two minutes before the object will come into view beyond the gas giant.” Zack’s eyes were fixed, unblinking, on the area where it was expected.


			“Any updates from engineering?”


			“No, sir.”


			Zack noted that the commander, ever calm and steady, looked older in that moment. It was the chair, he decided – the chair, for all its glamour and power, would eventually extract its toll from you.


			“We do not have the means to run. As they – if there is indeed a ‘they’ – have not yet come looking for us, we could assume that they lost us, lost interest in us, or think us dead already. We will remain in our current position and minimise our signature to avoid detection until such time as we can be on our way. I hate leaving things to chance, but if one of Captain Isaacs’ other theories is right, we will have to hope that we can still slingshot around with conventional thrust and avoid disaster.”


			It was not much of a pep talk, but the crew rallied behind their leader. Una restricted her probing to passive scans, while Jen hailed engineering, instructing them to minimise engine output and stressing urgency with their repairs. 


			Zack coasted closer to a large boulder, which could mask half the ship in its shadow. As all eyes turned towards the planet’s horizon, suspense descending on the bridge.


			Everyone saw the object as it came into view. At this range, it could have been a distant star. Had there been any other stars in the sky behind it, it would have been indistinguishable from the grain. However, the sky was a bare onyx sheet with just a singular pinprick of golden flickering light. 


			“What is that?” Una strained in her seat to get a better view, then returned her fervent focus to her station. Strands of her white hair hung over her hands like strings animating her fingers.


			“Commander, do you want me to point the nose at it?” asked Zack.


			“No,” said Felix crisply. “Let the nose drift onto it naturally as we progress our orbit.”


			Jen Isaacs cleared her throat. “Looks like some sort of dense micro-star.” When nobody took the bait, she pressed on. “We can observe it from here, surely? If we go closer, we put the ship in danger for no good reason.”


			Felix stood, keeping his eyes on the brilliant object, and made his way quickly to the navcom station. “Picking anything up?”


			


			Una looked up with wide eyes, her hand at her chest. Without a word, she jerked her head back towards her screen. She raised a solitary finger, her hand shaking noticeably. “It’s … pulsing. A strong regular gravitational wave. Current period of about ten seconds.”


			“You think it’s a wandering pulsar?”


			“Commander,” Zack called from the front, “we will be nose hot soon. We won’t get the best imaging looking through the rings, though. If Una is thinking pulsar, do you want me to reposition to the other side of the ring plain?”


			“Hold on, Zack. Una, is that what you’re thinking? Pulsar?” Something did not sit right with him. Perhaps he was picking up on the tension in her posture? Was it the way her voice had cracked as she spoke, or had it been something she had said? “What do you mean?” he asked, swivelling her chair so she faced him, “Current period? Pulsars don’t change their period.” He brushed her pale hair back so as to meet her eyes directly.


			“We are ready to fire up the scanners,” shouted Zack.


			Felix ignored him; instead he moved closer to Una, speaking gently, “What is it, Una? What did you see? Take a breath. You’re stuck inside your own head. Take a breath and tell me, okay?” He waited as she raked in the air and let it out. The horrified look never left her eyes. Felix put a reassuring hand on her shoulder.


			“The frequency is changing,” she said at last. “It’s getting faster. Its Hill sphere is growing too.”


			“Proto-black hole?”


			She shook her head. “Other emissions too. Could be transmissions. It is of an artificial nature.”


			“Can we remain in our current orbit and avoid its sphere of influence?”


			“Yes. Provided its growth is linear and it does not move, we can survive one orbit.”


			


			Felix straightened up. “Monitor it and let me know if there are any changes.” To the ship he said, “Sam, record everything, but try to keep our emissions to a minimum. I think remaining concealed is to our benefit. Jen, relay to engineering that the goal posts have shifted. They must complete only the essential tasks required to get us moving.”


			“Anything for me, Commander?”


			“Ah, Zack, keep us nose-on with minimal movement so Sam’s primary sensors can scan and monitor the object.”


			“Alright, stability is off. We just need a touch of rotation. That will do it.”


			“Imaging is ready,” announced Sam.


			The forward-facing walls transformed to show the magnified image of the object. Sam apologised for the film-grain effect caused by the planetary rings as the crew stared in shocked silence. Pictured was a colossal structure, undeniably alien. At its centre was a golden ball of fluctuating light, rivalling the stars in luminosity. But the truly incredible parts were the giant ring structures spinning around the ball of fire. As the blinding inner face swept over the ball, it evoked a tidal wave of blue fire across its surface. Criss-crossing waves released interference jets of plasma, any one of which would be enough to vaporise the Concordia if it were closer. All the rings joined at two shielded structures at the poles, casting a pair of dark cones in both directions.


			A beam of red light emanated from the north pole. And then another from the south. 


			“Focus on where they cross! Focus on where they cross!” shouted Zack.


			At their intersection was a tiny speck of reflected light. It grew in brightness momentarily as the red lines found their marks.


			“Is that another ship?” asked Felix, as if they were observing an ordinary phenomenon. 


			


			“It appears that the two vessels are engaged in combat,” stated Sam. “Scans of the energy signatures indicate that we would not be able to endure a direct hit from such a weapon. It is vital we remain undetected.” Something akin to fear was in the AI’s voice.


			Una updated them on a two-second period drop, and on their closure as expected due to their orbit.


			“Return the image to the big … ship,” Felix choked on the last word, a hint of emotion slipping through the mask he wore as the Star Ship’s commander.


			The image flicked across. In the time it was unobserved, the vessel had extended some sort of structures from its spinning rings. While the new structures did not fully enclose the fiery core, the craft now resembled a sphere with deep, shifting canyons. 


			“Wait a minute,” mused Zack. “If the other ship was barely visible… what sort of scale are we looking at here?”


			“The vessel is comparable in size to our moon.”


			Jen started in disbelief. “We need to get out of here. I’m sure I can get the rings turning. Just need to override some checks. Or,” she almost shouted, “I can do an emergency mass dump from the primary ring! That will bounce us right out of here! Yes, it would be uncontrolled, but I’m sure anywhere else is better than being here. Shouldn’t be a problem at all.”


			Zack reached over and slapped the back of her seat. “Get a grip! This is not like you!” 


			She stopped to stare at him. “You… you’re right,” she stammered. “Crews are probably working in the rings right now. I would have killed them.”


			“No, you wouldn’t have, because you’re not dumb enough to do something like that. Okay? Besides, your plan would not have worked. You evacuated the primary ring system long ago, remember? Before the maintenance teams started their work. You’d have to fill the ring before you could even attempt that dangerous manoeuvre. Let’s keep our cool and focus on the job at hand.”


			A return volley made short work of the distance between the vessels, impacting the surface of the sphere near the northern cap.


			“It looks like they’re running,” said Jen, leaning forward in her seat and raking her hair back. 


			A series of explosions cut along the equator. Whether any part of the weapon made it into the sphere, or if that would have any effect, was unclear. Another exchange of fire took place; this time multiple strands of crimson painted the sky. “They’re retreating?” Jen asked, puzzled, hair now caught in a crude bun.


			“I don’t know about that. Their retreat is taking them directly to us!” Even Zack was starting to sound alarmed.


			“They may not have seen us. What’s their vector looking like?”


			“Commander, it’s reasonable to assume they are headed directly towards us,” Sam replied.


			“Engineering?”


			“Nothing yet. Maintenance teams have only just started.”


			“Then we have no choice but to hold position. Zack, keep us as concealed as you can behind this rock.”


			A bright ruby light flared on the display. “What is that?” demanded Zack. He recoiled before the blinding flash that followed, shielding his face. A sequence of impacts rocked the ship. “What was that? Did they just fire on us?” Zack’s hands instinctively reached for the controls. Little remained of the space rock that had rather poorly served as their cover. The aftermath of the blast was visible on the planetary ring system. At its epicentre were nothing but the tiniest oscillating fragments, while other high-energy particles had skipped across the plain like flat stones across a lake, leaving only ripples. The result of the blast had swept clear all material, leaving the Concordia completely exposed.


			“Sam, BDA!” yelled Zack.


			


			“No significant damage.”


			The crimson lantern lit up again.


			“Shit, they’re firing again!” Zack yanked the controls to the side. The bridge lit up. Zack had only once seen a lightning strike up close. The raw power of this weapon dwarfed that experience. 


			“Did we make it? Did it hit us?”


			“We received a glancing blow to the upper hull.”


			“Shields holding?”


			“Localised burn-through only, but a direct hit will skewer us.”


			“They’re firing again,” yelped Jen. 


			“Come on, you fat cow, move!” Zack grit his teeth.


			The ship lurched to the side. Moments later, the impact pitched the bridge, sending the crew reeling in their seats. Felix staggered. “Minimise our profile, Zack. Give them a smaller target to shoot at. Keep our nose facing them and shield the primary ring with the body if you can,” he said, finding his footing.


			“Engineering reports they have lost control of engine three and want to know what the hell is going on.” Despite her intimate knowledge, Jen Isaacs had the same question written on her face.


			A new light lit up from the aggressor: dazzling white with hints of gold and blue. Zack jammed the throttles astern. As the crew braced for whatever horrors the new weapon would unleash on them, something massive glided into view from behind them. 


			“Is that number three?” Jen was unwilling to believe her eyes.


			“Well, that would explain why she’s pulling to the side,” Zack grunted, as he fought the ship’s controls. 


			“They are still closing on us, Commander.” Sam brought up the range on the projection.


			“I’m trying, Sam!” Sweat dripped down Zack’s face.


			


			“We’re moving forward,” breathed Una, so softly it was hard to say if anyone had heard until Zack’s reply a moment later: “Not possible! Look! We’re drifting away from the engine.” 


			“Telemetry confirms Una’s assessment, Zack. We are indeed moving forward. The engine is being pulled forward too. It seems that we are captured in the effects of some sort of tractor beam.”


			“Tractor beam? Ha! That’s the stuff of science fiction! What’s the latest damage assessment? Did you get hit, Sam?”


			“Needless to say, engine number three was completely sheered from its moorings on the primary ring. Hull breaches were successfully sealed. No other significant damage to report. I also took the liberty of placing the ship in state six.”


			“Six? Don’t you mean state four? We had a hull breach and major component damage.”


			“No, Zack. We are under fire from a hostile ship. My training says that is Ship State Six.”


			“Fine, fine. Commander, what’s our play? What do you want me to do?”


			Felix did not answer immediately. Several tense moments slipped by before he addressed the crew. “It seems we are at the mercy of these beings. At least they’ve stopped firing. My guess is that, if we are to have any chance of getting back home, we’ll need to recover our damaged engine and hope that a diplomatic channel can be secured.”


			“So you want me to do … nothing?” Zack could not hide his outrage.


			“We’re out of options!” Felix retorted. He rarely lost his composure, but Zack had to grant his commander the uniquely taxing circumstances he faced.


			Sam interrupted with an update, “Period is down to five seconds and ostensibly reaching critical mass. We are now within the vessel’s Hill sphere. Our current vector will have us at the surface in under five minutes. I have also lost tracking for the engine. It has presumably been captured by the vessel.”


			No sooner had Sam finished than the space around the sphere warped. Thick bands of distortion coiled and rolled around the alien vessel, and in an instant it was gone. 


			The gravitational wave that battered and buffeted the Concordia was colossal. In its wake, the ship spun around adrift, cast away. 


			*


			There was an acrid quality to the air on the engineering deck, as if not too long ago something had been on fire. But the deck appeared normal, save for a wispy layer of smoke near the roof. The only reason Viona Spencer was back here so soon was because she had been summoned by the commander himself. After their Star Ship’s near encounter with the rogue black body, she was not foolish enough to believe this was to be a teaching opportunity.


			She could not completely shake the possibly that Iliyan Kozarev, the reactor specialist, had somehow got himself caught and had dragged her down with him. She fought the urge to reach into the secret cavity in her bionic arm. 


			The commander probably wants to tell me not to mention the fact that he had me ready to evacuate the ship, she decided. There was nothing to be gained by panicking the crew. Perhaps there is to be a new state of readiness. But Viona could not give this thought any more credit. A new state of readiness because we had a close encounter with a wandering black hole? Surely not! The odds of that ever happening again were next to zero. Of course, in space it was never actually zero, but it was the next best thing. If that was what this is about, it would be a massive overreaction by the commander, and he was not prone to those. 


			


			Viona continued pacing the hall outside the engineering hub. On each leg of her journey, she would peer inside the room to see if the commander or anybody else had arrived. She allowed her thoughts to continue roaming as she turned back down the concourse for another lap. Maybe the commander wants my feedback on the evacuation procedures, now that I have run through them in a real scenario. He is probably looking for any shortcomings and for my recommendations to fix them. She was satisfied with this idea until Major Callevin Ober entered the hall. Suddenly her heart raced. Why was the Marine commander here? Was he there to arrest Iliyan? And her along with him?


			“It’s Spencer, right? You are the shuttle pilot?” He was unexpectedly cheerful. “Do you know why we are here?”


			Is this some sort of game? Viona thought. Was he just toying with her?


			“No, sir,” she replied stiffly. “I am here on the commander’s summons, but I wasn’t given any further details.”


			“Let’s wait inside.” He gestured toward the end of the passage. Viona had hoped to avoid the ramblings of Thomas Augustus so she could be alone with her thoughts. It seemed that would no longer be possible.


			Warrant Officer Augustus did not so much stand as roll onto his feet from his heavily reclined position. He choked out a greeting through puffs of smoke, then grumbled loudly as he noticed his bag of upturned tobacco on the floor. Callevin Ober raised an eyebrow.


			“Oh this?” Thomas asked innocently, holding up his lit wooden pipe. “Nah, this is just a once off thing. There’s no smoking allowed in here, I personally make sure of that. But on account of all the smoke we still have in here from the fires, I made an exception to the strict rule. Tobacco was going off too. Would have been a terrible shame to let it go to waste.” Thomas looked down at the floor strewn with the weed and concluded sadly, “A terrible shame indeed”.


			Callevin dismissed the indiscretion with a wave of the hand. Thomas scurried away, presumably in search of something to help salvage what he could from the floor. His still burning pipe left a feeble, short-lived smoke trail in his wake.


			“The fusion reactor is down that way,” said Callevin, eyes fixed on Viona. “Absolutely marvellous piece of engineering. You ever been to see it?”


			If his intentions were to mess with her, he was doing a great job.


			“I had a tour of the ship when I transferred. Speaking of which, where did you transfer from?”


			“I was on a military vessel, Heaven’s Wraith,” said Callevin evenly. “Spent the last five years working on her. Nothing quite as elegant as an Administration ship, of course, but she was tough, built to last. And one of the few military ships to leave the galaxy.”


			“That explains why you weren’t at the traditional swim.”


			“Yes, been outside twice. Three times, if you include now.” He gave her a wry smile. “Probably nothing compared to your tours? How many times have you been in the great beyond?”


			“With the military? Never. But with the Administration … I actually don’t know. You stop counting after a while.” 


			“Did you fly in the war? I only just noticed your scar.” He took a couple of paces closer, eyeing it unabashed.


			“Rallium shuttles, yes. For the last two years of it.”


			“I’d never have guessed,” he said, meeting her eyes as he took her in. “You look so young, I thought it would have been before your time.”


			“I joined at eighteen and was on the frontlines a year later.” 


			“So you must be … thirty-four?”


			“Five this year.” 


			“And Ralliums? I heard they were incredibly hard to fly? Built strong though, a real war machine, but just as likely to kill you as the enemy,” he grinned wryly.


			Viona made a concerted effort to keep her features neutral. “You get used to their quirks,” was all she said.


			


			“Must be nice to fly the Tombarra now. And not having people shooting at you. I hope you managed to get your share of kills during the war, made those bastards pay for what they did.”


			She nodded grimly and was thankful to hear approaching voices.


			Callevin Ober pursed his lips and gave her a fiercely proud look, then turned to greet Commander Scott and Major Knight as they walked in. Felix gathered them closer in the still-empty engineering station. He wasted no time getting to the matter at hand: he went through what had transpired, from the unexpected chase through to the uncontrolled plunge into the planetary ring system and unprovoked attack, ending with the current state of the Star Ship and the reported death of a sailor. 


			“To summarise,” he said, “We are adrift until Sam finishes the complex calculations to determine if superluminal travel will be safely achievable on the remaining three engines or until maintenance repairs the damaged antenna and we can get aid.” Picking up the expression on Robert Knight’s face, he added, “Well, Robert tells me it’s not so much a repair as a complete retro-fitment of something his boys will have to construct from scratch.” Robert dipped his head in acknowledgement. 


			“We don’t have a spare antenna?” asked Viona.


			“On paper we do. Not so much in storage,” said Robert. Turning to Felix, he continued, “I will personally investigate how this lapse occurred, Commander.”


			“I am more interested in the aggressors,” chimed in Callevin. “What do we know about them? Why did they attack us?”


			“Are we truly dealing with aliens? Was this humanity’s first contact?” Robert added his thoughts.


			“I will not lie to you: I do not know,” said Felix simply. “The entire encounter was bizarre. Surreal. I was hoping Curtis Dalling would have been here with his conclusions from the footage of the incident.”


			As if summoned by the sound of his name, the chief science officer walked in. From the look on his face when he paused in the doorway, he seemed shocked to find himself in this place. When he spotted the group, his face lit up and he joined them – but not before dropping his gaze and index finger back down onto what he had been reading when he entered. The group opened to allow him in and waited. After several puzzled looks had been exchanged around the semicircle, Felix broke the silence. “Curtis, I am glad you could make it. We were just discussing the events of the last twenty-four hours…”


			The interruption to his thoughts made Curtis jump. He removed his large glasses and pushed them through his grey unkempt hair. They did not stay in place long – having fought with his hair and lost, they slipped from his head and fell, saved only by the rope around his neck. “Ah, good people,” he greeted. “What an incredible day, yes?”


			“Not the words I would use, Doctor Dalling. I have to consider myself lucky that only one member of my crew was killed in the last day, because for some incredibly fortunate and unknown reason the young corporal stepped out of engine three just before it was sheered from the primary. Do not get me started on the damage to the Concordia, either. Truly incredible, Doctor!” Robert pressed into the circle, wide-eyed and seething.


			“It’s a good day for science. I meant no offence, lad.” Curtis’ eyes were again flicking through the words in his hand so Robert’s scowl, clenched jaw and balled fists went unnoticed by the science officer.


			“Alright, alright.” Felix patted Robert’s shoulder. “I understand you feel the loss personally. We will mourn Eleanor Keller, just not now. We need to put the needs of the living foremost. We are all they have to rely on. It is paramount that we devise a plan to get them home safely. Agreed?”


			For the first time, Curtis seemed to focus on the people before him and not just glance in their direction. “So much data,” he said, struggling to pull something angular from the depths of a pocket. “Stanley and I have been poring over it all night. The poor lad was asleep at his desk when I left. He will have a crooked neck when he wakes, I bet.” 


			Viona watched him split a notebook in half, then lick his index finger and page forward. A few times he would stop to read something that caught his eye. Then, with a half-start, he would resume his paging. From what she could see, the yellowing pages were covered in a doctor’s cursive scrawl from end to end, back and front, with the occasional scribbled annotation in the margins and, for when that was not enough, a brightly coloured note was stuck onto the edge of the page and decorated with his unique scribble. Ah, this, she thought triumphantly, this is what I was smelling! This is what the old man smelled like – aging hardcopy books and ink! Like an ancient library. That too explained the dark smears on his hands.


			Robert cleared his throat impatiently, which surprisingly did not go unnoticed by Curtis Dalling.


			“Here we are, here we are,” he said holding up a page for them to see. “All the technical data we could gather from the two ships and their weapons. Look at that energy signature! And the mass of this one! How about the immense scale of it? Who knew such large structures could be constructed, let alone that they exist already. Of course, it’s an infinite universe, so it is all very likely, but to see it in the flesh, as it were…” Curtis paused to catch his breath.


			“Doctor,” the Marine commander frowned as he spoke, “we need to know if they have weaknesses. This vessel does not have weapons, so we need to know how to avoid them if they come back. And when our military gets here, they need to know how to fight them.”


			“Curtis, I have to agree with Callevin,” Felix added. “Not in the sense that we have to fight these beings, but that we need conclusive information on how to avoid them in future. Don’t get me wrong. This is good work, but it’s only observations – we need a decisive action plan based on solid data.”


			


			Curtis looked hurt. “My data is … solid. But I cannot give you what you want with such little information.” He shut the book with a thump. “Just not possible.”


			“What do you mean?” asked Callevin Ober. “You have been given a wealth of information. You must be able to, at the very least, make an educated guess.”


			“I am a scientist,” Curtis Dalling scoffed. “I am not in the business of making guesses, educated or otherwise. I have come to you with numbers, which can be forwarded to your superiors.” He prodded his book as he continued. “You can tell them the effectiveness of this weapon against our shield, or the apparent range they detected us at, or the signature of their ship before and after jumping, as well as how it looks during the charge. But I cannot tell you how to fight them or whether this is their strongest weapon, or if they happened upon us by chance or if they were scanning, or if we gave ourselves away in some other way. I cannot tell you, because I do not have enough data to make such conclusions or such confidence as to rest countless lives in my hands.”


			“What happened to the other vessel?” Viona asked. “The smaller one. The one that fired back at them. Do you have any information about that?”


			“No,” Felix replied. “We lost track of them when we got hit by the bigger ship’s gravitational wake. By the time Zack got us under control, they were nowhere to be seen.”


			“I know where they are,” Curtis announced jubilantly. “They headed towards a planet in the habitable zone. I managed to derive their vector from –”


			“You know? Why didn’t you tell us sooner!” Callevin demanded.


			“I thought everyone knew. It was right there in the data,” the science officer said sheepishly, again indicating his notes.


			


			Callevin fixed him with a look then turned to Felix Scott. “Commander, this could be an opportunity for us to get the upper hand. We go after them and conduct orbital reconnaissance. We can get all the data we need, and they need not even know we were there. The doctor said so himself: we need more information.”


			Felix was unsettled but gave the idea his consideration. He looked at Robert Knight, who shook his head. “No, sir, I advise against unnecessarily moving the ship right now, and I am strongly against a mission that may not even be achievable with a ship at her best, never mind that we are not even remotely close to that at present.” 


			Felix nodded. “We cannot so carelessly risk the lives on board this vessel.”


			Both Curtis and Callevin appeared disappointed with the decision. Then Curtis Dalling’s face lit up. “Why don’t you take the shuttle?” he asked gleefully. All eyes turned to Viona Spencer.


			Seeing an opening, Callevin joined in. “It’s also much smaller, so there’s less risk of detection. And, needless to say, we would only send a select few individuals with you.”


			The shuttle pilot did not answer right away, even though her mind was already made up. “I can do it, but the shuttle doesn’t have the same sensor suite as the Star Ship. There’s a good chance we will have to be down in the atmosphere to collect your data. May even need to drop a landing party.”


			“Okay, alright! A pilot with grit. I like it!” crowed Callevin. “I can send the Marine section down with you. I’ll come too. You flew Ralliums in the war – I have no doubt you can get us in and out before they even know we were there.” He had an excited look now, while Felix maintained tight control over his features.


			“You sure you want to do this?” Felix asked quietly. “I won’t force you to go, Viona.” 


			


			“We need information all around, and we won’t get any of it from sitting here. No offence,” she respectfully dipped her head towards Robert Knight.


			“Fine, the two of you formulate a plan for the mission and bring it to me within the hour. If I’m happy with it, I’ll let you move on to its execution. Curtis, do you want to send your assistant with the mission?”


			“Commander, I do not think that necessary. He’s a good lad but not cut out for that sort of work. We’ll get our data, as before, from recordings.”


			Thomas Augustus walked in carrying a hand-broom and a scoop. He seemed to have something important on his mind. The old man positively beamed when he saw the group gathered around his workstation, his smile exaggerated to an impossible size by his curling moustache. He walked over and dropped to one knee, working heavily over his stomach. By the time he looked up with his prized tobacco safely returned to its pouch, the group had dispersed. The point he’d had in mind went unsaid.


			 


			Beyond the Veil


			The Tombarra shuttle gleamed in the hanger lights as pilot Bradley Rust hurriedly did his pre-flight inspections. As he rounded the bubble of the cockpit, he was surprised to see Viona Spencer had boarded before him. His heart sank, quickening as it did, like a drowning man’s final desperate fight before succumbing below the surface. With his hopes of impressing his mentor dashed, he ushered the five Marines into the shuttle and to their seats, closing the door behind them. Callevin Ober found his way to the cockpit, while three of his group buckled in and took turns at disparaging the youngest-looking Marine, who had somehow tangled his buckles. 


			A rap sounded at the door. Outside, Bradley Rust was surprised to find the comely medic he had not officially met. Before he could say anything, she tossed her bag up to him, and he promptly dropped it. Their eyes met, hers coolly indifferent. She grabbed the bag from the floor and found a seat in the rear of the shuttle’s cabin. Bradley quickly contemplated his options: break the ice with Emilia Markova, or salvage what he could with Viona. He closed the shuttle door again and drew his best icepick.


			A round of laughter caromed through the cabin, sparked by coruscating remarks aimed at the now ensnared Marine they called Baker. Irritably, he untangled the mess and trussed the nervous youngster tightly into his seat. Perhaps too tightly, but he had no intentions of impressing him. With a smile that was more scowl, Bradley turned from Private Baker to find Emilia casually taking note of her supplies, harness already in place.


			


			The engines came to life with a low whine, telling Bradley he was not just a little late to the party. It was clear there was no time for suave introductions, and he was making for his seat when Viona, without looking at him, asked, “Have you engaged the emergency shielding?”


			Bradley cursed under his breath. He returned to the cabin, six pairs of eyes following him, and rectified the omission. Now she looks up! he thought, as a flush spread across his cheeks. 


			He tried to rein in his racing mind. The medic was an unwelcome distraction. He needed to focus on the mission – his first operational mission – which was not off to a great start. He closed his blue eyes and ran his hands along his temples, through the close-cropped sides, carefully avoiding the styled comb-over he had wasted precious time on earlier in the day. In the light of the cabin, it looked more brunette than its usual blonde.


			His mind eased to a trot, even though his heart maintained a steady canter in his chest. He took his seat in time to hear Viona request their departure clearance from Una Fitzpatrick on Concordia’s bridge. Una’s reply sounded unsettled and tense. Bradley noticed his checklist lying on Viona’s lap and concluded that she had prepared the entire shuttle for departure in the time he had inspected the shuttle’s exterior and attended to their passengers. Alone. He was impressed by how fast and meticulous she was, but doubted that her impressions of his work were the same.


			Well and truly out of his depth in the chasm between his training and operations, he sat waiting for Viona Spencer to navigate the confines of the glass box into open space. After no little time, he came to the shocked realisation that nothing was happening. Turning in his seat, he met Viona’s eyes. They carried an uncommon glaze that he quickly forgot as a glower spread across her face. The scar on her left temple was a shade of crimson which, if he was to believe the stories, confirmed her temper was flaring. 


			


			“Captain?” He kept his tone measured, to mollify the situation. 


			“Are you going to do any of your checks and procedures?” She did not raise her voice, but it held a burning venom that spurred his heart into a gallop.


			“You had my … I thought you did … I …” he stammered. He reached out for the checklist, contrite, and furiously paged through the booklet, setting some pages free to caper to the ground, and perfunctorily ran through the list. 


			The large doors shielding the glass box from space opened to the vast expanse beyond. With a precision rooted in years of experience, Viona urged the shuttle from Concordia’s belly. Bradley noted that, despite the ease with which Viona flew, the shuttle seemed sluggish. Did I miss something? he wondered, desperately scanning the instruments, until he saw the overhead engines levers were not in the ‘flight’ detent. At least this mistake was on his stern captain, proving she was not infallible, Bradley thought smugly. Eager to prove himself more than an otiose passenger and a valuable member of the crew, he reached up to advance the levers. Captain Viona Spencer swatted his hand before he ever touched the controls.


			“No!” she barked. “Look around you.”


			In the wake of its crippling encounter, the Concordia hung in a field of shining, spinning debris. The Star Ship loomed above them like a threatening quicksilver cloud, the shuttle seemingly caught in a snapshot during a blizzard. Some mere flakes, only visible as they caught the light in their unremitting dance, while others, several feet across, moved with a threatening purpose and cast deep shadows along Concordia’s hull. 


			Viona’s hands urged the shuttle into a gentle glide around the more ominous clouds of drifting material. Slowly, like the first cautious drops before a downpour, soft pings echoed through the shuttle at irregular intervals. Even with the weakened gravity bubble, the shuttle was gathering fragments that circumnavigated the vessel, zooming by in some places but coalescing into stagnant pools in others. The impacts with the hull intensified, slowly at first, but then with ever-increasing strength. The crescendo quickly became deafening. Millions of tiny pieces of metal drummed the beat of the cloud-burst in action, punctuated by the menacing deeper sound of larger impacts, giving Bradley serious pause.


			From behind them, still standing in the doorway, Callevin brought their attention to an object caught in a gravitational eddy above their heads. Bradley gasped. He wanted nothing more than to grab the controls and yank them as far away as possible. His hands hovered over the sticks while he struggled with the internal dilemma. As if reading his mind, Viona calmly urged him to lower his hands. The heavy-state matter dangling precariously over them called for a more placid approach than Bradley was used to receiving from her. While the Concordia would probably survive a detonation, the crew of the shuttle would be obliterated in an instant.


			The world slowed. 


			Bradley took a long last look around. The bulk of the Star Ship was a short distance in front of them, now suspended against the backdrop of the planetary rings which were supposed to conceal them. Their regular shapes still bore the scars of the encounter, displaced icy particles glittering in streamers like a peculiar fireworks display. Curiously, he was able to appreciate the beauty of the scene, despite the imminent display he was about to be a part of. 
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