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Sar-Shey radiated tranquil curiosity. Resting comfortably in her fluffy pilot’s chair, the enyesh skipper had achieved a state of deep relaxation, her mind open to whatever sensation might come out of the blue. Yet she felt little but the swaying of her aether boat, humming gently on its ride along the vortex.

‘You’re feeling ... frustrated?’ she finally suggested.

‘You’re just guessing.’

‘Well, your constant groaning is a bit of a giveaway, so technically I’m not just guessing.’ Sar-Shey opened her eyes to Kirido’s mischievous grin.

Beyond the roguish look on her face, the human in the copilot’s seat didn’t radiate anything. Just the control orb at the centre of their cabin seemed to add a slight glow to her tan features.

‘Honestly, I don’t think this is going anywhere.’ Kirido stretched out in her chair, flexing her limbs, clearly uncomfortable with the relaxed posture she had been trying to feign for the past hour or so. She eventually defaulted to slouching. ‘Humans don’t have an aura; that’s a silly old myth.’

‘It probably is ... but, you know, your brains do work a lot like ours. I don’t think it’s that absurd to expect at least some sort of sensation from a person I’m very close to. You know, at least a tiny glimpse of something, if we practise really hard.’ A tinge of discomfiture was emanating from Sar-Shey, although she was clearly trying to tone it down. After all, she had known it was a silly little endeavour from the very start, and she would have hated to burden Kirido with that pesky remainder of actual disappointment.

‘Hey, it’s just that our brains never evolved to pull that sort of stunt. If we could, you’d think somebody would have noticed at some point in the last couple of centuries of life sciences.’

Sar-Shey chuckled. ‘Well, I don’t suppose we’re going to push the boundaries of science on the grounds of “I have an idea to spice up our relationship”, are we?’ She reached for her mug of tea on the little table that skirted the control orb.

‘A shame, really.’ Kirido leaned forward to plant a surprise kiss on Sar-Shey’s sky-blue cheek just as Sar-Shey was about to take a sip. A glimmer of happiness promptly radiated back at the human.

‘You know’ – Sar-Shey smiled – ‘whatever they say about enyesh–non-enyesh relationships, I do think we’re getting really good at this. After all, we—’ She spilled her tea as the ship shook violently, the electric humming of the distortion drive breaking into an ear-piercing scream.

‘Shit.’ Kirido swivelled her chair to face the control orb. ‘This is bad.’

‘Yep, spilled some of the good blend.’ Sar-Shey took the time to crack a joke before she tossed the mug in the vague direction of the table, the brunt of her attention aimed at the control orb. When the ship’s senses connected to her own, the warm and cosy ambience of the cabin gave way to the more appropriate sensation of racing along an unexplored aether vortex at breakneck speed.

The route had turned turbulent in the blink of an eye, and Sar-Shey’s mind was having a hard time keeping their little aether boat under control. Heavy tidal forces were trying to tear the Ghost Light II apart, her distorters struggling to keep her on course. It felt like holding a kite against the storm.

‘How the fuck did that happen?’ Kirido yelled into the crescendoing sound of the main distorters. ‘This was a perfectly stable route ... like, a minute ago!’

‘I don’t have a clue, dear. You’re technically my resident aether scientist – you tell me.’

‘We might be approaching a node back to normal space there, but this is definitely not a very stable exit. We’re probably on a fast track to goodness knows where. And for the record, you know I’m officially not a scientist of any kind!’

‘Well, it is hard to find decent personnel these days.’ Steadily, Sar-Shey managed to steer the Ghost Light II closer to something resembling a safe trajectory along the churning vortex. Still, the ship was a far cry from being on a stable course. ‘Can you hold her alone for a minute?’

‘What?’

‘I need to put my shield on,’ Sar-Shey babbled hastily. ‘I’m barefoot and all!’

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Sar-Shey! Not again!’

Being unprepared for accidents was an unwise habit for an aether route explorer, although bad habits die hard when one’s workplace doubles as a cosy home. Leaving the control orb to her copilot for a minute, Sar-Shey jumped up to gather the pieces of her shield gear from the wildly rocking cabin floor. In case of catastrophic structural failure on the ship, the gear could envelop the wearer in an aether shield that would withstand the deadly vacuum of space long enough to facilitate rescue – if, and only if, the set was complete.

Already wearing the generator belt and collar, Sar-Shey finally found the gloves and one of the boots among the clutter on the floor of what was basically their bedroom, lounge and cockpit in one compact cabin. ‘Kiri! Where’s my other boot?’

‘Seriously? Sar-Shey, it’s a tiny little fucking ship and you lost a shield boot? Of all things!’

‘Never mind, found it!’ Sar-Shey pulled the boot from under the mattress they had stuffed into the ship’s bow. Putting on the boot while stumbling back into her seat demanded a fair bit of acrobatics before she could finally return her attention to the control orb.

‘Sorry for yelling, honey,’ Kirido said as soon as she felt Sar-Shey taking back control of the ship, relieving her of some of the worst pressure. ‘Look, I’m pretty sure we’re headed towards a node here, and a horribly unstable one at that. Do you think you can take us safely out to normal space there?’

‘Do I have a choice?’

‘Nah, we probably missed the last chance to turn back when you were still barefoot trying to look inside my head.’

‘Well, talk of pushing boundaries.’ Sar-Shey sighed, trying to keep the Ghost Light II aimed at the tiny bright spot at the end of a tunnel shrouded in swirling shadows. Directing the ship’s senses and drive with her mind, she tried to get in touch with the storm, to probe for a chance to sail with the wind instead of tacking against it. ‘I think we can do this. Can you get me a wee bit more power to the auxiliary distorters, though? Draw from mains if you have to.’

‘There you go.’ Kirido felt Sar-Shey lightening up as she nudged the Ghost Light II into a calmer spot among the mess of forces acting upon her. She also sensed Sar-Shey feeling increasingly in tune with the ship – their little vessel was beginning to embody Sar-Shey’s mind as if they were a single creature. That was usually when a pilot was at her peak efficiency, although it was a mighty difficult state to achieve in a chaotic environment like this.

‘Looking good,’ Kirido encouraged her with her mind’s eye on the ship’s drive and shield systems. ‘No pressure, but try not to burn out the auxiliaries. We can’t afford a Ghost Light III yet.’

Sar-Shey’s aura returned just enough gallows amusement to qualify as confident. ‘Don’t worry, dear, we got this. Approaching node ... Drop-out to normal space in ... something like ... ten ... nine ...’

Through the gleam of light and radiation at the aether node ahead of them, the ship’s sensors got the first glimpse of what was lurking on the other side. For a moment, Kirido thought she noticed something wrong. ‘Something’s off. I think we might have an odd gravity well out there.’

‘Are you kidding me? We’re out in five ...’

There was definitely something in the way out there, Kirido realised. Clutter. Lots of clutter.

‘Four ...’

‘Fuck!’ Kirido burst out. ‘Disruptive masses at the node!’

With no way of turning back, Sar-Shey could do little but remain mostly calm as she suggested, ‘Well then, ready for evasive action on drop-out.’
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Tiny stitches in the fabric of reality connected normal space to the mesh of deep aether vortices that lay beneath. Wildly scattered and difficult to find, some of these stitches were traversable nodes that gave way to practical star routes. Those were the lifelines of interstellar civilisation, and while their discovery and survey was a hazardous business, knowledge of previously unmapped routes was a valuable commodity, even more so in times of conflict.

A nimble aether boat with powerful distorters and sharp sensors was the tool of choice for such a venture, yet it was of little use without the mind of a spirited pilot. Fortunately, the Ghost Light II had all of those things, and a vigilant copilot on top of it. Her distorters pierced the node like a cosmic dagger, momentarily making way for the beak-shaped vessel to surface from the depths of the aether and dash out into space.

To Sar-Shey’s senses, a hovering iceberg plopped into existence right in front of her. She veered away in the blink of an eye, yet the Ghost Light II wore a trail of steam and ice crystals as her shields skimmed the surface of the giant clump of ice, distorter systems vibrating a miserable scream into the cabin. The node had dumped them right in the middle of a planetary ring system, a thicket of frozen lumps orbiting an unknown world.

They had barely cleared the surface of the large iceberg when Sar-Shey narrowly avoided another. It took the distorters a few more moments to bring the Ghost Light II to a relative stop amidst the bulk of eerily glimmering ice boulders, high above the opaque clouds of some unnamed bottomless pit of a gas planet.

With the ship clear enough of obstacles for now, Sar-Shey took a deep breath as she straightened up in her seat. No burnt distorters, no hull breach. ‘Well ...’ she muttered into the control orb before she made eye contact with her shocked copilot. ‘This could have gone a lot worse, I suppose.’

‘No shit, Skipper.’ Kirido squinted but couldn’t help giving the suggestion of a wry smile. Sar-Shey grinned back heartily, radiating relief.

They spared a few moments to get up and fling their arms around each other for a quick smooch before they refocused on the control orb and began the more technical part of their post-jump routine.

‘All right, let’s see where we’ve ended up this time.’ Seeing and feeling through the ship’s senses, Sar-Shey started surveying the sky around them for clues to their current location.

‘Running systems diagnostics ...’ Kirido announced casually. ‘Seems the Ghost Light is mostly in one piece ... which is kind of surprising considering you just crashed her into a big chunk of ice.’

‘I didn’t crash into it, I skimmed its surface as part of an elaborate evasion manoeuvre ... which was actually quite an achievement considering you failed to warn me until literally five seconds before.’

‘Yeah, I guess it’s hard to find decent personnel these days. Seriously, though, that moonlet you skilfully skimmed ...’

‘Thank you, dear.’

‘You’re welcome. That thing doesn’t amount to much of a gravity well. I guess the node we came through is gravitationally bound to the ring system as a whole due to some resonance effect or something. That’s pretty rare and probably pretty unstable too.’

‘I see what you’re getting at ...’

Kirido nodded at Sar-Shey’s budding aura of concern. ‘We stumbled in here, all distorters blazing, and nudged one of the largest objects. That’s going to upset the balance quite a bit, and I have no idea whether the node will remain traversable once it starts tumbling about.’

‘For what it’s worth, this place isn’t totally off the map.’ Sar-Shey summed up her initial sky survey. ‘There are other star routes on record, but we’re looking at a minimum of a dozen or so deep aether jumps to get back home. We’re quite a way from Republic space.’

‘So we’ve discovered an unstable fast track to an already charted star system in the middle of nowhere.’ Kirido shrugged. ‘Not exactly the mother lode. I say we fly back the way we came and sell our data before the route becomes totally untraversable. If anything, somebody at the Astronomical Society might find this weird ring system with a node in it kind of interesting.’

‘Wait a minute ... I’m reading an odd object out there. See this?’ Sar-Shey pointed Kirido to a shimmering contact in orbit high above the planetary rings. ‘Could be a ship.’

‘Huh ... I don’t know. Look at the size. Some ship that’s got to be.’

Zooming in closer, Sar-Shey revealed a bulky shape with sharp edges shrouded in a mist of tiny glittering dots. ‘Looks more like a derelict of sorts. My goodness, Kiri, there’s debris all over the place.’ She started to feel thoroughly uneasy.

‘Sar-Shey ... I hate to say it, but this smells like a clan mothership.’ Kirido bit her lip. ‘Huge ship this far out in the middle of nowhere? The entire place is probably controlled by pirates.’

‘I’d rather say contested. I mean, look at the mess around that thing. This is what a battlefield looks like. It’s even still warm!’

‘All right, honey, I say we get the fuck out of here while we can still use the node.’

Sar-Shey hesitated, tensely examining what little bit of sensor data they had. ‘I don’t think that’s a very good idea, Kiri.’

‘Seriously? Sar-Shey, that’s a flying fucking fortress out there, and somebody shot it to smithereens just like that! Tell me with a straight face that you really care to meet the people who did this.’

‘I don’t like this any more than you do, but I’m afraid I’ll have to approach this from the perspective of a Star Guardian.’

‘All right, tell me your perspective, Miss Master Guardian of the Star Guard Auxiliary Reserve,’ Kirido snapped, feeling like Sar-Shey had played that card once too often. ‘Because from my perspective, it looks a lot like we should get the fuck out of here and report our findings to the Star Guard Citadel at Aeven’s Rest as soon as we’re back in comms range. How is that not a very good idea?’

‘Kiri, dear ...’ Sar-Shey sighed, trying to keep a calm aura before she realised it would totally clash with what she was about to say. ‘It may be a while since I was on active duty, but I still have a responsibility for the safety of all sentient beings travelling the stars. The ship out there is still warm. There might be survivors.’

‘Shit,’ Kirido groaned. ‘You’re not seriously considering what I think you’re considering, are you? Because you should realise you’re also responsible for your crew – who, by the way, loves you way too much to watch you risk your life on some hare-brained rescue mission into a fucking clan battle zone.’

‘We can totally keep the risk manageable,’ Sar-Shey insisted, finding a more confident tone to convey her point. Now she even pulled off a poised radiance to go with it. ‘We are flying a decommissioned Star Guard vessel, after all, and it’s maintained by you, no less. We’re fast, we’re well shielded and we have two hardpoints full of ridiculously expensive sensory equipment at our disposal. Nobody and nothing is going to catch us off guard out there.’

Kirido, if reluctantly. ‘I guess she’s the perfect ship to run away in ... for what that’s worth.’

‘Right.’ Sar-Shey smiled that peskily encouraging smile of hers. ‘Hey, I know this is a tough call for you, and I really don’t want to put you through any of this. In fact, I probably hate it as much as you do. But someone might actually need our help out there. And you know better than anybody else that not every person on a clan ship is a murderous criminal.’

‘Sure, I get it,’ Kirido muttered. ‘I guess there’s no way I’m talking you out of this anyway, is there?’

‘I honestly can’t think of one. But I promise we’ll make it as quick and safe as possible. We approach the wreck very carefully, we poke it, and if it does anything scary at all, well ... we do the obvious. Run.’

‘Sounds like a plan. Just for the record, though, this is easily the stupidest idea we’ve come up with since grabbing a takeaway snack at that unpronounceable freeport.’

‘Well, to be fair, we didn’t know about their particular hygienic situation, which made it look like a perfectly sensible idea at the time.’

‘Yeah. Can’t wait to see how this one plays out in hindsight. Let’s get going. Chances are somebody’s waiting to get rescued or murder us for our stuff or something.’

OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Marco Craine

AT ale ﬁ'om
| Elsewhere






OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





