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      Warp speed really messes with your senses, but falling out of warp really messes with everything.

      Lila Sansom let the stresses run through her body, crown to toes.

      Been through this. In simulators. That million to one error glitch that drops your starship back into normal physics.

      Lila’s cabin was one of the executive suites. Two rooms, painted a soft lavender, with a bathroom shared between herself and the next suite over. Garrison Hirst in there, one to the team, a bit loud and brash for her taste.

      She’d been sitting in one of the functional, but surprisingly comfortable armchairs reading some James Ghoste, the guy who thought that distributing humanity through the Orion Arm, and so on through the galaxy, was a mistake of epic proportions. There was balance out there. We are preventing the rise of other civilizations, be they millions of years in the future.

      It was good to always read broadly, even if it was well-spoken crackpots. Useful to be able to see other points of view.

      Now, she sat up, still hearing the hums and creaks of the ship falling out of warp.

      That’s what it had to be.

      The Elegia Fortune was a beautiful piece of engineering. All systems nominal, everything working fine. Remarkable precision. Twenty-two weeks out to Ursus 319, a year in operational orbit, twenty-two weeks back.

      Just the vessel’s second deep space run in an expected hundred and fifty-year lifespan. Things were made to last.

      The ship was four hundred meters long, stem to stern, fifty meters across at the widest point, sleek like a seal and bright like a Christmas ornament. At least that’s how Lila remembered her from the viewport in the clunky old shuttle that had ferried her up from Luna for the trip.

      What did sleek and bright matter out in the warp fields? Who was going to see the ship from outside?

      Lila’s mouth felt dry. She took a sip from the sweet chamomile tea she’d been enjoying, swirling it now.

      She stepped to her suite’s viewport. The artificial gravity tingled through her too, in an unusual way. She’d kind of gotten used to it, but there had been a change.

      The viewport normally showed the patterned swirl of rainbow color of the bending physics of the warp field. Some early vessels, she’d read, lacked external windows. Something about structural integrity. Apparently those issues had been worked out, thank goodness. Passengers needed to see the way things looked when you tore through the ether like this.

      Now, the viewport just showed black. Her own reflection, looking a little tired, but thinner than when she’d boarded. The ship’s gym regime was good, and changing habits was easier when you had new routines. The second wine, the creme-filled donuts, the too-large slice of cake.

      Strange how she didn’t miss those. Not really.

      “Lights out,” she said.

      Her cabin fell into darkness. The advantage of hermetic doors; no light bleed.

      She pressed right up to the viewport, eyes gradually adjusting. The glass was cold. A circle a little larger than a dinner plate, with a decorative brass circle around the glass, with faux-rivets apparently holding it in place.

      She saw stars. Distant. Like looking up from Earth at midnight, from the deepest unlit desert, on a moonlight night.

      Shouldn’t be able to see stars.

      “No longer moving,” she whispered. That couldn’t be good.
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      In the companionway outside Lila’s room, a red light blinked. On. Off. A good half-second each. The floor was carpeted in a dark floral theme, the colors so rich it was almost possible to enjoy the bouquet scent of it. All, apparently, part of the romance and nostalgia of travel.

      If you were going to be out for weeks upon weeks, might as well be in better than comfortable surrounds.

      There were people along the corridor. Some in standard dark blue crew overalls, some in officers’ whites, some civilians, mostly in summery shorts and light shirts. Some of the shirts could get quite garish.

      There were eight-six people aboard. Nineteen crew, the rest passengers, ranging from early twenties to one over a hundred, and ranging in interest from tourist to researcher.

      Garrison Hirst’s door opened and he stepped out. His hair was a disheveled brown mop and he was unshaven. He wore black slacks with mousey slippers on his feet, and a white shirt with smart gills along the side. Something about a medical condition his blood not carrying sufficient oxygen.

      He’d never mentioned a medical condition that required the dreadful slippers.

      “Somethin’s wrong,” he said, southern accent even stronger than usual. He stared at Lila.

      “You noticed?” she said.

      “Why are there not emergency klaxons? Surely there should be crew here assisting us.”

      “One would assume,” Lila said, “that while there is a problem, perhaps there is no immediate danger to the ship.”

      “We fell out of warp. You felt it, didn’t you? Of course you did. You’re an astrophysicist.”

      Lila smiled. She was a xenobiologist, but could hold her own in some astrophysical conversations. After all, plenty of her good friends were astronomers and orbital mathematicians and gravity engineers.

      “I felt it,” she said.

      “You should get up to the bridge and offer assistance.”

      “I’m sure they don’t need some busy-body scientist throwing spanners into their cogs.”

      “Cogs!”

      Along the companionway, two of the crew had broken away from the others and were making their way along toward Lila and Garrison.

      “They’re coming to ask,” Garrison said.

      Garrison was an industrialist. At least, that’s how he’d described himself when they’d met. He was looking to establish some ventures on the Ursus 319. The planet’s moons showed promise for mineral extraction, with the potential for building more starships.

      “I don’t build starships myself,” he’d told her, “but I am very good a providing the raw materials from which they’re built.”

      “Fascinating,” she’d said, and it actually was. He was capable of seeing the world in a way that was entirely foreign to her. Though, it was clear the reverse was true.

      “Sir, ma’am,” the lead officer said, approaching and smiling.

      “Lila,” Lila said. “Never was a ‘ma’am’. Never will be.”

      “Of course.” The officer was maybe all of twenty-five, with twin gold strips on her black epaulettes, which doubtless pointed to her rank. She had a button nose and deep black eyes, which went with her skin.

      “You were going to update us?” Garrison said. “What’s going on? We’ve fallen out of warp!”

      “That’s correct, sir,” she said with a smile. On her breast pocket she had a gold badge with the text I. Beldair. What did the I stand for?

      “So?”

      “Sir.” She kept smiling. “You know as much as we do at the moment.”

      “You don’t know what’s going on?”

      “As you say, we’ve fallen out of warp. But I’m here to reassure you that there is no immediate danger to the ship.”

      “Immediate? Does that mean that—”

      “It means that the issue with the drive is not presenting any threat to the integrity of the vessel.” Somehow she kept smiling.

      “Okay now,” Garrison said. “I can live with that.”

      “So,” Officer Beldair said. “Carry on with your routines. We’re hoping to be back underway very soon.”

      “Routines, yes.” Garrison gave Lila a smile. “Perhaps they won’t need you.”

      “Perhaps not,” Lila said. To Officer Beldair, she said, “We’re very far from anywhere, aren’t we? The lanes are clear between Ursus and Earth. We’ll be light years from anywhere.”

      “Well.” Beldair seemed reluctant.

      “No,” the other officer said. He was taller and had just one stripe on his epaulette. “That’s sufficient information.”

      His badge read O. Bukoswky. He had soft blue eyes, but smelled of liniment. Buff too, so he worked out plenty.

      “Now y’all need to tell us,” Garrison said, almost squeaking.

      “There is a planet,” Beldair said. “Pretty close.”
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      There were murmurs along the companionway as a small group wandered along, apparently unperturbed by events. Lila smiled and nodded. Despite her introversion, she had gotten to know quite a few of them, though she struggled to remember names.

      “Miss Sansom,” one of them said, barely breaking stride. A late middle-aged man with fake dark hair. “Apparently there are some problems.”

      “Apparently there are.” Lila watched him go by. Garry or Gavin. Something like that. Gordon? Whatever, he wore too much aftershave, but in a way it was kind of attractive.

      But now, she needed to stay focused.

      The purpose of the voyage to Ursus 319 sat somewhere between commercial travel and research mission. Most of the passengers—forty-one of the eighty-six—had some scientific or cultural research as part of their trip.

      Ursus 319 was a warm world, with thick jungles on wide ocean-bounding plains, mountains tall enough to accumulate enough ice for active glaciers even near the equator, and long deserts in the lee of many of the ranges across the planet’s continents.

      Most of the remaining forty-five passengers were traveling for work and to establish lives there.

      Some aboard were simply tourists. People with time on their hands, willing to endure—or enjoy, depending on your point of view—shipboard life for close to six months.

      “A planet?” Garrison said to Beldair when the group had gone by.

      “Yes.”

      “But we’re in deep space. I’m not an idiot. We just talked about clear lanes. There are no star systems. Nothing close. Maybe a light year or two or three.”

      “A real wanderer,” Lila said. “An interstellar planet.”

      Planets were always considered wanderers. When humans began talking about the night sky, they noticed that the stars remained fixed, relative to each other, but that a few, untwinkling ones, marched to their own beat. Wanderers.

      “The chances are astronomical,” Garrison said. “Literally. That’s what the word means. The distances involved are, well, mind-boggling.”

      “So it’s not random?” Lila said.

      “It has to be,” Bukowsky said. “You can’t accidently fall out of warp in exactly the right place.”

      Lila met Garrison’s eyes. He smiled.

      “You thinkin’ what I’m thinkin’?” he said.

      “Well, I imagine you’re thinking about tonight’s buffet, but I’m—”

      “Well, ha, ha.”

      Beldair was smiling.

      “I’m thinking,” Lila said, “not accidental. Intentional.”

      “Yes,” Beldair said. “You two should come to the bridge.”
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