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      To Caroljean Hanson.

      Your smile, humor, and wisdom are missed.
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            A Non-Evil Librarian

          

          Joe Monson

        

      

    

    
      It’s hard to believe this is the eighth volume in the LTUE Benefit Anthologies series! Time flies! As with other volumes in this series, this volume is dedicated to a contributor to local fandom who impacted a lot of lives. This volume is dedicated to Caroljean Hansen.

      Caroljean was a long-time supporter of science fiction and fantasy conventions and events all around Utah, including Life, the Universe, & Everything. She worked at the Marriott Library at the University of Utah for decades, where she spent her time helping patrons and fellow staff members. In addition to her support of genre events in Utah, she  supported many efforts to increase literacy in Utah and beyond, working with a number of local and national organizations toward that end. She loved animals and helped several animal welfare groups and organizations throughout her life as well. She was a true pillar in the local community.

      I worked with her for around fifteen years volunteering for a local convention and working on the convention committee there. She was generous to a fault and fun to be around. She and her sister, Ruth, were always willing to lend an ear and offer their experience and thoughts on how things should be done, and they were more often than not correct. Caroljean had a wicked sense of humor, too, and a smile that would light up the room.

      She was a big fan of science fiction, and especially military science fiction and space opera. This volume has ten stories that have never been published before—that’s more than half of the stories! Some of the stories are deadly serious, and others mix in some (or a lot) of humor. All of them show people serving and sacrificing for the greater good.

      I’m also a huge fan of military science fiction. I’ve read a wide range, including David Weber’s Honorverse, Lois McMaster Bujold’s Vorkosigan Saga, many of Robert Heinlein’s stories,  Elizabeth Moon’s Vatta series, and many, many others. There is so much solid and enjoyable military SF out there, and this collection offers up eighteen stories that we think Caroljean would have enjoyed. We had a lot of fun sorting through all the submissions and narrowing it down to the stories found here.

      All of the authors have donated their works to help out Life, the Universe, & Everything in its mission to help authors, editors, and other creatives sharpen and improve their skills. All of the author, editor, and artist royalties go to help students get in for a greatly-reduced rate each year. We appreciate your support in picking up your copy, and we hope you enjoy the stories as much as we did when putting this volume together.

      Thank you for your support!

      
        
        —Joe Monson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Entrapped by Freedom

          

          Michelle J. Diaz

        

      

    

    
      It was supposed to be a simple, post-war extraction. They told us it would be easy. Of course, I should have known better. Nothing ever went smoothly. What started off as a normal mission warped to hellish faster than the elevator ride into the sulfur pit itself.

      And now, here I was, an Overdra soldier stuck within enemy territory with a dysfunctional MemPlant, with no way of contacting my team, and only one chance of getting my butt off the planet. And then there was the matter of the three-year-old who had glued herself to me.

      “Vander, when we getting dere?” Ariana asked, climbing over what might have once been a bathtub but now resembled a crippled goat.

      I had given up trying to convince Ariana to say my name properly. Vander sounded like the dog chews, but apparently “Evander” was too many syllables for her.

      “Soon, kid. We’ll be there soon.” Soon as in, “I don’t have a clue.” For all I knew, the ship didn’t even exist. The scavenger could have been lying, could have been sending Ariana and me on a wild goose chase through hell, but I had to hope, had to keep moving, or else our chances of getting off this planet alive were almost nonexistent.

      Ariana skipped happily over the rubble, as if the broken concrete and buckled columns were a dream playground. The Thule war had been raging longer than she’d been alive, devastation a constant companion from the first breath she drew.

      Somehow, kid . . . somehow I’ll get you out of this.
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        * * *

      

      Dry, hot wind howled around us, sending sand across the ground in waving veils of white. The pungent scent of the Thule desert cactus infused the air, causing my nostrils to sting and itch. Why anyone would fight over this hunk of rock, even for the metals, was beyond me. It was a perfectly paradisiacal wasteland.

      I struggled up the rise, feet sinking in the sand, Ariana’s sleeping form against me making each step seem harder than the last. The fading sunlight painted the distant hills a deep orange, like a flame raging in the hearth. My breath rasped against a sandpaper-dry throat, coming in gasps as I crested the hill. Icy shock prickled in my chest as I stared down into the valley. Grounded on the cracked earth rested the Lady Utopia, her silvery-blue metal gleaming like a gas giant. Her searchlight swept the desert floor, illuminating a winding group of survivors gravitating toward her like moths to flame.

      It’s actually here. Relief swept through me, swift and cold.

      I hoisted Ariana higher, gently shaking her awake. “Look, kid, we made it.”

      She lifted her head, droopy eyes widening as she took in the huge ship grounded before us. “Will day led us on, Vander?” she whispered, arms clinging around my neck.

      “Of course they will.” At least, they’ll let you on. Me, not so much.

      I started down the slope, ankles twisting on the rough gouges left behind from rains long past. When we reached the bottom, we joined the queue, and I held Ariana closer to me as the other travelers pressed in. She was my only ticket out of here, and I wasn’t going to be separated from her now. Not while we were both so close to freedom.

      A man stood at the bottom of the ramp, calling people forward, writing something down on his mod, and waving people through. My hopes began to rise. No one was being turned away.

      “Next! Name and city,” the usher shouted, waving us forward. His bristly beard and bulbous nose were coated in sand like a battered cherca clam, drips of mucus flying from it as the wind tore around us.

      His gaze landed on the MemPlant in my temple, and his eyes narrowed. “This ship has no room for mutant killers,” he growled. “Get outta here. Both of ya.”

      “Are you going to deny the child entry?” I asked, my hope vanishing like dandelion seeds in a summer gust. Hopeless anger prickled in the bottom of my stomach; if she didn’t get onto this ship, she’d be dead, same as me. Somewhere, deep down I had known they would bar my entry, even the scavenger had told me so.

      The usher grunted, looking at Ariana. She peeked at him, then burrowed  her face against my shoulder.

      “Only her.” Sand-beard reached out and tried to pry her away, but she wrapped her arms tighter around my neck, practically blocking my airway.

      “No!” she cried, her legs encircling my waist in a death grip. “Vander has tuh come.”

      I looked down at her, emotions conflicting inside me. She needed to board, even if I couldn’t. “I need you to get on this ship, kid. I’ll be fine.”

      Shaking her head, she buried her face in my uniform. “I need you. You keep me safe.”

      I resisted the urge to sigh. We’d only had one close call with a grenade; that didn’t make me a hero. Didn’t . . . erase what I’d done. All I wanted to do was go home, but if staying on Thule meant she’d be able to get on, then I would do it. To my family, I was probably already dead, anyway. My team more than likely believed me to be, and they would have already delivered the news. “Ariana . . . Please, for me?”

      She shook her head, her face rubbing against the rough fabric of my uniform.

      “Kid, you need to⁠—”

      “What’s going on?” a man—he hardly looked old enough to shave, much less carry a gun—asked, walking down the ramp toward us.

      “A mutant wants to board, Captain,” the usher said, sneering at me.

      Captain. Huh. I held the youth’s gaze as he sized Ariana and me up, no doubt taking in my tattered uniform, gun, and the small silver disks implanted in my temple. His eyes lingered on my face, then he nodded slowly. “Which side?”

      “Ovedra,” I muttered, mentally wincing. “I’m just trying to get home,” I added, my whispered words stolen by the wind.

      “And the girl?”

      “I found her in Javecta.” Or what’s left of it, as with every city. “I couldn’t just leave her there.”

      “Was there anything else?” the younger man asked, turning to the usher.

      Sand-beard shook his head.

      “Then continue with the rest of the survivors. We need to depart as soon as possible.”

      Grumbling, the usher turned to the next person in line, but the glare he aimed my way voiced his thoughts on the matter.

      The captain held out his hand. “Holt Davis,” he said, a small smile touching the edges of his lips.

      I hesitated, then shook his hand. “Evander Gray. Why . . . ?” I trailed off, not sure how to ask without offending him. Why would someone let an enemy board their ship to safety?

      “My brother chose to fight for Ovedra,” Holt said. “And he never got the chance to come home. I think every man deserves some ounce of mercy, don’t you?”

      I swallowed the ache in my throat. “Thank you.” Holding Ariana close, I climbed the ramp, weary legs groaning in protest.

      Did I deserve it? What had I been doing out there on the field worthy of forgiveness? We had been the invaders, killing the men and women who were only trying to protect their home. Orders were orders, but that didn’t make them right.
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        * * *

      

      “Vander!”

      I was barely aware of the kid’s excited squeal before her thirty-pound weight bounced on top of me. My muscles clenched as the air vanished from my lungs and pain throbbed in my abdomen. I rolled to the floor, taking her with me, still half asleep. Throwing my arm out, I just barely caught myself before I fell on her.

      “What did you do that for?” I growled, but she didn’t hear me. Giggles had consumed her, and she lay on the bedroom’s floor laughing, brown hair splayed around her head like a halo.

      My anger evaporated, and I sighed, sinking down beside her. “Real funny, kid. Hilarious.” Mentally groaning, I ran a hand over my face. Now that we were out of danger, and survival wasn’t on my mind every single second, I wasn’t sure what to do with her. I wasn’t the right person to keep her safe. I couldn’t even keep myself out of trouble half the time. But I couldn’t exactly leave her here, now that we were traveling together.

      Ariana sat up, brushing a curtain of brown hair out of her grinning face. “Can we play da game?”

      “What game?”

      “Da one you taught me.”

      Confused, I searched my memory, but it remained blank. What game had I taught her? An image of the two of us sitting by a fire briefly flashed in my mind, but then it vanished, like a word on the tip of my tongue that insisted on evading me. No . . . fear churned in the bottom of my gut as I brushed my fingers across the MemPlant in my temple. It was deteriorating faster by the day, snatching random moments from my mind and removing them, possibly even forever. How long until everything was gone? Could I hold on long enough to get back to headquarters? I ran through the faces of my family one by one: my father, mother, three brothers, and sister. Four siblings . . . that wasn’t right.

      “Vander? Please?” Ariana pleaded, bending down to put her face in mine.

      “Y-yeah.” I took a deep breath, trying to steady my trembling hands. Freaking out wouldn’t help anything. I would figure something out; I would have time. The Lady Utopia would be docking in less than a week, and I would be able to get back to base before anything worse happened.

      Ariana plopped beside me, setting one hand on my knee, palm down.

      I stared at her, but she just looked back at me, waiting. Frowning, I put my hand next to hers.

      “No! On top.” She grabbed my hand and put it on top of hers, then she stacked her other hand, and I followed her lead.

      We continued like that until I slipped up.

      She grinned happily. “Me won!”

      “I won,” I corrected her.

      “No, you didn’t.” She stuck out her bottom lip.

      I sighed, but didn’t bother explaining. I was too tired for that. “Yeah, you’re right, you did.” I pulled myself up wearily. “You good on your own, kid?”

      She looked at me, green eyes curious. “Where you going?”

      To get a breather. “Nowhere exciting. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      After glancing back to make sure she was settled with the game-mod, I pushed through the door of our pod, closing it securely behind me. Our rooms weren’t luxurious by any means, but it was better than I could have ever hoped for. If it hadn’t been for Holt, I would have been rotting my last days away on Thule, and that wasn’t exactly how I had planned to go.

      The empty hallways were dark and silent, all the other passengers long since asleep, as any sane human would be. I leaned against the wall, staring out the small port window into the dark void beyond, rubbing my temple to ease the throb that was slowly growing with each passing hour.

      The gold stitching from the insignia on my uniform reflected in the dim lights. Two golden fish forever swimming free inside of the dark blue O of Ovedra. Thoughts of my team drifted through my mind. I wondered if their return journey had been successful and if Dr. Lark—the man we had risked our necks for to begin with—had made it safely home to his family. Had they already spoken to my family? Were they, at this very moment, holding my funeral?

      Logan’s joking voice filled my head. “What’s better than a suicide mission? And if we do make it through, it’ll be for glory, honor, and a cold one!”

      “I thought making it out was for the sole purpose of completing the mission and surviving.”

      “Well, that too.”

      I sighed, leaning my head against the cool glass. What I wouldn’t give to go back to those times, when war was still an adventure. When battle didn’t mean the death of your brothers. When glory wasn’t the act of wiping out entire villages.

      “You gain nothing with war, son. You go out there, and you won’t be coming back.”

      Dad always loved being right, and for once, I could honestly say he was. I had hated him then; his shadow over my life had felt suffocating, but now . . . now I would give anything to be back, to have him wrap me in his embrace, to be back on our little farm in the middle of nowhere. I would take it all and take it gladly.

      I just hoped that by the time I made it there, it wasn’t too late. Most men wanted the MemPlant—it guaranteed your memories would be secure—and I had, too; that is, until the close shave with the grenade during the Lark extraction had caused it to start malfunctioning.

      Sometimes, the things that preserve are also the things that make it perish.
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        * * *

      

      Four days into our journey, and I was about ready to die.

      “Vander, can I have ur gwapes?” Ariana grinned happily at me, bouncing side to side in the cafeteria chair as she danced to some unheard music. The occupants of the other tables were silent, hunching over their food as if afraid someone were about to snatch it.

      No, you can’t. “Sure, kid, whatever.” I passed her the grapes, releasing a silent breath of frustration. Taking grapes was nearly a criminal offense. How in the world did parents deal with these kinds of kids? I was quite sure I hadn’t been this annoying.

      The loudspeakers crackled to life, interrupting my thoughts.

      “All passengers, please return to your rooms immediately. The Lady Utopia will be commencing a mid-flight transfer shortly. For your safety, please find the safety restraints provided.” The woman’s artificial voice continued to drone on, and I tuned her out.

      “Are we dare?”

      “Not yet, we still have a way to go. The captain just needs us to be in our rooms for a few minutes.” I stood and offered her my hand. She hopped down, stuffing the last of the grapes into her mouth.

      The transfer would be smooth enough, but liability was something they couldn’t afford to skimp on.

      I took Ariana back to our room, allowing her to entertain herself with the game-mod while I cleaned up. I stuffed my uniform jacket and empty gun holster—the pistol having been “stored” for me by the crew—into the compartment under the bed, then pulled the safety handles out from between the blue wall cushions. So much for restraints, these things look like ripcord D pulls.

      Fifteen minutes later, the woman’s voice came through the channel again.

      “The Lady Utopia and the SX Galactic will be joining in five minutes, please fasten your safety restraints.”

      I eased down onto the mattress, staring at the rough texture of the ceiling. A moment later, Ariana climbed up next to me, snuggling down against my side, eyes trained on the screen in her hands.

      “What’re you watching?”

      “Tunnel divers.”

      “Is it any good?”

      “Uh huh.”

       

      Before I knew it, I was just as absorbed in the show as she was, watching a group of daredevil teenagers chasing adventure through wormholes in space. It was only after the show ended half an hour later that I realized the union between ships had already happened. I stood, smoothing the wrinkles from my white shirt. “Stay here, ’k?”

      She nodded, snuggling deeper into the blankets with the game-mod.

      I watched her, hesitating. Her dark brown hair fell across her face like a curtain, hiding me from her view. A deep-seated ache filled my chest. Why had anyone left this child behind? Even if the parents were gone, surely the neighbors would have seen her out there all alone. She had done nothing to deserve that life. I wasn’t even sure if her parents were still alive, all she could tell me was that “Daddy working.” As far as I knew, her dad was twenty feet under a pile of rubble.

      It’ll be alright, kid. I’ll make sure of it.
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        * * *

      

      I grunted, heaving another box onto the transport cart.

      The docking supervisor looked down at the pad in his hands. “That’s all.” With that, he turned and walked away.

      You’re welcome, really. It was no problem at all to spend two hours helping your crew for nothing. Sighing, I swiped at the sweat that had gathered on my forehead.

      “Don’t mind Eddie, he’s like that to all the new people,” a guy said, moving over to the water station and filling himself a thin plastic cup. The badge on his coveralls read “Greg.”

      “Not new. Just on my way home.”

      The man stared at me. “You’re a passenger?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’re you doin’ down here, then?”

      I shrugged. “Looked like you guys could use a hand.”

      “Huh.” He drained his cup. “Thule or before? Or did you just come in on the SX Galactic?”

      “Thule.”

      He whistled. “Cuttin’ it close, don’t you think?”

      I gave another shrug. It was what it was, and there was nothing I could have done to get out sooner.

      “I heard it was harsh out there. Much left?”

      “Don’t ask.”

      “That bad?”

      “Worse.” I picked my shirt back off the table where I had laid it. “I should get back.” The SX Galactic was preparing for departure, and even though I needed something to keep me distracted, I couldn’t stick around.

      “Hey, man, thanks for your help with the transfer. If you need anything during your stay with us, let me know.”

      I waved my thanks and left the bay as the loudspeakers clicked on.

      “All passengers, please return to your rooms immediately. The Lady Utopia will be disjoining in ten minutes.”

      I wondered what my parents would think when I pulled into the driveway of our farm.  Probably think they were seeing a ghost. I snorted at the mental image. And what will they think when you bring a kid home with you? That thought sobered me. What was I going to do with Ariana?

      Our room was dark when I swiped my card and pushed inside.

      “Hey, kid? Are you awake?” I whispered, fingers crawling along the wall in hunt of the light switch. Silence was my only response.

      Light flooded the small space, revealing the disaster. The room had been completely ripped apart, the contents strewn across the bed, the small table, and into the sad excuse of a bathroom.

      I cursed, yanking the shower curtain aside, but the stall was empty. The compartment under the bed was, too.

      Ariana was gone.

      “The Lady Utopia will be disjoining in five minutes; please fasten your safety restraints.” The calm artificial voice made my stomach churn, and something acidic rose in my throat. I bolted from the room, racing back to the docking bay.

      Who had taken Ariana, and why?

      The hallways seemed to stretch forever, every lift taking eons to move. I sprinted down the service corridor, skidding to a stop before the door leading to the docking bay. Someone was already there, closing the latches.

      “Wait, please.” I gasped for air, my MemPlant throbbing painfully.

      The man turned, and my hopes rose as I recognized the man from the docking earlier.

      “Can I help you?” Greg asked.

      “That ship can’t leave. The child I was caring for was taken from my room. Please, you have to help me find her.”

      “Don’t worry yourself, almost everything has been taken care of.” Greg smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes.

      “What do you mean?” I took a small step back, putting more distance between us, my hand automatically lowering to my holster, only to meet air.

      “I like you, Evander, I really do.” Greg shrugged almost apologetically. “But money talks.”

      Before I could react, his thick, muscled arm lashed out, catching me in the rib. Twisting away, I found myself backed into the corner. He swung again, and I tried to dodge under his arm, but he grabbed a fistful of my shirt, slamming me up against the wall. My head smacked against the metal plating, white dots dancing in my vision.

      Greg crushed his forearm against my windpipe, locking me in place.

      I choked, shoving against him, but his limbs could have been made from solid steel for all the good it did.

      “The kid will be fine, as long as your end cooperates,” he grunted. “As for you, they don’t need to have you running back like a tame pup.” He reached up, fingers prying at the edges of my MemPlant.

      Pain exploded in my skull, traveling down to the soles of my feet, as if a serpent of solid ice were slithering through my head and down my spine, turning the fluids to pure acid. A roaring filled my head, blocking out any sound, pain stealing all other senses.

      Then, without warning, the pressure vanished, and I slammed into the floor, my stomach heaving. I pressed my hands against my head, waves of agony crashing through me.

      “Evander.”

      The voice was too loud, grating on my ears and bouncing around my brain like a marble in a wooden box.

      “Evander! Get up.”

      The blurred face of Holt stood above me. He grabbed my arm, pulling me upright.

      “What happened?” he demanded, holding my shoulder as a coughing fit overtook me.

      “I—don’t . . .” Everything was gray and fuzzy. What had I been doing? Where had I been trying to go? Ariana’s face floated briefly before my eyes, snapping me back to reality. “Ariana. Someone’s taken her.”

      Holt stepped over the prone form of Greg, heading back up the hallway. “Come with me. The SX has already departed, but I’ll give you a small craft to go after her in. You’ll only have a few minutes to lock in before they’re too far into the Current to follow. That is, if you think you can make it.”

      I nodded, my head pounding as if a horse were repeatedly kicking me. “I can make it.”
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        * * *

      

      The jungle city of Raulshavn was bustling, the transfer port teaming with traders, vendors, patrons, and crew alike.

      Face veiled with the hood of my jacket, I leaned against the bike, waiting in the shadows of a building and surveying every passenger’s face as they disembarked from the SX Galactic Cruiseliner.

      It had been three days since Ariana had been taken. Three days of aggravating fear and impatience as I followed the SX through the Current. Three days of her face slowly fading into the gray fog that was creeping through each memory that remained.

      Worry gnawed its way through my heart as the trickle of passengers began to slow. Where was she? What could they possibly want with her?

      Gritting my teeth, I strained my eyes, watching each face, running it through my mind twice. Would I recognize her when I saw her? Or would her face completely fade before I could get her to safety?

      Please, whoever may hand out miracles, let me keep the memory of her with me. And let me be able to get her out of this.

      No one answered my internal plea. Then again, I hadn’t expected one. Miracles weren’t for the likes of me.

      I spared a glance around at the two-story wood buildings, checking tabs on the green-and tan-cloaked snipers waiting on the rooftops.

      I’d need to be careful. Bide my time. This wasn’t some sloppy kidnapping job: this was serious. And they had more hidden backup than the Galaxsation Queen herself. One wrong move, and I’d be dead before I could reach Ariana. I would have to wait, follow them, and improvise if need be. At least Raulshavn relied solely on crawlers, with a speed limit of 130 klicks per hour. Following might even turn out to be a 20-percent success rate, if I were lucky.

      I pulled the green jacket—bounty of a necessary swipe, same as the bike—tighter around me, the temperature steadily dropping as the sun dipped closer to the forested mountains in the distance.

      A truck rumbled past, the side emblazoned with a familiar emblem: two golden fish curled inside a dark blue O. I stared at it. It meant something, something important, but when I tried to remember where I had seen it before, all that filled my thoughts was a thick gray haze.

      “I wan Vander!”

      My gaze snapped to the ramp of the SX. A woman and two men were departing, a small girl screaming in the lady’s arms.

      “Vander! I wan Vander!”

      An assistant walked up to them, but the woman only flashed him an apologetic smile and said something I couldn’t hear from the distance I was at. The assistant laughed, tipped his hat to her, and moved on.

      A sick feeling twisted in my gut. How many children had been taken like this? A smile and a “motherly” explanation, and no one batted an eye.

      Ariana yelled again, and I clutched the handles of the motorcycle, clenching my jaw as the urge to snatch her away from the kidnappers nearly consumed me.

      The small group climbed into a waiting truck, pulling away from the dock in a cloud of rust-colored dust. Kicking the bike to life, I turned away from the curb, turning down a side street and coming out two crawlers ahead. I glanced in the mirrors, watching as they turned down a different street.

      Yanking the bar to the right, I roared down a narrow alley, people jumping out of the way with angry shouts. I ignored them, gunning the engine faster. The truck was turning another corner as I raced out of the alley.

      They left the city behind, leaving a trail of dust in their wake as they headed south into the forest.

      The road wound slowly through spindle-like trees akin to a never-ending serpent, the vegetation visibly suffering from the length of the dry season. The dust cloud left behind by their truck hung thick in the still dry air, causing my sore throat to contract.

      Forty minutes later, the dust grew suddenly thicker, and I slowed, turning off into the bushes and killing the engine. I had been lucky to find one with a good muffler, otherwise they would have heard me from miles away.

      I hesitated, casting my gaze through the deep shadows of the trees. There were bound to be some kinds of scouts out there.

      The roar of the truck’s engine calmed to an idle purr, and then shut off completely. Laying the motorcycle on its side, I doubled over, creeping silently through the dark underbrush. After a quarter of a mile, the brush began to thin, opening into a clearing.

      I scooted forward on my stomach, parting the grass carefully. Tents had been pitched, trucks, motorcycles, and other crawlers parked haphazardly between them. Men milled from one tent to another, starting fires to keep out the encroaching dark. The occupants of the truck were standing outside the largest tent. Ariana wasn’t with them.

      I gripped a handful of grass, wondering if perhaps I had followed the wrong truck. A man called someone to him, his voice rising as he pointed back to the road I had come from. The younger man saluted, rushing up the road into the night.

      Maybe they didn’t have a post set up, after all . . .

      I waited until complete darkness before creeping slowly down the hill, parting the grass and moving along a few inches at a time, senses on high alert. It was gruelingly slow, but blowing it would be a death sentence. The time crawled by slowly, the moon rising from one side of the clearing to peak before I made it to the back side of the largest tent.

      I pulled on the edge of the tarp, but the metal stake was hammered deep into the rock-like soil. Grunting softly, I pulled on it as hard as I could without shaking the whole structure. The metal budged slightly, and I shoved it back and forth faster.

      A hacking cough exploded behind me, and my heart kicked into high gear, trying to claw its way up my throat.

      “Stupid allergies,” a rough voice muttered.

      I stilled, hardly daring to breathe, letting the shadows cloak me from the silver rays of moonlight. People don’t see what they don’t expect to see.

      The man moved on, boots crunching over bone-dry grass.

      I waited until the sound of his footsteps had faded into the distance, then yanked on the stake till it pulled free from the soil’s grasp. Lifting the flap, I shimmied inside, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness.

      Crates and boxes were stacked along the edges, a table in the center, a cot set up to one side, and a small cage on the other. Hatred blazed to life in my chest when I saw the occupant behind the bars, her tiny fists clutching the metal. Before I could move, however, shouts echoed through the night, growing louder as the person neared the tents.

      “Fire! Fire on the road!”

      Darting behind the crates, I lay still, watching through a gap in the boxes. The front flap was thrown wide, silhouetting the soldier against a backdrop of hazy red and orange.

      “Sir! The forest is on fire.”

      The cot came alive as the man occupying it threw back the blankets and leapt to his feet.

      Ariana sat up and began to cry.

      “Don’t just stand there, move! If it can be stopped, stop it. Otherwise, get the artillery out and send Jena in for the Lark hostage.”

      Grey filled my thoughts at the mention of Lark. I knew that name. Somehow, I knew it. And it was important. If I could only remember why—but not now.

      The first man threw a hasty salute and rushed from the tent, the other stumbling around for a moment and pulling on some clothes before also rushing out.

      Jumping to my feet, I moved over to the cage, disengaged the bolt, and pulled her out.

      “No, led me go!” She squirmed, kicking like a baby goat, and I pulled her close.

      “Shh. It’s alright, kid, it’s just me.”

      She stilled. “Vander?”

      “Let’s get out of here. Not a sound, okay?”

      She leaned against my shoulder, little head bobbing.

      Flicking aside the tent flap, I peered out into the night. Men and women were rushing around the trucks, loading crates into the back, and covering them with tarps. Shouts filled the night, rising above the growing roar of the fire that had consumed the road into the encampment. Thick smoke billowed into the sky, hazy orange in the flame’s glow.

      Ducking my head and covering her back with my jacket, I rushed out, skirting the trucks as I headed for the motorcycles. The fire had already consumed the bike I used to get there; I just hoped these guys left the keys with the crawlers.

      “Intruder! Stop the intruder!”

      Bullets peppered the ground around my feet, dust rising in the fire’s light. I clutched Ariana closer to me, curling around her as I sprinted for the bikes.

      Ice-cold shock flashed through my chest, followed by a searing pain in my thigh. I stumbled, my leg starting to give out. No. Not after you’ve got so far. Gritting my teeth, I threw us onto the back of the crawler, thanking the stars they’d left the keys.

      The engine snarled to life, and—ignoring the pain that flare in my leg—I kicked it into gear, tearing away into the dark trees.

      The gunfire died away, the rush of air around us snatching all other sounds.

      “Are you okay?” I yelled, keeping my eyes on the bulb of yellow light illuminating the path in front of us.

      She nodded against me.

      “Are you hurt?”

      She shook her head, little fingers digging into my shirt.

      “Don’t worry, kid. I’ve got you.”
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        * * *

      

      The forest hadn’t thinned in the slightest over the course of the three hours of riding. At every split, I’d angled northwards, back to the city, but the roads only wound away again, somewhere else.

      The needle had been resting on empty for six kilometers, and now the engine sputtered and died.

      I stomped the kickstand into place, gritting my teeth against the deep pain throbbing through my entire leg as the bike jolted. The makeshift bandage I’d fastened around it was soaked through, crimson droplets falling to the dry dirt in the glow of dawn. At least it was only a flesh wound.

      “When will we be dare, Vander?”

      “Soon.” Soon as in, “I don’t have a clue.” Taking a deep breath, I lifted her off the crawler, the movement causing my stomach to twist into knots. Moving carefully, I eased my leg over the side, blood rushing to my head and leaving the world spinning.

      Ariana moved around the bike, pointing to my leg. “Vander, you haf owie.”

      “Thanks, kid, I noticed that, too.” I took deep breaths, waiting for the ground under me to stop rolling like a freaking fun house.

      “What we gonna do?”

      “Walk.” The very idea made heat flare in my head, and all I felt like doing was sitting down. But if I did that, I wouldn’t be getting up again. This was the only option.

      “Can we go ’ome to your house?” Ariana asked, holding onto my hand as I began to limp my way up the road.

      “I . . . don’t know.” In truth, I didn’t even know where my home was. Here, there, or halfway across the galaxy. Were there people waiting for me, or did I have no one?

      We walked like that for hours, long enough for the sun to rise and the mosquitoes to come out.

      Every step was torture. The pain had only grown worse, working its way up my side until all the muscles had cramped, making movement all that much harder. I kept my eyes on the ground in front of me, a mantra playing in my head like the steady drum beats of a funeral march.

      Step. Breath. Step. Breath. Step . . .

      “Look.” Ariana tugged gently on my hand. I paused, looking up. The city rested at the bottom of the small hill, buildings rising from between the trees, a few houses not even half a kilometer away.

      Almost there.

      My brain felt like it had been filled with gasoline and lit on fire, but I dragged myself down the hill, one step at a time, vision blurring into gray. Time ceased to matter; it was just one great mesh of pain, movement, and gray fog. I let Ariana’s small hand guide me until that too seemed to fade away, and I was falling.

      Don’t forget her . . . she needs you . . . get up.

      I stared up into the blue sky, mind too muddled to make sense of anything.

      A shadow fell over me, a face hovering so close to mine, tiny mouth moving too slowly to form words, or maybe I was just moving too slow to understand them.

      Don’t forget . . .

      Something prickled on the edge of my mind, someone I needed to see or help, but I couldn’t hold onto the memory. It slipped away, like sand falling from between loose fingers.

      “Vander?” The kid shook my shoulders, staring at me with wet eyes. A sense of familiarity flashed briefly through me, then faded, her face unknown to me.

      Who was Vander? Who had left this kid here? Where was I going? Thoughts swirled together meaninglessly, until it didn’t truly matter, until everything just was. Without meaning or purpose. The pain began fading, numbing to a dull throb. I lay there, blinking slowly, watching the world spin around in an array of colors. The child’s face returned, followed by a man in a green uniform, a crest emblazoned on his shoulder: two golden fish curled inside a dark blue O.

      Their voices rolled around in my head, the words drifting apart, changing into a pattern that made no sense whatsoever. Then I was flying, the ground falling away beneath me, air rushing through my hair, caressing my face like the strokes of a down feather.

      And then the sky was falling.
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        * * *

      

      I never dreamed I would be an uncle. Or a godfather.

      Or a hero.

      Setting my crutch aside, I shrugged into the ceremonial uniform, straightening the collar, and gazing at my haggard reflection in the mirror. After three weeks of war, travel, stress, and nearly bleeding to death, I wasn’t exactly in prime condition.

      “Vander!”

      I turned, just in time to catch a giggling Ariana before she collided with me.

      “Hey, kid.” Lifting her up, I put her on my good hip, grunting as the weight change caused my thigh to twinge painfully.

      She held out a chocolate covered strawberry, sweet goo melting and running down her hands and through her tiny fingers. “Eat it!”

      The kid’s hands looked less than sanitary. I took it from her and pretended to put it in my mouth at the same time that I dropped it into the wastebasket.

      “You’re going to ruin your dress, you know.” I picked up my crutch, swinging us toward the door. It was a miracle she hadn’t already dribbled chocolate on her pink dress.

      “Me won’!”

      I chuckled. “Why do I find that hard to believe?”

      “Will day give you lots of cho’late for bringing me tuh daddy?”

      “Probably just dinner.”

      She looked disappointed, but I didn’t mind. Chocolate wasn’t really my favorite, anyway.

      Dr. Lark and Senior Pilot Logan were waiting on the other side of the door, my brother-in-arms grinning like a goofball.

      Logan slapped me on the shoulder. “You cleaned up nicely.”

      “Don’t look too bad yourself.”

      Dr. Lark took his daughter, and we moved into the reception hall, the clatter of dishes, chatter, and classical music echoing off the vaulted ceilings. I limped over to where my family was seated, embracing my parents and six siblings in turn. They all began talking at once, and I let myself relax in their presence, just happy to be safe. Just glad that I was one of the soldiers given the chance to come home.

      “Lieutenant?”

      The general of the fleet stood above me, holding out his hand.

      I struggled to my feet and shook it, smiling politely.

      “If you would come with me, please?” he asked, green eyes twinkling from under graying brows. Swinging on the crutch, I followed him to the raised podium, where the Galaxsation queen waited.

      I bowed, the crutch biting into my hand, my heart pounding in my ears. What was this about?

      The queen turned to face the assembled men and women. “First Lieutenant Evander Gray has shown courage beyond that which many good men hold. He risked his life to allow his team and his mission to succeed. And even when faced with perils most men would cower before, he held onto hope, fighting for the people of Ovedra. Not only did he rescue renowned scientist Dr. Lark from our enemy, but he also retrieved a family member Dr. Lark feared he had lost forever. It is my privilege to award him the Medal of Freedom.” She lifted the medal from the box on the podium, draping it around my neck. “Congratulations, Lieutenant.”

      My ears were ringing, and all I could do was stare at her, at loss for what to say. “T-thank you, Your Majesty.”

      Applause deafened me as I stumbled from the dais.

      As the night wound down, the Lark family joined our table. Mr. and Mrs. Lark continued to thank me, no matter how many times I tried telling them it had been my duty and honor to serve.

      Ariana climbed into my lap, snuggling against me. I still had a hard time wrapping my head around the fact that Dr. Lark had made me her godfather. It seemed . . . surreal. But looking down into her face, I realized that nothing mattered more to me than the fact that she was safe. My memory had been restored, and I wouldn’t have to say goodbye to her for a long time. She was my salvation, my freedom, and she had entirely captured my heart in her chubby little hands.

      “Vander?” Ariana asked, yawning widely as her eyes fluttered closed.

      “Yeah?”

      “Me love you.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “I love you too, kid.”
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      So you get to Alteron first,” the grease monkey said, yanking the straps that held me securely within the needle-nosed fighter, “which means you’ll land last.”

      “Huh? Wait, what?”

      She smiled. Short haired, freckles—or oil splatters? Kind of cute, though insanely young. And all over me, at the moment, though purely from a professional perspective.

      “Weren’t paying attention during briefing, were you, flyboy?”

      I bristled and probably blushed. She waved it away.

      “Don’t worry, it happens, ’specially for virgins.”

      I didn’t think I could get any redder.

      “The Goliath has only just begun her descent,” she went on. “Turned ass over tit, engines towards our destination, slowing us down. You’re in the first wave of fighters—the shock wave. And once we kick you overboard, you’re NOT slowing.

      “Meaning you’ll hit Alteron travelling at something like thirty thousand kilometres a second. Initial reports suggest Alteron’s defence system extends maybe thirty-five k-klicks—as far out as geostat. So your war will be over in just over two seconds from first contact.”

      I knew all that. Knew the targeting systems would have already selected things for my missiles to hit. And for missiles read chunks of depleted uranium—when you’re traveling at a tenth of c you are the missile. Best we could do is give them a little nudge so they fanned out onto the right trajectory, though like the drones that preceded me, I’d be beaming back valuable intel for the next, somewhat slower, more precise wave.

       

      I was there, as human pilot, because tactical AIs had calculated we gave a small—but appreciable—advantage in making any final decisions when there were a lot of targets in the sector. The squadron had trained hard for this. For our month of complete and utter boredom, speeding along on near-starvation rations, muscles wasting away in zero-g and tubes going places it wouldn’t be polite to mention, followed by about an hour of final approach planning, and then weapons hot and heavy and blam!

      I still didn’t get it, the landing last bit. Maybe I was the monkey, like those dumb animals first sent into space in the way back when.

      “So you exit the battle stage right, and you’re still going thirty thousand kilometres an hour,” she patiently explained. “Heading away from Alteron.”

      “Oh.” The penny finally dropped. “And then I start decelerating?”

      She laughed. Actually laughed. “You see any fuel tanks on this heap of junk?”

      I had to admit I didn’t. I squinted at the area above her left breast, trying to read the name badge without appearing to lech.

      “You and you alone, in the tiny support pod which is this cockpit, will get thrown out and back from your speeding fighter at as many G as you can handle and flyby the fifth planet, the gas giant, close enough to shoot turkeys, all to put you into an extreme elliptical orbit, still heading away. Then you go to sleep, gravity does its thing and the Goliath mops up. We come pick you up on your way back into the inner system. Assuming,” she went on, the pink tip of her tongue poking out as she checked my life support stats, “I’ve cinched the straps tight enough and you’re not instant Jello.”

      She looked me in the eye. Scanned them, searching for something, perhaps. Nodded. “Don’t worry, all that stuff is automatic which is why you haven’t had to do it in the simulator over and over. You’ll be fine. Just better hope the war is a short one and you don’t have to go around twice.”

      I blinked and she laughed again.

      “Joking. Long as you don’t hit anything on the way through. Your relative speed means that even if anything is standing still, it’s still going to . . . ah, no point in getting all graphic. But if you get to the deep sleep stage, you’re golden. Unless we actually lose the war,” she chuckled, as if that was an impossibility, “we’ll be picking you flyby heroes up and for you it’ll be like an hour has gone by.”

      I finally twigged what the most important question was. “And for the Goliath? How long for you?”

      She smiled. “‘Bout twelve years. The age gap between us won’t exist any more. I might even outrank you.” She looked me up and down, trussed as I was, the neck and head brace meaning I couldn’t look anywhere else except those steady hazel eyes. “You can maybe buy me a drink, for rescuing your ass?”

      I smiled. “I’d be delighted, Lieutenant Elena Rodriguez.”
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        * * *

      

      Captain Mackensie moseyed over while the prepped fighter was being wheeled towards the carrier deck.

      “You do your usual thing, Roddy?”

      She watched the needle jet exit the cavernous hanger before turning to her boss. “If you mean give him a reason to live, then yes.”

      “And how many fighters have you dispatched these last two weeks?”

      She reddened. “Eighteen.”

      “Going to be a full dance card.”

      She turned on the captain, a flash of anger in her eyes, but only for a moment. War was hell, and she—they—were only doing what was necessary. “The other engineers, they tell the truth?”

      It was his turn to look sheepish. “Don’t suppose they do. What did you make it? Twelve years?”

      “Long enough to be remarkable, short enough not to scare the bejesus out of them. Don’t suppose we’d get many volunteers if they knew.”

      “You’d be surprised.” The captain shook his head. “We keep ’em separate from the grunts, but we’ve got some veterans on this mission.”

      “Oh? How many times?”

      “Five, one of them. This’ll be their number six.”

      “Six rides on the ol’ merry-go-round? Is he some sort of dinosaur?”

      “She. And yes. But she says she’s getting to see the Universe . . . change. Always something new and interesting to wake up to. Plus, she outlives all her exes.”

      Six times two centuries . . . a twelve hundred-year-old soldier? Roddy shuddered. It didn’t bear thinking about.
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      The starship captain stood in front of an intricately carved wooden door, bright colors in a swarm of geometric patterns battling to catch eyes. Her arms stretched wide as if to embrace a lover. “Look at the arched top, the detailing. This door represents all of Earth. Like the Galactic Service. Beauty. Dedication. Tradition.”

      Someone sniggered.

      Newly commissioned First Officer Randy Drake glanced over at the assembled crew, more than a hundred gathered in the fancyside dining room for pre-embarkation speeches. His academy ranking deserved better than this milk-run ship filled with problem spacers. Even these spacers—if they knew his father’s name—they’d push him out the airlock, possibly slashing his throat first. Randy had to control them from get-go. He scowled at the mutters and titters.

      The group fell silent, not shifting. No rustles.

      They didn’t know what to think of him. Good. Fear kept people in line. Unpredictability bred fear, and so he offered them a twisted smile.

      The captain spun. The closed door framed her. “I know spacers. You make a game out of scavenging. A dare, a challenge, a bet, or just I-can-get-around-your-rules. Most of you are new to this ship, from first officer to newbie spacer, assigned here for an easy trip. I don’t care if we’re not tracking pirates, fighting enemy spaceships, or opening new routes through space. We’re Service. This ship runs tight and trim. I don’t tolerate off-reg fun like ship-hooch, gambling, fights, drugs. To avoid tempting you, I paid to install this door. You can’t get through it. Not a dare or a challenge. A fact.”

      Sure. Technology offered a million ways.

       

       

      “This looks like simple wood.” She pivoted to trace one of those raised lines with a lingering caress. “It’s not. Pure graphene underlay with a facing. As strong as the ship walls. They’ll break before this door.”

      Feet shuffled and whispers rustled.

      One spacer stepped forward, her expression blank, her posture rigid. “Regulations say no part of the ship can be placed off limits, ma’am. Disasters may require emergency access to every area of the ship. Air pressure loss, fire. Who, other than you, can open this door?”

      The captain whirled and displayed a scowl dark enough to scare houligows. “No one. Absolutely no one.”

      Randy winced. Being stuck on a milk run apparently meant your captain was . . . out of touch with reality? The Galactic Service ran regular psych tests. Eccentric. That would be the correct description. Eccentric. “Yes, ma’am. Thank you for educating us on the door’s capabilities. The spacer”—he didn’t know crew names yet—“is right. Regulations require access.”

      “This is my ship. Mine.” She stalked close to Randy and pointed her finger at his nose. “I have delicacies for the diplomats we’ll be ferrying. Alcoholic beverages and tidbits from forty worlds. I’ll not have them devoured by laughing spacers. I’ve had it. One trip after another with no one held responsible for losses other than me. Demerits on my record. Not again. None of you can be trusted. Especially you, First Officer Drake.”

      Randy flushed hot. His father had made the choice that got sailors killed. “I am a serving officer, ma’am. The Service assesses my fitness to serve, as it assesses yours.” He should have become a civilian spacer, a towship pilot, or any career other than Galactic Service. Or taken another name. His stellar academy record got him placed on board this ship. But he owed the Service, however little its spacers might want him. He had to serve.

      Captain Smythe brushed the insignia on her shoulder. “The Service is not infallible. I take necessary precautions. Do you want to file formal charges, Drake, and see who wins? We’ll miss our pickups. I’m sure the diplomats absent from conferences will understand the need to follow every word and comma of fleet regulations. A military court will doubtless laud your caution.”

      The spacer who’d quoted regs shifted as if to urge him onward.

      Randy ducked his head. Space lawyering on his first assignment wouldn’t do his in-service rep any good. His father had defended his decisions and won legally. Not morally. His guilt ate him up, shriveling his soul. What harm would it do to let the captain keep her extravagant food and drink stores locked up? None. Keeping the stuff away from spacers was a good idea, in fact, even if contra reg. “No, ma’am. I think we should move on with our assignment.”

      “I’m so glad you approve our sailing orders, mister.” She waved her hands at the crew. “Get to your stations or your quarters. You heard the first officer. We have a route to drive. Go. I’ll take the conn, First Officer.”

      “But—” Tradition said a newly commissioned first officer launched his first ship.

      “But what, Drake?” Captain Smythe stood facing him in front of her brightly colored door. The sailors had dispersed. “Do you also have a regulation to quote at me?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Good. Regulations are crutches for those who can’t think clearly.” She strode from the fancyside dining room, which functioned as the crew gathering point, to the hallway leading to the bridge.

      He followed, leaving her gaudy door behind.

      “Where are you going, Drake?” She tossed the words over her shoulder.

      “To observe our departure, ma’am. I’ll sit in an observer chair.”

      “You are better employed checking your quarters. Be sure everything is tied down.” The captain quickened her pace. “I don’t want you on my bridge in any situation where decisions might arise. Inspect the ship down to its rivets, aeroponics down to the leaves, and engineering down to every wire. Talk to me if you find a major problem. Or stay busy and out of my way.”

      Randy stood, frozen. She wouldn’t even let him watch his first launch from the bridge. How did he do his job as first officer when the captain didn’t trust him? He needed good duty fitness evaluations to build his career. On the other hand, she couldn’t run the ship every minute of every day. For now, he’d live with her Drake bashing. Consider it an extreme version of new-crew hazing. Once they were under way, she’d need to sleep. He’d prove his merit and get his chance.

      Randy turned and headed for his compact quarters. He’d watch the launch on his viewscreen. Wearing the name Drake in the Galactic Service had taught him to use his solitary time productively.
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        * * *

      

      Now Randy understood the captain’s exasperation at reg-lawyering. “No, Spacer Claiborne, I will not provide double time off for your working fifteen minutes over shift when Spacer Tompkins ran late.”

      “Regulations require—” She’d quoted regs at the captain, and now Claiborne caught him in the crew mess to carp about shifts.

      “Regulations are to be interpreted with flexibility. Tompkins was stuck in a lift.” For a ship transporting diplomats, this one had its quirks. The lifts jammed regularly. Engineering hadn’t found a solution. The personnel talked about intermittent overload on control circuits, which didn’t sound good, but denied any serious problem existed. “The Galactic Service expects us all to pitch in and do our jobs.”

      Claiborne studied him. “You’re not going to do anything, are you?”

      “You’re welcome to take the matter to Captain Smythe.”

       

      “Yes, First Officer Drake.” Claiborne flashed a by-the-books salute, pivoted and marched back to her tablemates, made some comment, and the group guffawed.

      Randy went back to carefully chewing his meal. He wouldn’t let them see him flinch. Smythe kept her non-commissioned officers running the ship and detailed him to paperwork. Checking off this, signing off on that. His rank meant nothing on her ship.

      He’d tried to find something significant and demonstrate his capabilities. The system instabilities were graphed, the deficiencies he’d found in inspections were logged, but he couldn’t offer the captain a cause. The ship had a grimy feel. Not polished, not broken, just sloppy. Sloppiness was dangerous in space. The captain didn’t respond to his reports. Something was off kilter. Not enough to invoke officer privilege and take the ship out of commission.

      Especially not with diplomats housed fancyside. They dined on delicacies brought out by stewards under the captain’s watchful eyes after she unlocked her extravagant door. He’d heard the accounts in the crew mess. The whole visitors section of the ship was off-limits to him. Smythe acted as if he’d contaminate the air. Randy stared at his plate full of synthmeat and aeroponic vegetables, then took it to dump.

      He’d had enough of sitting in the mess today, doubtless under surveillance by Smythe’s sycophants. The crew were experienced. They’d know if something was so far outside parameters he should be concerned. They’d talk to him unofficially, if they weren’t willing to file a formal report.

      Being in Smythe’s bad books made him less threatening and easier to approach. He knew. He’d had complaints about ration stealing, loud sexual encounters, small meal portions, and every other day-to-day gripe, some he couldn’t have imagined.

      Randy headed out but not back to his quarters. He needed to be a working part of this ship, not a signature on never-ending forms. Smythe had to assign him more duties. She seemed harried and rushed when he glimpsed her. A first officer should ease a captain’s burdens. He needed to argue his case. Now, when she should be off-shift, was the time to catch her.
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        * * *

      

      The captain’s quarters were spartan. Gray and brown and moss-green, none of the flashy colors blocking access to her cave of secrets. A few Service mementoes decked the walls, a cap here, a framed pair of insignia under a photo of a uniformed spacer who could be a brother from the shape of his nose.

      Smythe looked at Randy from the chair behind her desk, hair pinned tight, shadows under her eyes. Her expression was less than sympathetic to his request for changed duty assignments.

      He stood at close-to-attention, refusing to shift his weight. “I should be conning the ship on off-shifts. You don’t want a Drake talking to diplomats? Fine. I won’t mingle. You’ve seen my academy grades. I can do the work. Take stuff off your hands.”

      Smythe’s gaze trailed from face down to boots and back up, slowly.

      His uniform was creased, tucked, and polished, hat tucked into his belt. Nothing for her to complain about.

      “You commed me you wanted to do more. I’ve seen repeated system outages. Minor, but recurrent.” Smythe’s voice was hard as graphene. “Have you found a pattern?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Why are you bothering me? Finish your assignment. If you checked every rivet, leaf, and wire, as I ordered, you would know what is affecting my ship.”

      “Engineering isn’t worried.” Randy could hear his voice rising. “I should be doing real work, not chasing ghosts.”

      “Ghosts.” Smythe’s chuckle echoed eerily. “Those problems popping up don’t happen in the visitors’ section of the ship. Don’t you think that’s odd?”

      “I don’t . . . I didn’t . . .” Randy stuttered to a stop. He had investigated only crewside. He’d worked to the letter of her request, not checked more broadly. A sick feeling crawled through his stomach. “Is this a real problem?”

      “Real as real, despite your apparent suspicions I stuck you with make work.” Smythe’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve been filling out reports. Have you been thinking while you write or just sulking?”

      “First officers are supposed to⁠—”

      “Do whatever their commanding officers want them to.” Smythe rose from her desk. “Do you think I’m putting you through the wringer because of your father, First Officer Drake?”

      Randy’s hands twitched at his sides. “Yes. The way cadets blamed my father for his decision.”

      “A decision costing Service lives.”

      “He had no good choices. Close off part of the ship and let some people die or lose everyone.”

      “Potentially.” Smythe stared into his face. “He chose to lock down the blast doors and save his wife and his son. You.”

      “Along with a vital cargo and most of the crew.” Randy was breathing hard now. “At least you’ll say it to my face. You think he killed people to save me.”

      Smythe looked away, her gaze halting on the framed photo. Framed in black. A photo of someone dead. “I wonder whether he did. I wonder what choice I would have made. Whether I could have chosen to condemn some to save others.” She looked back at Randy.

      The sick feeling crawled from his stomach up to his throat. “Did your father die on the Gallant?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry.” Randy’s lips went numb. “My father—he made an emergency decision more than a decade ago. I’m not him.”

      “The Gallant’s systems went bad. No one knew how bad. That’s why your father made an emergency decision. Because he didn’t find the problem sooner.” She moved closer to Randy. “Do you see why we have to check out lapses? Why you have to check out every hinky failure?”

      The captain wasn’t punishing him. She was trusting him. The burden landed on his shoulders. He felt himself slouching until he forced his spine straight. “Yes, ma’am. I will track the problem to its end. I promise.”

      “I know you will.” Her stare bored into him. “We’ve both lost too much.”
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        * * *

      

      Randy dug into the system problems not as a reluctant duty but as an obsession. Comparing records proved the captain right. The elevator stalls, the sticking doors, the occasional flickering lights could only be tracked crewside. Monitors showed high power draws for short periods. They didn’t directly shut down systems. He suspected the overloads caused wear and sparked outages.

      Tracking usage spikes over time, he circled the ship. Routine monitoring wasn’t designed to isolate where power was drawn, so he wound up testing, moving from one area to another. The crew shook their heads at first but seemed to decide he had a thing for shoving measuring tools into power supplies and let him be.

      Eventually, he had his answer. Or non-answer.

      Sitting in his quarters, spreadsheet and graphics on display, his measurements radiated from one place.

      Engineering.

      Their work would logically draw power, the amount varying with the work. All he had discovered was that you needed energy to reshape metal and charge equipment and use powered tools. He smacked his knee. Total loss.

      Though why would the outages hit only crewside? Systems should distribute the load throughout the ship. Unless someone was trying to mask the usage. The tech people could be targeting systems.

      Spacer Claiborne wanted to enforce regs. Unbalanced loads should be barred. By complaining about Tompkins, she’d called the lift problem to his attention. She likely wasn’t involved in whatever was going on. Not directly. He could ask her, but spacers didn’t rat each other out. Not unless off-book activity endangered the ship’s safety. She might feel obligated to warn crew the first officer was hunting illicit activity.

      What info did he have?

       

       

      Odd usage distributions could have been arranged for efficiency or represent major projects. Who would know? If the work was authorized, the captain would have signed off. Maybe her assignment was a test.

      He’d report to Smythe. Let her deal. By tracing the information, he’d accomplished his mission. She wouldn’t want him catching and accusing spacers under her command of using fleet property improperly. Captains dealt with problems rather than getting themselves marked down for failure to command their crews.

      Randy commed the captain.
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        * * *

      

      He stood when the captain entered his quarters, coming to a straight posture and moving to stand by the bunk as if he were in the academy awaiting inspection.

      He was.

      The captain had said she would come down to see him. Why?

      They could have talked via comm; he could have showed her his spreadsheets. He could have gone to her quarters. Senior officers didn’t do the running. She wanted something.

      Smythe stood—slight and short, but somehow looming—and surveyed his space. “You don’t have any personal things out. Were you planning to leave soon?”

      Randy didn’t look around. He knew what she’d see. No family pictures. No trinkets. Nothing but what he needed for work. Basic mug for coffee. His few mementoes safely invisible. “The Service prefers we travel light. I want a career.”

      “You could have chosen another profession. Even if you wanted to stay in space. You chose the academy and being an officer. Why?”

      He snapped to attention, staring straight ahead, at his cabin’s blank wall. “I wanted to be of service, ma’am.”

      “Service to whom? To the people your father killed?”

      He would never be free from his past. The truth settled about him, his father’s ghost and the ghosts of spacers crowding cold and heavy. He welcomed the haunts as better company than spacers. The dead crew who’d teased him, set him challenges when he was the captain’s kid all those years ago. “I am not my father, ma’am. I am your first officer, and I reported potential problems. Did you want to discuss them, ma’am?”

      The captain settled herself in his chair. “Inform me.”

      Randy stayed still and stiff and briefed her. The recurring power issues, untraceable to any cause but with a frequency indicating a problem. The lack of concern on the part of spacers who should be sensitive to hazards.

      “Sit,” Smythe said.

      Randy glanced at the captain. One chair and she filled it.

      “On your bunk.”

      He lowered himself, gingerly, and perched on the edge, back vertical. “Ma’am.”

      “Excellent work documenting a pattern. You’re not part of the conspiracy or you’d have come up with excuses. Or failed to integrate these details.”

      She praised him? Him? Wait. She praised him for not conspiring. The captain was seeing an organized effort at deception, the way she’d ranted on his first day aboard. What if she turned on him? Or this was a trick . . . “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “The crew will assume I came here to rebuke you. They’re muttering about your propensity to stick your nose everywhere. I’m going to order you to the bridge under my watchful eye.”

      “What?” Smythe was inviting him to fancyside. “Why?”

      “The spacers are up to something. You’ve proved it.” Her nose twitched. “I know my ship better than anyone on it. I’ll figure this out. You’re the decoy. They will believe I’m watching you when I’m after them.”

      “Can’t we just tell the crew we’ve seen unexplained power surges? They’ll know they have to stop.”

      “We would never know who we can trust. Dishonest in small things, disloyal in large. The Galactic Service keeps secrets.” Smythe’s brow wrinkled and she shook her head. “You’ll have to keep them busy on the bridge, too busy to consider where I might be.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The only answer crew gave their captains. How was he supposed to distract an entire crew? He couldn’t ask. He had his assignment to the bridge. Finally. However he got there, he would be in command, his first command of a ship outside the academy. “You can count on me.”
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        * * *

      

      Smythe strode through the hallways, leaving crewside for fancyside.

      Randy followed close on her heels. The captain murmured niceties to the passengers, arrayed in garb from skimpy to cloaking, from colorful to plain, from shimmering to drab. The nonhumans reminded him of cats, dogs, fish, bushes, solitary or paired, or fluttering hives. Truly the Galactic Service.

      The door to the heart of the ship slid open at her quick approach.

      She marched in and spun to face him. “Take the bridge, First Officer Drake.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Don’t mess up anything.”

      Smythe’s order hurt, though he knew she was doing her bit to focus the crew on him. “No, ma’am.”

       

      She sniffed before strolling around the bridge, then twirled to face him, drawing her fingertips across a console and studying them for dust, presumably, before staring at him. “Sit down.”

      Randy stumbled to the captain’s chair and sank into it.

      “Well?” She tapped fingers on the back of an empty chair. “Give some orders, First Officer.”

      Distraction time. “Spacer Skoda, sonar scan the vicinity. Spacer Tolles, plot three alternative courses in the event of solar winds causing turbulence. Spacer Raeburn, assess the readiness of lifeboats.” He’d studied the crew’s names and responsibilities. He could do this.

      The crew would see this as makework by an overly zealous young officer. He could sense the sidelong glances and rolled eyes while he stared at the viewscreen. “Replace space view with system check view and run standard weapons scan. We’re going to keep our passengers safe.”

      “Sir, with alien passengers, the false alarms from a standard scan will be extensive.” Spacer Jemion sounded wary. “I think you mean a Gal-Mod scan for weapons.  Even that wouldn’t usually be done since all passengers and their luggage underwent fleet screening before boarding.”

      “I-I don’t—don’t—” Randy forced the stutter. The crew would think he’d slept through academy classes. They’d obey. “Run the scan I told you to. Pull in personnel as needed for human review of scans. Everyone you need to alert who is not on sleepshift.”

      “Yes, sir.” Jemion’s response was deadly neutral. “Yes, sir.”

      What else could he toss into the mix? “I want a full review of emergency readiness and planned maneuvers. All department heads on screen in five. Comms, call the necessary people.”

      Smythe cleared her throat. “Are you sure about those orders, First Officer?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Randy stared at the screen without looking over at her. “Regulations suggest new officers should ensure all areas of ship function are tested.”

      “Right, First Officer Drake.” The captain sounded as if she bit back a laugh. “Regulation away.”

      Smythe left the bridge the way a ship blasted off a planet before a windstorm. Fast and loud without looking back.
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        * * *

      

      One hour and eighteen minutes later, the extended conversation over emergency readiness plans and their compliance with regs had driven the section heads to rebellious responses. Two were sulking in silence and answering in monosyllables, one was politely cursing in a language she didn’t realize Randy understood, two were speaking with ever increasing volume, one in long tirades and one in short sentences a child could understand.

      The head of engineering broke in. “Look, sir. In the event of system problems, we quarantine the affected areas. Cut off power to avoid escalating feedback.”

      “Power takes out life support, doesn’t it?” Randy continued playing the fumbling newbie. “What would happen to the spacers or our passengers?”

      “We have emergency supplies in most portions of the ship. The sections affected would be one or two compartments. Trapping a person in unsupplied areas is unlikely.”

      “Unlikely isn’t certain, Engineering Chief Casey.”

      “Nothing is certain, sir. As we’ve discussed.” Chief Casey sounded avuncular. “You’ve tested our systems extensively and found nothing debilitating.”

      “True.” How much longer could he keep the section heads onscreen? As long as his captain needed. “We need to review every emergency procedure, step by step. Each department, tell me your procedure in the event of a fuel explosion.”

      He did his best to ignore the expressions on the large screen and refused to look at the bridge crew. Smythe put him in this position. What if it was all a setup to fail him from the Service? It could be. No one would believe she’d ordered him to distract the crew.

      “It’s close to dinner time, sir.” The supply chief’s plump cheeks drew in. “The passengers expect service. Will you be managing dinner this evening?”

      “The stewards can do their jobs.” Randy waved at the screen.

      “We need the captain’s access to supplies. I’ll call her.”

      “No.” Randy forced himself to lounge in the command chair. Apparently, the crew chiefs didn’t know where Smythe was. Good. “I am confident she will return on time. Captain Smythe deserves a short break from responsibilities before she returns to the bridge.”

      “Yes, sir.” Supply Chief Grappo sounded disheartened. “Or did she leave you the access codes?”

      “No. No, she didn’t,” Randy said. “We will rely on the captain to perform her duties.”

      “With permission, I will excuse myself from this call. I should make myself available for pre-dinner arrangements⁠—”

      “You are exactly where I ordered you to be. Stay.” Randy’s voice snapped. “Return to the subject of what action is taken by each group when fuel explodes. What do you do, Chief Grappo?”

      Three section heads dropped off screen, including the annoyed looking Grappo.

      “Get them back online, Comms.”

      Clicking noises and beeps brought no results. “I can’t, Sir. They aren’t responding.”

      “Run diagnostics. If there’s nothing wrong, ping them urgent priority through self-comms, not department comms.”

      “Yes, sir.” Comms’ efforts became noisier and faster.

      “Engineering, any ideas?” Smythe might have interfered, but Randy couldn’t act oblivious to the problem. Not when he’d spent days poking into power supplies. “This seems like another of the gremlins plaguing our systems.”

      An urgent call broke in. “Spacer Claiborne reporting fires, sir. Throughout crewside. Help needed.”

      “Chiefs, we seem to have a true emergency.” Did they really or was Smythe using Claiborne to provoke action? Likely the latter. “How fortuitous we are discussing emergencies. Recommendations. Action.”

      Smythe broke into the channel, using her captain’s access. “Chief engineering scum, you’ve broken my ship. Pulled safeties, run programs that eat power. To make ship-hooch beyond allowed alcoholic beverages. Synthesize drugs. Run a gambling operation. Whatever.  We risk catastroph-cascades breaking down relays. I’ll kill you, Casey. After I save the ship.”

      “You’re overreacting, ma’am.” Chief Casey’s voice came smooth and controlled. “A few glitches, nothing more.”

      The captain appeared on screen with the chief. “You think so? What if I run this program, the one you squirreled away so Drake missed it?” She held up her self-comm, pressed a sequence.

      Alarms blared and blinked from bridge stations, sirens howling, colored lights flashing from control panels. This matched the worst disaster simulations and historical reenactments the Academy offered.

      Randy had trained for this, but he wasn’t in command. The captain was. “Your orders, ma’am?”

      “The situation is spreading, sir,” Spacer Jemion said. “Systems overloading and cascading. We are losing more quarters by the second.”

      “Quarantine the affected areas.” Randy’s hands were tight on the arms of his chair. “How many compartments?”

      “Sir, we’d have to lock out crewside. All of crewside.”

      This was no drill. If he cut life support, anyone offshift and crewside could die. The captain would be unable to communicate. He’d have to run the ship. Randy stepped into his father’s nightmare. “Do it. Cut crewside off. The whole section of the ship.”

      Spacer Claiborne wailed. “Regulations say allow time for evacuation. You can’t condemn us.”

      “We don’t have time when the ship is in danger.” The words fell from Randy’s lips while he stood outside himself, watching. “Cut comms, too. Smythe warned us about catastroph-cascades through power relays. We’ve got time. They’ve got time with emergency safeguards. Silence the alarms.”

      The battling sounds and flashes cut out.

      When the captain called in, she’d identified the problem. Not the extent. She’d triggered the breakdown when she ran the program. Chief Casey didn’t. Trying to prove the head of engineering had been running off-book operations, Smythe had accidentally wrecked her own ship.

       

      Randy had to find an answer before people died. Or find a way to rescue them. The decision seemed easy. Cut people off to save the ship. The victims were supposed to be a handful, not most of the crew.

      Comms spoke. “We’ve got passengers frantic about the noise and lights calling in. What do I tell them, sir?”

      “Tell them we’re dealing with some minor problems.” Fancyside wouldn’t be affected if he’d cut them off in time to stop the cascading effect. “Dinner will, however, be delayed. Ask them to remain in, or return to, their quarters.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Spacer Skoda, quit running space scans and help comms.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      They’d lost communications with every section head when he cut off crewside. What he had left was the on-duty crew on fancyside. The bridge crew and whoever else was working here, rather than in their action stations. How many people had he condemned? Not condemned. Temporarily isolated. “Spacer Jemion, put the last scan data for critical ship systems up.”

      The ship shuddered as if hit repeatedly and lights dimmed before coming back on with the blue tint signaling emergency power.

      “Calls are flooding us,” Comms said. “They want to talk to the captain.”

      Jemion’s system map only showed fancyside systems. Crewside was grayed out along with spots of fancyside. No communication, no info. He wouldn’t believe they were dead. There were emergency supplies, they had oxygen for some time. Unless the faulty systems triggered air evacuation and fire suppression or a jillion other horrible possibilities designed to safeguard the ship. One or two compartments should be blown. Not most of the ship.

      No, they had to be out of contact. No more.  “Give me the ship announcement channel.” Randy didn’t have time to deal with individual passengers.

      “Opening channel.” Comms gave him a thumbs up.

      “This is First Officer Drake. The captain is busy, so you’re hearing from me instead. We’re dealing with some turbulence. Stay strapped down in your quarters to stay safe. I will update you when we have more information to share.” Randy made a slicing gesture across his throat.

      “Announcements closed.”

      “Thank you, Spacer.” Admit it. “I’m not sure of your name.”

      “Martacek.” Comms looked very young and very scared, eyes wide and hands wrestling one another. “Sir, we’ve lost power. We have no connection with engineering. Are we going to die?”

      “No.” Randy shifted in his chair. Not on his watch. His first duty watch on his first ship. “No one dies.”

      “Sir, they might not.” Skoda sounded eager. “The scan of the area you had me run as a drill, there are ships that can help.”

      “How far out?” He wouldn’t have to decide to try a crewside rescue or to keep the ship broken in two.

      “Not close enough for fast help, sir. I’ve sent out help calls, but we’re still talking days, maybe weeks.”

      The crew looked not to Randy but to Tolles, the senior spacer on the bridge. Tolles looked up from his helm station as if he wanted to speak but stayed silent, his face grim.

      The problem with ships not on the same established travel route was finding a quick way to reach them. The well-mapped lines were quick and trouble free. Venturing off them meant possible collisions with meteors, hidden undercurrents in space. They were unlucky enough to be traveling a long, little-used passage rather than a short, well-traveled one. “Good work, Spacer Skoda.”

      Now was not the time to carp about regulations requiring the captain, or commanding officer, to make the determination whether an SOS was warranted.

      Tolles’ expression eased.

      He feared Randy would be a young officer clinging to every period and comma of regs to assert his authority or draw strength from the rules. Randy wanted to yell “That’s not me.” He couldn’t. He had to stay calm, reassuring, in control. Crew looked to officers. They had a time frame, a long one. Meanwhile he had to figure out a way to help the isolated crew.

      “Sir?” Spacer Martacek’s voice shook. “The passengers are calling.”

      “I told them to stay quiet and in their rooms.”

      “One of them is a Lucerian. He’s worried about ship problems and being locked down without food. He’s not staying in his quarters. I can hear squawks and pounding and yowls. The Kittering claims he wants to eat them. I’ve tried, but I can’t get him to stop.”

      “A Lucerian?” Their metabolisms meant they needed calories and lots of them. The species was carnivorous, though usually not cannibalistic. They also believed in striking first and fast. This one wasn’t taking any chances on stockpiling dinner before a lockdown, even though dinner would be a fellow diplomat’s corpse. Randy was on his feet. Lucerians responded slightly better to authority figures. “Tell me where the fighting is.”

      “You can’t risk yourself, sir.”  Spacer Jemion’s voice held the force of gravity. “Most of the officers are locked out. We need you.”

      “I’m not putting someone else in harm’s way. Give me a location.”

      Martacek stammered out directions.

      Randy grabbed a sidearm from the bridge locker and strode away.

      Tolles’ lips curved up at the corners. Either he hoped the Lucerian would eat Randy and remove his problem or he approved.

      Officers shouldn’t rely on crew for approval. He couldn’t lean.

      Leaving the bridge set him free. Dealing with an immediate problem seemed easier, even if he was trying to stop one very important passenger from eating another. Crises could be useful. His heart sang while he hurried along.
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        * * *

      

      The Lucerian looked more like a bipedal tiger than a human. Fur, fangs, clawed hands, and a growl shaking the corridor when Randy approached.

      The passenger backed away from the door, raced toward it, and launched himself against the metal to land with a crash. The now-dented metal.

      “Sentients don’t eat one another.” Randy found a command voice loud enough to stun.

      The Lucerian turned. Nose whiskers twitched. Claws flexed in and out. His breath rasped, and his tongue flicked out to lick at the fur around his mouth. A growl rumbled from his chest. “Who are you?”

      Randy’s fingers clutched his holstered sidearm. “Acting Captain Drake. This is my ship. You are in defiance of orders.”

      “I need food. You told us to remain in our quarters. Where is my dinner?”

      “You don’t look as if you’re starving.”

      “Hah.” The Lucerian offered an open-mouthed smile showing sharp, sharp fangs. He was talking, not attacking. “I might be hungry enough to eat a human. Your weapon would not prevent me.”

      “I doubt I would be to your taste and likely lacking in nutrients your body needs.” Randy let go of his sidearm. His honored passenger was now acting rational.

      “You are trapping us without food. No one would answer my pleas for information. Not until I assaulted this door and the Kittering squealed for help.” The Lucerian slammed a palm against the entry.

      Squeaks erupted. “We can hear you, Acting Captain Drake. End the life of this aggressor. Your duty is to protect passengers.” The melodic voice would be female in a human.

      “The specialty foods for the passengers are safe. There will be a delay in dinner. A short delay.” Until Randy could figure out how to get through the captain’s bedamned graphene door. “None of you need fear a lack of nutrients.”

      “You swear?” The Lucerian’s gaze fixed Randy as if assessing how many meals his body might provide.

      “Officers don’t swear.”

      The joke didn’t go over well, drawing a snarl.

      “On my honor as an officer, you shall be fed if you now return to your quarters and cease disrupting the peace of other passengers.”

      “I shall wait. Not patiently and not long. For now, I shall return to my quarters, accepting your vow.” The Lucerian swiped at Randy’s long-sleeved uniform, tearing the fabric. “My claws are sharp, my patience short. Do not attempt to lock my door.”

      “I see no need to barricade you in place in the absence of further outburst.” Randy bowed his head.

      A rumble rose from the Lucerian’s chest while he turned and stalked down the corridor.

      “All is safe now,” Randy told the Kittering.

      “For now, maybe.” The Kittering’s voice remained musical, but the overtones said tragedy. “You and your crew shall be held to account for the trauma visited upon my mate and I.”

      “You are safe and will remain so.” How could he promise that? Because he would find a way through the captain’s door. No engineering tools, only the bridge crew. They had to get at the special delicacies. The only fancyside food, and fortunate to have it there rather than stored with supplies crewside. They didn’t have time to await those rescue ships. The door had to open, and open fast.
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        * * *

      

      Five hours and thirty-six minutes later they’d regrouped to the bridge from the empty dining hall with its tantalizing door without having found a solution. They’d tried shooting firearms at hinges, avoiding the lock plate for fear of damaging it. They’d tried levers, which snapped when enough force was applied. They’d used every object capable of applying power, from fire extinguishers to cleansing sprays—until they realized they had a problem besides food.

      The water supplies were also fed from crewside. There was a small amount fancyside but no reservoirs. Randy slumped in the command chair he’d do anything to hand off. He couldn’t stop his outburst. “Who builds a ship that can be split without splitting the emergency supplies?”

      Spacer Jemion was the only one to reply. “The same people who never figured our acting captain would order more than half the ship cut off. We don’t know our systems would have crashed. Engineering might have fixed things. But we cut them off. They’re dead. If not now, they will be.”

      “We don’t know what happened to them.” Randy clung to his belief they could be alive, at least, for the time being. Wouldn’t they have knocked or found some way to communicate? Maybe the ship failures did kill them. Or he killed them by ordering the blast doors down if the systems ran amok and evacuated air, flooded chambers with water, or electrified the walls. He shook his concern off. “They’re smart. They have resources we don’t.”

      “System’s fritzing resources.” Jemion sounded rebellious.

      Someone was praying in a murmur. Others were writing notes by hand, recording messages that would be last words, or sitting in soul-annihilated despair.

      Randy had to rally them. “What do we know about the door?”

      “The captain said it would blow up if we forced it.” Martacek’s sulky words sent a shock bouncing Randy to his feet.

      “You didn’t think we should take that into account before we shot it, pried at the edges, hit it with high pressure fluids?”

      Martacek shrugged. “Everybody knew. You didn’t care. You said we opened the door no matter what.”

      Tolles broke in. “We needed access to those supplies. It was worth the risk.”

      “Next time assume I might not know everything the rest of you do and I’d like all the information before I move forward.” Randy sat, stiffly, his throat almost too dry to swallow. Physical attacks hadn’t worked. The captain had refused to share the code to open the door. He needed to get inside Smythe’s head.

      Would she have set up a trap to kill people who broke in?

      No. The proof was the door and the room hadn’t yet exploded or vaporized them. Captains cared about their ships. Graphene strong, the door’s weak points should be what they’d unsuccessfully tackled. Hinges, frame where door met ship wall. What had she said? The door was stronger than the ship walls.

      Could they go out into space and break through the walls instead of the door?

      Tearing apart the ship would likely cause more problems. They’d have to get the supplies back into the ship. They might lose the desperately needed food and drink. A bad solution all around.

      The comm buzzed, loudly.

      Martacek slapped it silent, but the buzzing started again. “It’s the Lucerian, sir. What do you want me to do?”

      “Tell him—” to chew off his own foot. “Tell him we’re making progress.”

      “Yes, sir.” Martacek passed on the message with the certainty of someone falling off a cliff and claiming he could fly.

      Randy tapped his fingers on his knees, hoping the Lucerian couldn’t read emotion in a human voice. “How, exactly, did the captain open the door to get dinner supplies out?”

      “I don’t know.” Martacek’s voice quavered. “What difference does it make? She’s not here. She’s dead like the rest of them. Like we’ll be when the Lucerian gets hungry enough. We should kill him first.”

      “We’re going to work this out.” Randy tried for an assured tone.

      “Captain Smythe would call the stewards up,” Tolles said. “She would place her hand against the door, turn and lecture us about not breaking into the expensive supplies, face the door again, and put her hand back on it. We don’t have her hand. The door must be sealed to her prints.”

      “The lock wouldn’t be graphene.” Randy rose and trooped down the hall, Tolles with him.

      The other bridge crew trailed behind, except Martacek. He could use intership comm with messages, the ship was floating in space, and getting at the supplies was top priority.
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