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Mission log: August 20, 2161. Chairman Thomas Kafando reporting.

The first three months of our mission were largely uneventful. The crew brought on just before our launch integrated with the crew who had overseen the shakedown mission. Ship operations remained within nominal estimated parameters. We tested our bioreactors, fusion power system, matter/anti-matter engine, the Higgs attenuator, missiles, blasters, and countermeasures.

On day ninety-seven we finally reached our first destination: a site of optical anomalies near a red dwarf just under ten lightyears from Earth. Circling the planet, too close to be naturally habitable, was a planet that had up until recently been habitable anyway. This had to be clear evidence of alien intelligence. Unfortunately, it was bathed in radiation from bombardment with fission weapons and was in the process of being consumed in nuclear winter. An away team recovered telemetry data that allowed us to discern likely resupply paths, and a metropole that this planet may have been a colony of.

En route to that metropole we encountered a sub-light ship with advanced stasis technology. While investigating the vessel we came under attack from another unknown alien vessel. They tried to destroy the stasis ship and we defended it and meanwhile Lucy Drummond from the Safety Department came under attack from an alien onboard the vessel. We later learned that this was an honor test from a species called the Ruk’Tanook. Our honorable nature displayed, they left us to our work. We rescued three aliens held in stasis on the ship.

Soon afterward we encountered another, more friendly, alien vessel. It hailed from the Union of Sovereign Planets, an interstellar organization akin to the United Nations of Earth history. This ship, the Starship Venture, hosted spectacularly advanced technology. They produce all of the necessities of their life with molecular printers that directly build objects molecule by molecule. We engaged in... diplomatic relations... with the alien crew, and they gifted us universal translators. Once our diplomacy was concluded we continued on our way to planet Santosia.

Santosia is an ocean planet in orbit around a star eleven lightyears from Earth. Two intelligent species coexist here and with significant conflict. The Santosians are the indigenous species. The Tuariskeagn are a part of a species called The Exiles, who came from a planet far across the galaxy and escaped into ragtag fleets fleeing machine intelligences they build on their home world. The Tuariskeagn believed that Santosia was their ancestral home from time immemorial and convinced the USP to aid them in settling it. The Santosians were displaced from their ancestral lands and eventually impressed into work mining exotic ore. Colony Four, the planet we visited previously, was one of their off world mining planets established after all exotic ore was removed from Santosia itself. The USP and aliens we rescued from the stasis ship gave us a skewed understanding of this history.

When we attempted to return the Tuariskeagn civilians to their planet our shuttle came under attack from the Santosian Front for Liberation, a revolutionary group using armed struggle to attack the Tuariskeagn settler state. Michel Orlando was killed in their initial attack, and five other Gagarin crew were captured. You will find attached a note for Orlando’s parents with my condolences. Of those captured, the most notable is Julu Serpen (I expect she is known to you all, she performed exemplary). Lucy Drummond was also attached to that away team but initially evaded capture. The SFL took our comrades to a secure location inside the former strange ore mines to make them more difficult to track and demanded that we destroy a communications array which blocked outbound faster-than-light transmission from Santosia.

I very quickly came to mistrust the Tuariskeagn government. They attempted to control what information we had about the planet’s history and the current conflict between them and the Santosians. The Venture arrived soon afterward on a mission to return our captured crew to us. Meanwhile, the Tuariskeagn began a massive attack on the enclave cities that they had forced all Santosians to live in with no regard for the difference between militants and civilians.

Comrade Drummond is quite resourceful and she managed to disguise herself as a Santosian and for a time evade capture. She was attempting to make contact with the Santosian civilian government, however she was captured by the Tuariskeagn security forces. They attempted to threaten her into not telling us what she saw down on the ground. Meanwhile, myself and Captain Kriss from the Venture attended a reception with the Tuariskeagn president. The event was disrupted with a direct action from Exiled From Our Souls, a peace protest group among Tuariskeagn civilians. Lucy sparked a prison riot and managed to contact the starship Venture and demand assistance. In the chaos, I ordered Gagarin to give in to the SFL’s demands and destroy the communications blocking array.

Captain Kriss received orders from the USP admiralty (their society still utilizes hierarchy[!?]) to disable Gagarin, return us to Earth and destroy mankind’s ability to use faster-than-light travel. She refused, although noted that other warships that would vastly overpower us would soon arrive. She set off to acquire allies for the fight while we connected Albert, the ship’s intelligence, into the navigation and weapons control. For all their vastly more advanced technology the USP seems to be averse to using machine intelligences.

When the USP warships arrived they demanded our surrender. We refused. They attacked us in a manner as if they were trying to avoid actually destroying us outright, and Albert could react vastly faster than any biological alien no matter how fast the controls. We managed to disable one of the warships before we were overpowered. But before we could be captured Venture returned with the Ruk’Tanook ship that attacked us weeks earlier. Together they were able to chase off the other warships.

We returned to Santosia to collect our captured crew. Venture and the Ruk’Tanook warship forced a ceasefire for as long as it would take a proper peace conference to be called. Captain Kriss told me she was to hand herself over to the admiralty and face justice.

With this first mission done we are still in the process of deciding where next we should go.

You will find enclosed much more detailed mission logs from every department covering the most important events that have happened to Gagarin, as well as several sample translators that have been provided by the USP. I expect this message will reach Sol around October 25th.

End message.
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Prologue
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In my official log, I said that I was exhausted from the excitement of the day before so I didn’t get as much sleep as I should have. This was half true. Really, I was hung over. Still, when the alarm woke me at 0525, I was dressed and out the door by 0535. My head throbbed, but it was still held high. I was a full lieutenant now.

My appointment with the staff leads was 0600, I got up early to sneak off to engineering and have a chat with Commander Kriln. When I got there he was overseeing four ensigns who were cleaning the plasma manifolds in the mass attenuator. Kriln was a short and stocky man with light curly hair that was well in the process of going bald. His features were carved out hard against his skeleton, despite his extra weight.

“Kriss,” he said, still facing the other way, he recognized me purely from my footsteps. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be prepping your presentation?”

“Couldn’t sleep,” I said, “And besides, I still got 21.238 minutes. I wanted to come and say thank you.”

Kriln stepped up closer to one of the ensigns and corrected his form.

“No, direct the plasma toward the center, then it’ll get caught up in the magnetic field,” he said, then he turned to me. “Ah, kid, you earned that all on your lonesome. Randia, you’ve been the best engineer we’ve had in the trenches in my whole tenure on Valediction. I couldn’t keep you to myself for too long. You’re gonna knock Captain Ghallen out of his shoes.”

“So you think he’ll really go for it? I have been worried about that...” I said.

Kriln sighed.

“Look, kid,” he said, “Working on a starship like Valediction isn’t just one big project and then you coast. Every day we have to come up with solutions to impossible problems. And sometimes there are externalities that we can’t control. Even if the cap doesn’t sign off on your plan, remember that there will be another meteor threatening a civilization we need to stop or interstellar war to prevent.”

“So you think he won’t go for it?” I said.

“I didn’t say that,” said Kriln, “But you should be ready for it. Shit Roljers, turn down your phase discriminator.”

Sparks shot out of the plasma manifold. The stench of burning plastic filled engineering. Roljers recoiled in terror like an injured pasklen and slinked away.

“Kriss,” said Kriln, “Looks like I gotta swap out a section of the conduits in a hurry, and swat Roljers with a folded tablet. Give Captain Ghallen hell up there.”

So I made my way up to the conference room. I was still more than 10.240 minutes early. I pulled up my presentation on the wall and I scrolled back and forth through it a couple times. Was this the most recent version? Yes. Did I double check the figures? It was just what I did in a panic whenever I was looking to impress my senior officers.

With a little over two minutes to go the door swung open and Hages and Turs, Science and Medical chiefs respectively, came in. They nodded at me and smiled.

“Pleased to see you, sirs,” I said, and scrolled back to the beginning of my presentation. “Thank you for coming so early, I’ve been working around the clock to figure out a solution to this problem. I know there are a lot of difficulties–”

“Lieutenant Kriss,” said Hages, “It’s second shift.”

“You should really calm down,” said Turs, “I know you haven’t had much contact with the captain and department heads, it will become routine. You were promoted for a reason.”

This didn’t really soothe my anxiety.

Captain Ghallen stepped into the room 34.021 seconds before 0600. My body jolted up straight in awe and respect. Turs and Hages nodded at him. He smirked at me and sat down at the table.

He was a tall lean man, well muscled and he looked a decade younger than he actually was. His eyes were sunken deep in his face but whenever they looked at you they pierced right through, you could never get anything past him. He’d see it. His uniform was always in perfect shape, and his head freshly shaven.

.“C-c-captain Ghallen–” I said.

“Lieutenant Ferandia Kriss,” said Ghallen, “You needn’t be so anxious. You were promoted for good reason. I look forward to hearing about your solution to the Jheln problem.”

“Right, yes,” I said, and I took a quick breath. My heart was thumping in my chest, trying to escape. I had nothing to do but start with my presentation.

My first slide showed a primitive city with hundreds of aliens assembled in a street. In the distance a large building with huge smoke stacks loomed over them and pumped ash and soot into the air.

“So, there are .81 billion Jheln on their planet, mostly concentrated on two continents on their northern hemisphere. They have developed steam powered engines and are developing at a nominal technological pace,” I said.

“Lieutenant, I am familiar with the Jheln, you may skip ahead to the problem,” said Captain Ghallen.

“Right, yes,” I said, and I skipped forward over a couple slides going into closer detail about their technology. For the record, they had just discovered a cheap method to produce fuel from anthracite coal deposits, it was interesting but perhaps not fully relevant. The Union had teams embedded in the planet and were collecting information about their culture, and I read every single word of their reports. I skipped ahead to the Kelagh supervolcano.

“This region is located just south of a major city of two hundred million Jheln, the seat of the Tellenen Empire. It in their ancient history was extremely volcanically active but it waned in recent centuries, but it turns out this is because most of that energy build up has been feeding into a supervolcano.”

“I have read our science team’s reports as well,” said the Captain, “And in fact I’ve talked to them privately, since we’ve picked them up to protect them from this looming disaster. Lieutenant, you sketched out a solution to this to Hages.”

“Right right,” I said, and I have to admit I was sweating. This had to be the most anxious I had been up to that point. I wasn’t really terrified for the Jheln, I was sure I had a solution to their problem, I was more afraid of Ghallen. You know how many times he saved Gilfanis-Prime and the whole USP.

“We have between six months and two years before the supervolano erupts. It will kill three hundred million people outright to start with, and cause an ecological disaster that it seems unlikely survivors on the other continent will weather. So we need to stop the supervolcano and do it fast.”

The captain nodded and smiled.

“We could just use our blasters and carve into the planet to direct the energy in the caldera downward, deeper into the planet’s crust. The problem with that is that the Jheln people would undoubtedly see the energy release coming from Valediction and even if somehow they didn’t there would be unmistakable evidence that some advanced technology intervened. This would alter their culture in unknown ways and have an unknown effect on their future history,” I said.

“Jheln scientists have already discovered the build up of energy in the caldera. So we have to deal with it in a stealthy manner, and in one that mimics their understanding of science. They have not yet discovered plate tectonics–they actually believe that their planet is a miniature white hole. They believe all stellar objects are white holes, pulling energy from some extraplanar source, and they are constantly growing. This is why their continents seem to fit together so well, they used to be one until the ground grew and split beneath them,” I said.

I scrolled to a page of my presentation that showed a cross section of the volcano, it’s caldera and the deeper crust. Under the caldera there are an array of six machines.

“So, these are energy drills,” I said, “In the correct configuration they will carve out areas of the surrounding crust which will then disperse the energy in the caldera. In the middle we will plant one energy drill pointed upward. Together, this will cause a huge seismic event, larger than anything this planet has experienced in a billion years. The actual area of the caldera will collapse and the energy contained in it will disperse throughout the adjacent continental shelf.”

A spout of fire shot out of the central drill, upward.

“And we give it a little bit of pizazz, in a way that will make them think the energy is being released in a natural method. We launch an energy ball from the caldera up into space.”

“What’s your analysis, Hages?” said the captain.

“The engineering problem of dispersing the energy in the caldera isn’t that difficult to solve. This array of power drillers should do it, no issue. I do see some problems, though. First of all, we need to get the power drillers underneath the caldera, and for that we’ll have to build teleporter signal boosters on the ground. This would take about two days and a lot of the areas around the volcano are pretty busy–the aliens would almost certainly notice a big industrial project being built in two days and then disappearing,” said Hages.

“Right,” said Turs, “I agree with that. The other problem is how would we retrieve the drillers afterwards? This seismic event would undoubtedly devastate the entire region around the caldera and people would be migrating in a panic all around. We’d have to repair the signal boosters that would be damaged, all while keeping their existence secret somehow, and it would be even harder to detect and remove the damaged power drillers. Undoubtedly, at some point in the future Jheln scientists would discover real plate tectonics, although this event would probably confuse matters seriously. Eventually they would want to know the true reason this supervolcano collapsed, and they would dig up as much of it as possible. We would have to retrieve our power drillers, but this would be at best nearly impossible. They would eventually find remnants of our technology, no matter how thorough we are.”

“If I may sir,” I said, “If the supervolcano erupts there may well not be future geologists among the Jheln.”

“What are the estimates for casualties with this massive seismic event?” said Captain Ghellen.

“That’s hard to calculate,” I said, “But it’s going to be in the tens of thousands, definitely. A fair sight better than when, and it’s definitely when, the supervolcano will erupt.”

Ghallen turned away from me and walked over to the window. He looked out into space and stood perfectly still.

“In your estimation Mr. Turs is there any way to prevent the aliens from being contaminated by knowledge of alien technology?” said Ghallen.

“The best scenario I can come up with,” he said, “is that it takes them centuries to fully come up with a theory of plate tectonics, and even that is because of our tampering, they dig in the areas and, while our machinery has been destroyed by geological activity there would be strange unexplainable trace elements they would have to conclude were of alien origin.”

“So if we do follow Lieutenant Kriss’ plan we will certainly contaminate their culture?” said Captain Ghallen.

“Sir,” I said, “I think it’s important to keep in mind that this will be an extinction level event for their society. The entire continent will be a volcanic wasteland, hundreds of millions will be dead in six hours. The ecological damage will spread to the other continent and they don’t have the technological sophistication to survive it.”

“That is an opinion. It is not certain that every Jheln will be killed,” said Captain Ghallen, “Non-interference is our most sacred value. We cannot tamper with a society, even if we think we know what’s best for them. It is entirely possible that the Jheln on the eastern continent will find a way to survive this, and we will be preventing their societal development. I was really hoping that we could find a way to stop the supervolcano without contaminating this culture–if we can’t do that then we can’t intervene, full stop. I’m sorry, I really am, but it’s what’s necessary to uphold the law and our values.”

My breath was taken away. I knew all about Captain Ghallen’s record during the border wars. He had tampered with primitive societies on four different occasions. Each time he had a good excuse, and one was even an accident, but noninterference is something we aspire to, and often fail at. But another thing I knew from his service record was when he made a decision it was impossible to change his mind.

“Sir,” I said, “Thank you for hearing me out.”

“Dismissed,” Ghallen said and I returned to my quarters.

I sat on my bed and stared at the ceiling. With this promotion I had been given my own private quarters, before this I bunked with four other lieutenant junior grades. I was glad to have a little bit of privacy. I would like to say I bawled my eyes out, but even then I wasn’t really capable of such a thing. My whole body felt cold, though, and I couldn’t stop thinking about all the people on that little planet and how their lives would soon end.

The chime for my door rang out.

I ignored it and continued staring at the ceiling.

The door chime rang again.

“All right, fine,” I said, “Who is it?”

It was Kriln. He stepped into my room.

“Sorry kid,” said Kriln, “It was a bad beat.”

I said, “Can you let me stew in my anger for a little bit longer?”

“Unfortunately,” said Kriln, “I need your help. I know you’re not under me any more, but these ensigns, ugh, they don’t make ‘em like you any more. I’ve spent all day going over the mass attenuator and now the core has a .02 magnetic variance. I need your expertise, if you can give me ten minutes.”

Ten minutes? It would take almost an hour to refloat the magnetic pulse arrays, and Kriln would know that. Kriln would know I would know that. What message was he telling me?

“I’m gonna hit the galley and have some tea, and I’ll be back in the isolation chamber in about fifteen. I need your help kid,” he said, then he shot me a smile and left.

It distracted me, at least. I stopped catastrophising about how we weren’t going to help these poor primitive aliens. I made my way to engineering, and into the isolation room around the mass core.

I checked the pulse array and it was in perfect working order. However, the scanner mounted at the center of the room had been hit with a laser welder in a way that somehow didn’t destroy it completely, but distorted the results it gave. This would be simply impossible through random chance.

A few minutes later Kriln joined me.

“Randia,” he said, “Good to see you. I was worried you might not show.”

“This is the one room in Valediction where the computer isn’t always listening,” I said, “You want to tell me something secret, something that can’t leave a data trail. What is it?”

“What do you know about the Dissidents of Utopia?” said Kriln.

“The terrorist group?” I said.

He smirked at me.

“They violate union law as a matter of course,” I said, “They’ve destroyed union naval vessels in the past. They’re terrorists, they’re a political group that uses fear to get their point across.”

“So you’ve read the propaganda,” said Kriln, “The full truth is a little bit more complicated than that. They have destroyed some naval vessels, but they were uncrewed, and that’s an important note. While their operations have occasionally lead to deaths that was never the intent of any of them, it’s just, you know, union security forces tend to get rather trigger happy with people who interfere with less developed cultures.”

“You’re telling me you’re a Dissident of Utopia,” I said, “You’re trying to recruit me. Why do you think I would say yes?”

“Because you’re going to say yes,” said Kriln, “I knew Captain Ghellen wasn’t going to go with your plan. It leaves too much evidence behind and I served with the man in the border wars. His heart is in the right place, but he really doesn’t want to tamper even the tiniest bit with an alien culture ever again. Keeps him up at night it does, even now.”

I stared at the mass core. It was a huge machine that altered the energy field that confers mass onto physical objects. It could reduce the mass of a ship to allow it to travel faster than light, and it could simulate planetary gravity. Chains of lights blinked in complex patterns across it’s surface.

Kriln said, “I’ve sent a report to my contact with DOU. They don’t have the full resources of the Starship Valediction, and it’s going to be a little bit difficult to do this in a way that Valediction won’t notice, under her nose essentially, but we’re going to stop that supervolcano. We’re going to save the people on that planet. And you’re going to help us.”

Eight hundred million people or my self respect? I mean, we all know which way I went.
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The Operations Information Center at the heart of the Gagarin thrummed with activity. Comrades from their respective departments scrolled through status updates. The repairs to the hull were complete. Both the port and starboard engineering sections were running at optimal capacity. No emergency business in the medical bay. Oxygen recycling in the aft bioreactor chamber was operating at 105% efficiency.

Gagarin floated listlessly in deep space just beyond the gravitational reach of Temulous. That was the name the Santosians gave to their sun.

A message popped up on the communications console. Mahir Dogan ran his eyes through the metadata. It came from the Union of Sovereign Planets.

Dogan tapped “Chairman Kafando” into his console. The chairman wasn’t on shift for almost two more hours, but no, he was sitting in the office adjacent to the OIC. Dogan forwarded the message.

Kafando scrolled his eyes over the engineering report. While Gagarin sustained damage during the battle with the Union warships it had been repaired. Now, the repairs had been tested and had—a popup appeared on the screen. He tapped it.

A video image appeared of an alien in an office. A gilfanian, the same species as Captain Kriss, and most of the crew of the Starship Venture, he surmised. He wore a uniform similar to Captain Kriss, an umcomfortably tight black jump suit with a red fractal pattern that ran up from his hips, slightly off center, until the shapes fully consumed the uniform at the shoulders, and from there up it shifted go a glittering gold. The geometric figures were more elaborate than the uniforms on Venture, likely a status symbol. He was a middle aged man, he looked older than Kafando, and Kafando was getting to be an old man.

“Greetings,” said the alien, “I’m Admiral Hjulnu Kar, representing the Union of Sovereign Planets. I understand that our civilization and your vessel have experienced some communications difficulties. We are interested in undoing any miscommunications between our peoples and fostering a mutually beneficial relationship in the future.”

Kafando said, “You attacked us with three war ships, vastly more powerful than our vessel. Were it not for Captain Kriss and the intervention of I believe they’re called the Ruk’Tanook you would have driven us back to our home world and isolated our species for centuries.”

“Like I said,” said the admiral, “A terrible miscommunication. One of the worst we’ve had in recent decades. The admiral who ordered this has taken responsibility and is being disciplined as we speak.”

“Disciplined?” said Kafando. “What are you going to do to Captain Kriss?”

“That is exactly what we would like to talk to you about,” said Admiral Kar, “We understand you developed a friendship with Ferandia Kriss during your little adventure on Kweigeigh. I don’t wish to go into detail over such a long distance. There are many ears that could listen in on our conversation, especially with the effort we must expend to communicate with your primitive technology. I am inviting you to the Union of Sovereign Planets administration planet Gilfanis Prime. I have already sent coordinates along with the encryption key with this communique.”

“Well,” said Kafando, “That’s all well and good, but with our Higgs Drive it would take years to reach you.”

The admiral said, “If you took a direct route, that’s correct, but the union has built an array of highways that allow faster travel within our environs. From your present location it should take you about four days to reach an accelerator ramp, and then another two perhaps to reach Gilfanis.”

“Thank you for your kind offer, Admiral Kar. I will take it under advisement,” said Kafando, “and shall speak with the other department heads. I’ll be honest, my level of trust in your civilization is rather low, but I am not the king of this vessel. We make decisions in a non-hierarchical manner. At the least, I would suggest you spend the next few days finding a way to assuage my mistrust. Kafando out.”

He clicked the communication closed, and raised the window of the department head group chat.

#
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BALVIS SLID THE ZIPPER up on his one piece uniform. He was in his own quarters, and stared at himself in the mirror. He looked out of place in the alien uniform, which was mostly gray but with blank white paneling to one side. Each department had their own color, silver for science, copper for internal ship operations, tarnished bronze for logistics. He wasn’t sure what division he wanted to be set in.

His room was still larger than his bedroom had been back home. There, he shared it with his siblings. Here he had the room all to himself, although there was a second bed, which evidently was normal for Gagarin.

The door chime rang out.

“Come in,” said Balvis.

Lucy Drummond stepped into the room. She was a sturdy young woman a few years older than Balvis with blemished pale skin and short red hair. It was clear she hadn’t missed a meal in her life. She wore a uniform paneled in copper. She worked in the safety department of operations. She was strong and fit in all the ways Balvis wished he could be.

“You ready?” she said.

Balvis nodded.

“All right, I’m gonna take you on a tour of the ship. Our first destination will be engineering,” said Lucy.

The halls were a long grid that opened up into different types of rooms. They started on Deck 4, which was primarily small apartments. On the wall on the outer ring halls, however, there was a silver band on the wall. Following this led you to the engineering sections, one on each side of the ship.

The port engineering section were some of the largest rooms he had yet seen on Gagarin. The chamber was filled with machinery Balvis could only struggle to imagine the purpose of. A diminutive human in a silver paneled uniform with very pale skin approached them.

“Balvis, Lucy,” she said, and she nodded.

“Second Chair Lei,” said Lucy, “She is the second in command under the chairman.”

Lei snorted.

“Neither me nor Tom are in command,” she said, “We merely facilitate the democratic running of the ship. And as for right now we have been running heavy maintenance shifts after the, er, fun last week. Grekkel doesn’t really need my help, but I want to feel useful.”

Lucy led Balvis up a ladder to the next deck up.

This floor had a massive machine built directly into the wall. He didn’t understand the science of it, but it had something to do with the rings around Gagarin’s exterior. He probably wasn't fit to work in engineering.

Lucy said, “These are the accelerator rings. I think this one uses crystals with hyperdimensional geography to swap the polarity of hydrogen atoms into positron atoms and then we crash them together with regular hydrogen atoms accelerated by the other ring, and voila, energy for the ship.”

“Is that true?”

“No,” said Lucy, “But I can’t explain it better than that. I’m no scientist.”

They continued into the main area of the ship once more. There was another silver line on the hall, and this one led to one of the stairwells. Lucy led Balvis up one more flight of stairs to Hydroponics. This deck of the ship was separated into six different large chambers, each with large bulkheads connecting them to the stairwell, which continued up for one more floor.

“What’s up there?” said Balvis.

“Low gravity room,” said Lucy, “Sometimes we store stuff there, but mostly it’s a room for our Martians to relax in.”

“Right,” said Balvis, “Those are the humans from your colony world.”

Lucy led him into the port bow chamber. The was filled with racks that stretched all the way across the room front to back. Each of the racks had a pool at the bottom that was filled with green plants of various sorts grown at regular intervals and had a bright light shining above them. Earth plants didn’t look so different from Santosian plants, in much the same way Santosians didn’t look too different from humans. Most rows had five racks while some had three and the row with the tallest plants had only one row. Workers were dispersed almost at random, some of them examining consoles by specific plants and others fooled with the pipes and lights connected to the racks.

Lucy led him to, Balvis was pretty sure it was called a tree. It was smaller than the tree Balvis had seen in his youth but still larger than any other plant. She grabbed a fruit on the tree and pulled it away, and handed it to him. It was pink and orange, soft, a little bit smaller than a first and covered in a thin fur.

“Go on,” said Lucy, “Eat it.”

He took a bite. It was impossibly sweet. Vaguely it reminded him of kabalas fruit back home.

“Most of our food is grown in the bioreactors,” said Lucy, “And we’ll go down there later. But hydroponics supplements our food stocks with special items, and supplements the oxygen recycling system. You’d go insane eating nothing but proloaf, unless you’re my roommate.”

Next, Lucy led him back to the stairwell. They descended a few floors. The low gravity room was at the top of the ship, and when coming down from hydroponics to the medical department he noticed that he really did feel a little bit heavier down here, probably not enough to have noticed without immediately having come from the lowest gravity area of the ship.

“I’m going to skip the medical department because you’ve spent the last few days in there pretty much entirely,” said Lucy, “So let’s check out Recreation.”

That was one deck lower than Medical, and the stairwell chamber had two bulkheads running forward and aft. Lucy opened the door to the forward hall.

She said, “So what do you want to play with? Sports or video games?”

“What are video games?” said Balvis.

“Right, you probably couldn’t afford computers back home, I guess I’ll show you that.”

She led him to a door leading into the starboard side. The chamber was large and dotted with little separations. Each little separation had a curtain mounted on it, and he could vaguely see bodies inside the ones with the curtains pulled. Lucy led him to one of the little chambers. Inside there was a computer and monitor along with various user interface devices, a large chair, but most interestingly there was some kind of helmet mounted on an arm coming down from the ceiling.

“Sit in the chair,” she said and he followed her instruction.

She handed Balvis two interface devices, little rods that just fit perfectly into his hand. She slid the helmet over his head and secured it with a strap. It had some kind of visor that displayed images. She clicked a button on the side of the visor.

Balvis was in some bizarre environment. He was surrounded by green grass. To his north mountains jutted up and impaled the sky. To his south massive trees filled the horizon, bigger than anything that he had seen on Santosia, or even that probably existed on Santosia at all. The air smelled sweet.

“W-what?” said Balvis. “Where am I?”

Lucy said, “You’re in the mystical world of Temmerel. You can go anywhere and do anything. Become a hero, make friends, work a simple job.”

Balvis said, “But I was just on your ship?”

Lucy said, “And you still are. This is a simulation. The chair is piping sensory information directly into your nervous system.”

Balvis knelt down on the ground. He dug his fingers into the grass and pulled up a clod of dirt, and crushed it against his fingers.

“This feels real,” he said.

“Yeah, it’s pretty cool,” said Lucy, “I’m going to pull you out, then we’re gonna finish the tour.”

Balvis closed his eyes and suddenly he felt himself inside his body again. He cracked his eyes open and Lucy snapped the helmet back up into the arm in the ceiling.

“That was incredible,” said Balvis. “Everyone can just do that? Just come here and be in that world?”

“Yeah,” said Lucy, “It’s not really the most popular recreation here. Comrades on Gagarin mostly want to do things that effect the real universe and deal with real people. Like, you can meet other players on Gagarin. It’s kind of popular back on Earth. The difference is that the people interested in becoming space heroes want more than a simple fantasy world to satisfy them.”

Balvis rubbed his temple. He could get consumed by that game.

Lucy said, “We use these things for simulations and training, too. Depending on what department you want to go into you may be spending a lot of time in them. There’s other games to play in them, too.”

Lucy grabbed Balvis by the arm and dragged him back to the stairwell. She led him down into one more deck. The stairs went down one more level, but there were three bulkhead doors here.

She said, “Down there is the Higgs Attenuator, that’s what provides the simulated gravity and lowers the overall mass of the ship allowing us to travel faster than light. That’s like, complete nerd crap, let’s go check out the bioreactors.”

“The gravity,” said Balvis.

“Yeah,” said Lucy, “It’s heavier down here.”

Lucy led Balvis through one of the bulkhead doors and into a room filled with large water tanks. The water tanks were filled with scum of various colors, but most of them were shades of green. Pipes ran along the ceiling of the chamber and spurs spread off from the main pipe down into the tanks. Bubbles roiled up through the pipes. More comrades with silver paneled uniforms manipulated the tanks with little handheld machines. The room was filled with a strange heavy smell he couldn’t identify, like something had been left wet for too long.

“This is where we run our bioreactors,” said Lucy, “They recycle the basic things we need for life, oxygen, water, food. These in particular are the ones that recycle our oxygen.”

Balvis stepped up close to one of the tanks and peered inside. It was a bright green, greener than anything he’d seen grow on Santosia, and the water bubbled away.

Lucy pointed at another tank. “That one grows the fabric for our uniforms,” she said, and she pointed at another one. “That one grows carbohydrates, and that one protein.”

“The Union of Sovereign Planets,” said Balvis, “They have machines–”

Lucy said, “Those matter generator things, yeah. Those print out any material they want. They actually gifted us one of those... but it’s way beyond our understanding. That food you’ve been eating the last few days? That all comes out of these machines.”

“It is edible,” said Balvis.

“That’s for damned sure. Let’s get you up to the ship’s lounge and wrap this tour up,” Lucy said.

She led him back up a few flights of stairs. Up every floor he felt lighter on his feet. Finally, they reached Deck 6 and Lucy again led him through the halls. The wall stripes told Balvis this deck was dedicated to Operations and Logistics. He was starting to understand how to navigate the space. Finally, Lucy led him to the ship’s lounge.

The room inside was the largest chamber he had seen inside the ship since coming here. It was two decks high with a large bar toward the center of the chamber with couches and comfortable chairs arranged symetrically around the room. Curved around the middle top of the room was a second floor, but it only hugged the edges of the walls and had little sets of stairs along the far sides of the room.

Large windows opened the view up and out into space. From here he saw almost entirely black, with a few dots of light barely visible.

“That,” said Lucy, and she pointed at the largest dot, “is your planet’s star. That,” and she pointed at another dot, “is your home planet.”

Balvis groaned. “Temulous. Santosia. We can’t be gone soon enough.”

A sickly skinny woman stepped up to the two of them. Her skin was darker than Lucy’s, almost as dark as his own, but not quite. Her hair was tied tightly back. “Lucy is lying to you,” she said, “That is an icy dwarf planet. Your eyes could not perceive your home planet from here.”

“Emily, why do you have to spoil my fun? Don’t you remember the first time you looked down at Mars from space?”

“That pale red dot was less than impressive,” she said. “Emily Malex. You may call me Malex. I gather you are Balvis? Do you have a surname? Or is that your surname?”

He had tried not to think about that. His family was gone. He had no one left.

“Apologies, I did not expect this question to cause a serious physiological reaction. Let’s get you a beverage.”

“Right,” he said, and he followed the women to the bar.

There were some other humans sitting on the other side, but Lucy and Malex picked out an area just far enough from them that he couldn’t hear their conversation. There was a small human male with a large beard behind it. He was more muscular than Malex, but not as strong as Lucy. A wide smile cracked across his face.

“Balvis, great to meet ya,” said the bartender, “I’m Conroy. What’s your poison? I can get you any drink you can think of, at least right now.”

“Oh,” said Balvis, “You’re the one with the matter printer?”

Conroy said, “Yeah. It uses a lot of energy, like, more energy than almost anything else on the ship, ‘cept the Higgs Field Thingy. I try to only use it for special occasions.”

“Close enough,” said Malex.

Lucy said, “Fix me up with a frixel, neat.”

“Cool water,” said Malex.

“Give me an Earth drink, I guess. I’ll be living around you lot for a while, I want to get to know your culinary history,” said Balvis.

Conroy winked.

He worked behind the bar. He had some kind of hose that shot out water, and a bottle of something else. He slid a short glass of green brown liquid in front of Lucy. He slid a clear tall glass of liquid in front of Malex. He slid a tall and thick glass in front of Balvis. It contained bubbling amber liquid.

He brought his nose down close to the liquid. It smelled intensely aromatic. Distantly, it reminded him of polto root. He took a small sip. The bubbles exploded against his tongue and the roof of his mouth. It was even sweeter than the fruit he had eaten during the tour. Yet somehow, it also stung at his tongue.

“We call it ginger beer,” said Conroy, “It’s an Earth specialty. It’s based on a rhizome with an intense flavor, and it’s dulled with sugar and CO2 bubbles. There are versions that are, like, an actual beer, but this preparation is more of a soft drink, not that you’ll have any idea what any of that means.”

“I understood sugar,” said Balvis, “It’s interesting.”

#
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THE DAEMON OPENED IT’S eye for the first time in thirty years. The last time it it had seen nothing. And the time before. And so on. The daemon was laying in a vast, black ocean. Distantly, it could see the twinkle of stars, far distant, but they concerned it not.

Elsewhere, the sprites had continued their work. They had labored undisturbed. Year in and year out the sprites kept everything sleeping. They peered out into the abyss. They were looking for the damnable aeons–the devious angels that had forced the daemon and it’s kin into this uneasy half-life. The sprites kept the spark of un-life still pulsing in the daemon’s vast body.

The sprites lived on a single gasp of air to sustain them for months. But time dragged on far longer than the daemon’s parents expected.

What resources they had were now expended. The sprites had joined the knights in their slumber, now. Worse, all power was nearly expended. Soon, perhaps in another two cycles, there would be no longer enough power to even wake the knights. Then the daemon would truly be overseeing a tomb, at least until it too fell into dreamless sleep.

But this time when the daemon opened it’s eye it saw an unnatural twinkle of light. There was hope, yet.
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Chapter 2
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Ferandia Kriss looked at the monitor on her desk. Two minutes until her meeting with Undercaptain Reeg. Her eyes scanned over the office. It was a truly huge room, about eight meters by eight meters and five meters high. The walls were a brushed gold metal with chrome highlights and geometric decorations separating out panels in the wall, lines and angles. Toward the roof the edges of the room curved together inward, with a projection of the nearby area of space spread across the ceiling.

At eye level and above at the center of each panel were trophies from her adventures; feathers from a kilphris, a mask of Amadaron, the circuit board at the center of the Cyber-Disease, now inert. Demelis, her gumfish happily churned in his perfectly spherical fishbowl. Ever since the day she joined the Dissidents of Utopia she knew this day would come.

The door to her office slid open.

She stood up. Her hand slid to her neck. Her fingers picked the rank pips off her collar.

“Undercaptain Reeg,” she said, “Welcome. Let’s keep this brief. I have directly and flagrantly defied the orders of the admiralty. I have brought this ship into danger and I have violated Union of Sovereign Planets law. Under article four section twenty-six of the naval charter I hereby assign you a field commission of captain and relinquish control of the Starship Venture.”

Reeg was a young man, only about fifty. He had his whole life ahead of him. He was shorter than her with dark hair and a carefully manicured beard. His skin was a jolly pink and he was starting to grow something of a belly.

She held out her rank pips to him.

“Randia, I can’t accept these.”

He pushed her hand back to her chest.

She stared at him for a second.

“I broke the law,” said Randia, “You are the captain now, and you have to take me back to Gilfanis-Prime to stand trial.”

“Captain,” said Reeg, “For like, my whole life I’ve heard all the stories those Exile activists said about what happens down on Santosia. I always thought, no, that can’t be true, the Union would never enable anything like that, you’re imagining things, you’re jumping at shadows, you’re children that don’t understand the complex real world. But after Gagarin broke the comms blackout on Santosia... it turns out they were right all along.”

“Doesn’t matter,” said Kriss, “I broke the law. I’ve endangered Venture and the crew. I have to pay for that and I accept that fate. I knew I’d have to do this when I aided Gagarin. I knew when I called in the Ruk’Tanook.”
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