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Huge rocks and massive timbers groaned and cracked on every side, roaring in my ears as Jake Jetley dashed from the crumbling riconium mine. He raced across the quivering ground and reached the hatch of his double cruiser just as the asteroid exploded.

I leaned forward in my seat, barely breathing as a starship-sized rock raced toward the cruiser. Jake slammed the thrusters just in time, and the massive rock grazed the communicator array and swept past into the blackness of space.

I wasn’t sure if Jake even noticed the damage as he struggled to steer through the colliding debris. It was hard enough to run the ship without the help of his best friend and copilot, Skip Santos. He couldn’t possibly pay attention to all the alarms screaming in the background.

A fiery red glare suddenly swallowed the picture, and I shifted the holopad on my knees until the little cruiser was once again surrounded by darkness.

Jake Jetley’s adventures were my favorites, and not even an emergency evacuation could keep me from a new episode. As Jake left the deadly scraps of the asteroid behind him and checked his comms, I let my thoughts wander for just a minute to my own upcoming flight.

Okay, so maybe fighting for justice on the edge of the universe wasn’t quite the same as hopping on an evacuation flight for a few days’ jump to Etzio. But I was probably the only kid in the galaxy who’d never ridden anything more exciting than a land truck, and if I was ever going to be a pilot like Jake, it was never too soon for my first spaceflight.

A firm hand on my shoulder pulled me out of my daydreams just as Jake’s cruiser disappeared behind the credits. I’d have to wait another whole week to see how he planned to rescue Skip from their arch-nemesis, Dr. Drago, without any comms support. Slipping the nubs from my ears, I glanced up at my dad. His jaw was hard and tight, but he gave me a little flicker of a smile.

“Get your stuff together, Ry. When we drop this load off, we’re out of here.”

Dad’s boss had told him “one last load” about five loads ago and every time since, so I didn’t see why this time would be any different. Still, I slipped my holopad into my backpack and leaned back in the passenger seat, watching the bright red glow of Zeta Rho 17-20, the star Kondor had once owed its life to, through the darkened glass. It was just two weeks after the first warning, and you didn’t have to be a scientist to see that it was growing now.

What if they’d calculated the safety margins wrong and 17-20 hit the danger point before the ship could launch? That sounded like the kind of adventure Jake Jetley would have. Although Jake would probably be flying back into the path of a growing red giant to save a kid who’d missed the evacuation. That thought made me shiver, and I pulled my backpack onto my lap, clutching my arms tight under the straps.

“You okay?” Dad didn’t turn, but since we were the only ones in the truck, I knew he was talking to me. I started to nod, but then I saw that we were approaching the loading bay and he couldn’t look over at me.

“Yep.”

I pushed away the thoughts of the huge ball of energy and of Kondor, the only planet I’d ever called home, being swallowed up and burned to bits inside of it. Instead, I reminded myself that tonight I was finally going to live my dream of spaceflight. Well, I was if Dad’s company ever agreed to let him go.

The line to the loading bay wasn’t nearly as long as last time, and only a few crew members were there to direct us. Dad’s boss, a big man in a green Felix Transport uniform, waved us over to a stall, and Dad stopped the truck exactly on the mark and climbed out. He reached a hand up to help me down as more green-uniformed men swarmed the truck and started unloading the cargo.

“Another couple loads should do it. There’s one fueled up in B-19.” The boss jerked his thumb over his shoulder, but Dad didn’t move a step.

“I’m done, Crater.”

“Don’t give me that.” The big man snorted. “Six hours minimum till it hits, and the bigwigs say four’s the margin.”

“What’s the captain say?” Dad crossed his arms, and his boss scowled.

“We’re paying a good price for this cargo. Think he’ll risk that, on a charity run like this?”

“What good’s money to―” Dad broke off suddenly, putting an arm around my shoulders. “Captain’s got a schedule to keep. If he says he’s leaving at 24:00, I’m not risking our necks on the chance he means later.”

“Not like there won’t be rescue ships prowling the area.” Crater’s thick red eyebrows almost touched each other over his crooked nose.

“You mean salvage ships. Any idea how many of them never come back from a run? No thanks.” Dad squeezed my shoulder tighter. “We’ve got passage booked on this ship, and we’re taking it. End of story.”

“Come on, Dixon. Where’s your sense of adventure?” Crater hit Dad’s arm in a way that looked friendly, but so hard that Dad stumbled a little.

“I’m done.” Dad turned around, taking me with him, but Crater grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back.

“You’ve got a job to do.”

“And I’ve got a son to think about. If the other guys want to risk their necks, that’s on them. I stayed till the last hour for the last ship. No more.”

Dad’s fingers dug hard into my arm, and I squirmed. I knew he was trying to protect me, but couldn’t he be a little more careful about it? He turned and stepped away from the other man in one quick motion, and I stumbled to keep up.

“You’re not dismissed, Dixon!” Crater yelled, but Dad kept walking.

“So fire me!” He shot the words back over his shoulder, keeping his tight hold on my arm as he steered us back toward the entrance to the loading bay.
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The passenger entrance was even more deserted than the one for the loading bay, and the crewman standing there raised an eyebrow when Dad handed over our tokens.

“You transport guys cut things close, don’t you?”

“Not by choice,” Dad muttered as he held out his wrist for the ID scan, and I hid a smile.

Dad said he’d chosen the last ship out because we needed the extra money to resettle on another planet, but I wasn’t sure that was the whole truth. He’d never told me flat out that he didn’t like spaceflight, but his face got tight any time I talked about it too long, and he always seemed to change the subject. I might still be a kid, but I wasn’t blind.

“Name?” the man asked as he glanced at Dad’s information.

“Grey Riley Dixon.”

“Date of birth?”

“13 Apollo 1263.”

The crewman nodded and motioned me forward, and I held out my wrist. He held his pad above it and ran his eyes over the information.

“Name?”

“Riley Haddon Dixon.” I stood up a little bit straighter and glanced over at Dad, and he gave me a smile that still seemed tight.

“Date of birth?”

“25 Mir.”

“1283,” Dad finished when I stopped, and the man grinned.

“Let’s try this. How old are you?”

“Ten. Eleven later this month.” That I knew well enough, even if I could never remember my birth year.

The man nodded and handed us both a gray armband, explaining that it allowed us access to all areas of the ship marked gray or black, but not areas marked white or red. Dad adjusted mine carefully, making sure it was snug but not tight before he fastened it. Then the crewman pointed the way to our sleeping pod and turned to help a woman with a screaming little kid that she couldn’t pry off the ramp.

I covered my ears, and Dad bumped my elbow as we headed down the corridor to our pod.

“Just remember, you were that age once too,” he said after we could hear again, and I made a face.

“Yeah, but I didn’t scream like that, did I?”

“Not more than two or three times a week.” Dad grinned, and I punched him in the side.

I was about to tell him that I wouldn’t ever have screamed at the idea of getting on a starship, but I remembered and kept the thought to myself. I’d never asked Dad what he had against spaceflight, but I had my own ideas. The best ones came from the way Dad’s face had looked the few times I’d asked questions about my mom, and the way he’d changed the subject just like he did whenever I talked too much about starships or pilots. It wasn’t hard to guess that whatever had happened to her had something to do with space.

I slipped my hand into Dad’s like I hadn’t done as much now that I was getting older. He squeezed back just a little and glanced down at me.

“Nervous, Ry?”

If he’d been watching his reflection in the polished gray wall, he’d have known which one of us looked nervous, but I didn’t tell him that.

“Nope,” I said instead. “It’s an adventure.”

“Right.” Dad gave me one of his tight little smiles and reached up to ruffle my hair. “A short adventure. Four days—not quite four—till we get to Etzio, and then we’ll figure out the rest from there.”

The possibilities in that thought were enough to take my breath away. As the biggest spaceport in our quadrant, Etzio received ships from all parts of the known universe. From Etzio, we could go literally anywhere, although my votes were mostly for the planets with the best space academies. But like Dad said, we could decide that later. The important thing now was for this trip to go well, and maybe then Dad wouldn’t be so worried about making the next adventure a little longer.

Dad stopped in front of a wall of what looked like short lockers and studied the numbers stenciled above them. A man edged past us and held his wrist up to a scanner, and one of the doors above my head popped open. A ladder slid over to it, and the man climbed up and then wriggled through the hole. The door shut with a clank behind him.

The realization of what I was looking at hit me, and I gulped as I glanced up at Dad.

“These are—these are sleeping pods?”

Dad looked down at me, and some of the lines on his face got softer when he smiled.

“These are berths, Ry. We won’t have to crowd quite this close. Our pod should be this way.” He started down another corridor, and I followed, thankful to get away from the creepy structures. I hadn’t thought I was bad with tight spaces, but somehow the sight of so many of them all stacked on top of each other made my throat close up.

When we finally reached the pods, I was thankful to see that their doors were bigger and not quite as locker-looking. There weren’t as many on a wall either, and when Dad scanned his wrist and ours popped open, the space inside looked snug but not suffocating. Dad crawled in first, and when I saw that he could sit up and even walk around if he ducked, I drew a deep breath for the first time in what felt like forever.

Following Dad’s example, I climbed in, then found my pajamas in the luggage that had already been stored in a cabinet at one end and put my backpack and shoes into a compartment Dad showed me under the bed. A message came through an overhead speaker, warning that launch would be in one hour, and all passengers and their belongings should be secured at that time. Dad flipped up a screen and a drawer that I had left open and motioned for me to crawl into bed.

“Can’t I stay up for the―” A yawn cut into my words and totally ruined my question, and Dad chuckled.

“Nope. It’s way past your bedtime. Mine too, for that matter. You don’t want to be too tired to explore tomorrow.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but an even bigger yawn cut me off, and my eyes blinked closed in spite of me. Giving in, I climbed under the covers, and Dad pulled the safety belt snug over top of me. Then he climbed in on his side, fastened his own belt, and ran a hand over my hair like I was still a little kid.

“Sleep well, Ry. God keep you.”

“God keep you too, Dad.” The words were fuzzy in my mouth, and I barely felt Dad’s lips press against my forehead as I dropped into sleep.
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When I woke up the next morning, the first thing I felt was the safety belt holding me down. I couldn’t remember where I was, and I almost panicked, but suddenly Dad’s hand was squeezing my arm.

“Easy, Ry. We’re on the Lady Ariel, remember?”

The safety belt released, and I sat up straight as my memories came back in a rush. I almost jumped out of bed right then, but Dad held me back.

“Whoa, easy, buddy. Take it slow. Deep breaths. You go rushing around a pod this size and you’ll end up with bruises; I can tell you that.” He rubbed his hand gently along my shoulder until I took a deep breath, then he lifted my head to look into my eyes. “How are you feeling? Sleep okay?”

“Yep.” I let out my breath in a little snort. “I didn’t even feel the launch.”

Dad grinned, but his face still had the tight, worried look that hadn’t left it for weeks. He was already dressed but didn’t look like he’d slept very well, and I suddenly wondered how much of the flight he had felt.

“Are you feeling okay?” I asked, and he chuckled and ruffled my hair like I’d said something cute.

“Just fine, thanks. You want breakfast now, or you want to wait a bit?”

I thought for a minute before I answered.

“When do we make the jump to warp?”

“About fifteen minutes if everything’s on schedule.” Dad’s jaw got hard again, and he drew a quick breath as he looked away from me. “Sure you’re not spacesick?”

“Nope.” I couldn’t help wondering if maybe he was, and just trying to hide it. “Can we get breakfast after the jump? I don’t want to miss it like I did the launch.” I really didn’t, and I also knew that spacesickness usually didn’t last past the warp jump, so it seemed like the best plan all around.

I wasn’t sure if the sound Dad made was more of a sigh or a laugh, but he settled back against the wall and picked up his holopad. I quickly got dressed and brushed my teeth, discovering that even the boring normal stuff was kind of fun when you did it in a tiny starship pod. Well, most of it anyway. Getting the hairbrush stuck in a tangle of curls was just as annoying and painful as it always was back on Kondor.

Dad helped me unsnarl the mess and then brushed the rest himself, shaking his head as he handed the brush back and ruffled up the curls he’d just flattened out.

“We need to get you a haircut pretty soon, Ry. Remind me when we get to Etzio.”

An exciting thought flashed into my mind, and I sat up straight.

“Do you think they have a barbershop on the ship? How cool would it be to say I got a haircut in space?”

Dad shook his head, but he smiled.

“No idea, but we’ll check. If they have one and it’s not too expensive, maybe you can get a space haircut. Just don’t cut it like a space cadet, huh? I still like your curls.”

I didn’t say it, but I liked his too. He kept them cut shorter than mine, but they still made us look alike, even though our eyes were different colors. Dad’s were dark brown, almost the same color as our hair, and mine were lighter, a kind of mixed-up in-between color that Dad called hazel. I didn’t think they were that special myself, but Dad said they’d melted him from the minute he first saw me, so they couldn’t be all bad. But he didn’t have to worry about my hair. I wasn’t ready for a space cadet look—yet.

When I was finished putting my stuff away again, I slipped my shoes on and sat on the edge of the bed, watching the tips of my toes brush the wall when I lifted them. The bed took up most of the pod’s space, and I looked more carefully at the way the builders had worked drawers and compartments, speakers and control panels, and even the tiny water closet into the pod’s design.

As if my staring had woken it up, the speaker suddenly came to life, warning all passengers that the Lady Ariel would be making the jump to warp in one minute, and they should find a firm handhold. I glanced around the pod, and Dad reached up and unfolded a strap hidden in the ceiling. I wrapped my hand around it and held on hard, and Dad’s hand settled just above mine.

I glanced up and tried to smile, hoping it didn’t look as wobbly as it felt. I had no idea why I was suddenly so nervous, but the tight lines on Dad’s face got softer for a second. He let go of the strap and swung his legs over my side of the bed, taking hold again with the arm closest to me, so I was tucked up against his side. I rested my head on his shoulder, and he leaned closer and kissed the top of my hair.

The floor of the pod gave the tiniest shake, then suddenly the ship’s motion seemed to stop. I swayed just a little bit, but Dad’s chest and arm held me still. No emergency announcement came over the speakers. I blinked up at Dad, and he grinned down at me.

“That was the jump, Ry. We’re in warp now.”

“That was it?” I knew the warp drive worked by bending space around the ship instead of moving the ship like the thrusters, but I hadn’t expected it to feel quite so—boring. “Why did we have to hold on to something for that?”

“Because the ship doesn’t want complaints if someone loses their balance and gets hurt.” Dad’s grin stretched wider for just a second before it dropped away completely. “You still okay?”

“Dad, seriously.” I let go of the strap and stood up, almost brushing my head against the top of the pod. “Why wouldn’t I be? That was literally nothing. Can we go get breakfast now?”

“Ry.” Dad caught my arm before I could press the door release, and I winced when his fingers hit a sore spot. “Riley?” His hands moved to my shoulders, and his eyes searched my face, looking way more worried than they should have been.

“It’s okay—just a bruise. Where you grabbed me last night in the loading bay.” I pushed my sleeve up to show him, and his head drooped.

“Ry, I’m sorry. I just didn’t want anything to happen—anyone to hurt you. I didn’t mean to do it myself.” He swallowed hard, and his hands were very careful when he gripped my shoulders again. “Listen. I need you to promise me—if you start feeling off—at all—you’ve got to tell me, okay? Please, bud. It’s important.”

I wanted to tell him that literally no one got spacesick in warp flight—which I totally understood now since it didn’t even feel like we were moving anymore—but the words stuck on my lips. In the whole part of my ten years that I could remember, I’d never seen my dad look so afraid. Instead of arguing, I wrapped my arms around his neck and hugged him, and Dad hugged me back so tight I almost couldn’t breathe.

“It’s okay, Daddy,” I whispered. “If I get sick, I’ll tell you. I promise. Right now, I’m just really, really hungry.” My stomach picked the perfect moment to growl, and Dad let me go with a shaky breath.

“Okay. Breakfast. We can do that. Cafeteria, or order in?”

I gave him a look, and the corner of his mouth tipped up again.

“Right. Adventure. Let’s find the cafeteria, then.”
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We had to wait a while for the door to open after I pressed the release, and the pod started to feel tighter when I thought about being stuck there if the door didn’t work. Dad put a hand on my shoulder, which helped a little, and explained some things, like the way the doors didn’t open until there was a ladder in place, and that a lot of other people had probably waited for the warp jump to leave their pods. Just as he finished, the door popped open, and the ladder was waiting for us like he’d said.

Dad let me go first, and I scrambled down it a bit too fast and almost tripped at the bottom. Man! I was going to have to get better at the tight spaces thing if I wanted to be a pilot someday. Dad was right; a lot of people had waited for the jump to leave their pods, and as soon as he was off the ladder, it was whooshed away to another spot.

“Stick close, all right?” Dad took my hand, and I didn’t complain. The last thing I wanted was to get lost in this crowd on an unfamiliar starship.

We wove our way out of the pod area and back through the creepy berths, which were also opening all over the place to let people out, until we finally reached the wider corridors of the ship’s public areas. The crowd wasn’t quite as thick there, and Dad finally found the way to the cafeteria and got a place for us in line.

The serving tables were filled with just about every kind of breakfast food I could think of, and some things I didn’t actually think were breakfast foods. Dad got the exact same cereal and a banana that he always ate at home, but since this was an adventure, I filled my plate with bacon, eggs, yogurt, berries, and a chocolate muffin. Dad took one look at my plate after I sat down across from him and scrunched his eyes closed.

“You know, just because you can’t get spacesick in warp flight doesn’t mean you can’t get just plain sick if you eat all that in one sitting.”

I wrinkled my nose at him.

“You know, you could get something more than the same boring stuff you always have. How many times are you going to get to eat on a starship?”

Dad mumbled something under his breath about just under four days, then he got up and went to a different line and came back with an awful-smelling cup.

“How’s that, Ry? I don’t get coffee at home very often, now do I?”

“Ugh!” I stuck my tongue out and pretended to gag. “If I get sick, it’ll be from that smell, not from this.” I dipped the end of my bacon in the yogurt, and Dad choked and looked away. He was right; it did taste pretty nasty, but I didn’t say so. Instead, I switched to dipping pieces of my chocolate muffin, which was a lot less disgusting.

It took a little while, but I finished the whole plate, and Dad muttered something about cast-iron stomachs, then ruffled my hair with his knuckles and asked where I wanted to go exploring. I really wanted to visit the observation deck, even though Dad warned me there wouldn’t be much to see while we were in warp. He was right; all the shields were up, and looking up at the huge, dark dome made me dizzy, so I didn’t complain when Dad suggested we go explore somewhere else.

We wandered the corridors for a while without finding much that looked interesting except a really nice swimming area, marked in white so we couldn’t go in. Dad finally pulled up a map on his holopad and announced that he’d found a place he knew I’d like. Winding through more corridors, he finally led me to the library and searched the cubbyholes until he found the codes for my favorite set of comics.

By then I was pretty tired of walking and didn’t mind the idea of curling up in one of the padded chairs. Since I hadn’t thought to bring my holopad, Dad offered me his and settled down next to me with a newsreader.

Right in the middle of my third comic, just as I was shifting around to get more comfortable in the chair, a bright red message flashed up from the holopad and startled me so bad I almost dropped it. I sat up too fast, and the room turned circles around me for a second.

“Ry, you okay?”

I blinked a couple times and found Dad watching me with a frown.

“Yeah. You just got a message.” I held the holopad toward him, and he opened the notification, his jaw getting harder and harder as he read it. When he finished, he blew out an angry breath and looked like he was going to slap the chair until he saw me watching him. Then he clenched his hand into a fist and closed his eyes.

“Bad news?” I asked really quietly after a minute.

“Sorry, bud.” Dad’s voice sounded tired. “Some people—have no sense of justice.”

“Can they really not pay you because you didn’t keep working when they said to?” I hadn’t meant to read his messages, but I kind of couldn’t help it when I was holding the holopad. Dad sighed.

“No, they can’t. But it sounds like they’re going to make me fight them.” He drummed his fist against his knee for a minute, then glanced up at me. “You up for another walk?”

There was no good reason I should have wanted to say no. It wasn’t like walking usually tired me out. I nodded instead, and Dad handed me back the holopad.

“Check out a few more of those comics. This might be long and boring.” He went to return the newsreader, and I scanned the next ten episodes and put the codes back where they belonged, fighting back another rush of dizziness that I guessed must have been from staying up so late the night before. Maybe when this meeting was over I’d ask if I could go back to the pod and sleep for a while—if I could find a way to do it without worrying Dad too much.
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Dad led me back through the maze of corridors to a private lounge with a temporary Felix Transport sign stuck in the nameplate. The man at the door came and went a few times, then finally motioned Dad inside but frowned when I tried to follow.

“I’m not leaving him alone out here.” Dad’s tone was the one that meant no arguments, and the man grumbled but finally pulled a hard chair into the corner of the room and motioned me to it. Dad sighed and nodded reluctantly. “I’ll be as quick as I can, Ry.”

I didn’t say anything, but I was just glad to sit down. My head was starting to feel weird again, and it was almost hard to breathe. For just a second, I thought about calling Dad back, but then it started to go away. I guessed maybe the artificial gravity was messing with me, or it might have been all the excitement of the last few days finally catching up.

Opening Dad’s holopad, I tried to read the comics, but it was hard to concentrate, and my eyes kept wandering across the room to where Dad sat in front of a desk, arguing with the man behind it. He wasn’t as big or mean-looking as Dad’s other boss, but I didn’t like him any better for that. I especially didn’t like the little smile on his face that seemed like he didn’t care about anyone or anything except himself, and I was proud of Dad for standing up to him.

The voices got louder, and I rubbed my chest where it was starting to ache and leaned forward to hear better.

“I’ve put in more than full-time hours every day this week, and you know it!” That was Dad’s voice, and I could tell he was working hard not to let his anger boil over.

“You ignored a direct command from your supervisor, Mr. Dixon. You were informed about the extended hours when the emergency arose, and you chose to stay on. That makes you responsible for the company’s time.”

“And the company had no guarantee that another load would have made it back in time. How many men were left behind last night? Can you tell me that?”

“I received word that the last one was accounted for this morning.”

“Thank God.” The words were too low for me to really hear but too intense to be anything else Dad might say in answer to that. He looked down for just a second, then raised his head again. “Accounted for as in picked up by a scavenger, you mean. I couldn’t take that risk. Not with my son.”

“You could have sent your son on board at any time. No one forced you to keep him with you.”

“You’re not serious!” Dad snorted. “You want me to put my ten-year-old on a starship alone, while I keep up potentially suicide runs on the off chance that I might be able to flag down a scavenger and bribe him to take me to the same port?”

Just the thought of it made my heart pound. Being forced to take this trip without Dad. Trying to figure everything out on my own. Waiting in a strange port until he found a way to come to me. If he even made it out—Uncle Leo had died on a salvage mission almost six years ago. My head went light and woozy at the thought, and I put it down on my knees, trying to catch my breath.

“Your personal family issues are not my concern, Mr. Dixon.”

The other man’s voice sounded hollow and far away. My chest was hurting again, hot and sharp. I couldn’t breathe right, and I felt like I was going to pass out.

“Dad.” The word squeaked out in a whisper that no one heard. I hugged my arms tighter around my knees and tried not to cry. Or faint. I wasn’t sure which one would be worse. I couldn’t think hard enough to decide. The pain in my chest was killing me.

I leaned a little farther forward, trying to find some way to ease the pressure, and the edge of the chair slipped out from under me. I felt myself hit the floor, but everything seemed like a dream. Everything except the terrible pain.

“Riley!” Dad’s voice echoed from a long way away, but the next second I was in his arms, lifted and cradled against his chest. “Riley, talk to me, bud!”

“Daddy.” I knew he heard me this time by the way his arms tightened around me. My chest screamed with pain, and I gripped it hard. “Daddy, it—hurts.”

“Okay. Okay, Ry, stay with me.” Dad’s breath came hot and fast against my cheek. “Someone get a med transport! Now! Come on, buddy, can you hear me? Open your eyes.”

Working very hard, I finally got my eyes open. The light made them hurt. Everything hurt. Dad’s face was wet and blurry through the tears. I wasn’t sure if they were mine or his.

“Thank you, Lord.” Dad breathed the words so soft I almost couldn’t hear them. “Ry, it’s okay. You’re going to be okay. Hear me?”

The world was spinning again, even though I could feel Dad’s arms holding me tight. I couldn’t breathe. My eyes wouldn’t focus.

“Dad.” I wasn’t sure if the word made it to my lips or not. “I think—I’m gonna―”

The world dropped to darkness.
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It was the beeping that woke me up. Soft but steady and predictable, cutting insistently through the gray fog. I lay quietly, listening but not trying to understand it. Then, very slowly, I began to feel my heart beating to the same rhythm. I tensed, waiting for the return of the pain in my chest, but I could only feel a little soreness and my usual heartbeat. The beeping fluttered and sped up a bit, and something touched my hair.

“Ry? Can you hear me?”

Dad’s voice sounded so sad and so hopeful. I wanted to help him, but I didn’t know how. Everything was heavy and gray. How was I even supposed to find him?

“Ry? Buddy, come back to me, please. You’re safe now. I promise.”

I could hear the tears in Dad’s voice, but I couldn’t make mine work to ask where he was. I wanted to lift my hand for him to hold, but I couldn’t find it in the heaviness that wrapped me. The beeping got a little faster—scarier. Hot liquid burned somewhere, and something rough and gentle brushed against it.

“Shhh, Ry. It’s okay. Relax, buddy. Just rest. I’m here.”

Dad’s hand. Wiping away the tears that were making a path down my face. And now that I knew where my face was, I could feel my eyes, still stinging from the hot tears. Pulling together all my strength, I tried to open them.

My first try didn’t do anything. Neither did the second. On the third try, I saw a tiny flash of light, and Dad’s breath sucked in sharply.

“Ry?”

I pulled together every bit of strength I could find and tried again, and this time they opened. The light was too bright, and Dad’s face was a watery shadow against it. But he was there and real, not fading and drifting like the gray fog. He bent to press a soft kiss to my forehead, and something prickly tickled around it.

A dark curtain started to push down on my eyes again, and I was running out of strength to keep them open. Dad took my hand and rubbed it gently.

“It’s okay, Ry. Now that you’re awake, you can sleep as much as you want to. I’ll be right here, okay, buddy? I’ve got you. Just rest.”

I let the last sliver of light fall away and sank into the quiet darkness.

* * *
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The next time I woke up, my head felt clearer. I knew where my eyes were this time, and it wasn’t quite so hard to open them. The lights above me were dim, but Dad sat in the chair next to my bed, one hand still holding mine and his head tipped backwards in a way that would probably give him a killer headache. I thought about shaking his arm, but just the idea made me realize how weak I was. I licked my lips with a dry tongue and tried my voice instead.

“Dad?” It was a word in my head, but my tight throat shrank it into something between a squeak and a grunt, ending with a cough that made my chest ache.

Dad sat up, holding his neck for a second before his eyes caught me. As soon as he saw I was awake, he leaned over and touched my cheek, and the relief that filled his eyes made my throat get even tighter.

“Hey, Ry. How you feeling?”

“Thirsty.” I wasn’t sure if Dad understood the word or just guessed from the way my voice sounded, but he reached for a cup and held the straw to my lips. I’d never tasted anything as good as that water, but Dad pulled it away again after just a couple sips.

“Let’s see how that settles before you take too much, huh?” He squeezed my hand again and adjusted the blankets, even though I’d barely moved. “It’s good to see you awake, bud. You had us scared for a while.”

“Sorry.” I swallowed hard, and Dad shook his head.

“There’s nothing for you to be sorry for.” He leaned over to kiss my forehead, and something scratched and tickled my skin again. When he sat up, I noticed for the first time that his usual stubbly beard had grown dark and thick, and some of the longer bits were starting to curl a little. Dad never let his beard grow out because he said it itched too much, but it looked like he hadn’t wanted to leave me even long enough to shave. Had I really been that bad? And why couldn’t I remember any of it?

“How long was I out?” I whispered, and Dad let out a shaky breath.

“They had to put you under to keep you stable. It’s been—a while, buddy. This is our second day on Etzio.”

“On Etzio?” I tried to push myself up but only managed to flop back against the pillows after barely moving at all.

“Hey, take it slow, Ry.” Dad put a hand on my hair and smoothed it gently. “You need to rest and get your strength back up, okay? Don’t try to do too much.”

He was right; that tiny push had totally drained my energy, and it was hard work to even move my head on the pillow. But that didn’t stop the questions from crowding in.

“I missed the whole flight? I’ve been here for a week? What happened?”

Dad’s lips got thin and tight, the way they always looked when he didn’t want to talk about something—like spaceflight or my mom. I was afraid he wasn’t going to tell me anything, but he finally opened them and spoke slowly.

“Ry, you know—you know warp drives need massive amounts of radiation to work, right?”

I wanted to nod, but I didn’t have the energy. My eyes were getting heavy again, and I had to fight to keep them open.

“That’s why...they have shields.”

“Yeah. But the shields don’t work—on everything.” Dad put his chin down in his hands, suddenly looking almost as tired as I felt.

“Daddy,” I whispered, and his head jerked up.

“What’s wrong, buddy?”

“You should sleep...in a bed somewhere. I’m okay...now.”

“He’s not wrong, Mr. Dixon.”

I pried my eyes open a little farther at the new voice. A lady with short blond hair and a nurse’s uniform stood in the door of my room, smiling as she glanced from me to Dad.

“You can take the bed next door. I’ll keep an eye on him, and Dr. Orson’s just a call away. We’ll wake you if anything changes, but all his vitals are good, and he’s ready for another long sleep, aren’t you, Riley?”

“Mmmhm.” I was halfway there already, and the quiet way the nurse talked was pushing me closer and closer.

“You’ll really be a lot better for him tomorrow if you’re rested.” Her voice got even softer as my eyes closed. “He’s out of danger now, and you sitting up will only worry him at this point.”

“Please, Daddy,” I whispered as sleep started to pull me away. I felt the scratch of a beard on my forehead again and barely heard Dad’s soft “God keep you, Ry” before it swallowed me completely.
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​Chapter 7
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“How are you feeling today, Riley?”

It was the same cheerful nurse’s voice from the night before. I wasn’t sure how she knew I was awake when I hadn’t opened my eyes yet, but maybe she was just guessing. The heavy fog was mostly gone, but I still felt tired and weak. And I really didn’t want anyone to start poking and prodding me until Dad came back.

“Hmm...” The nurse’s voice started to move away from my bed. “I guess that means you don’t want breakfast, then?”

“What? No!” I opened my eyes wide and tried to sit up, but she held me back and touched a button to raise the head of my bed instead.

“Well, that’s a good sign. But slowly—you need to take things easy until you’re healed up, okay?”

“Okay.” I reached over to rub at a sore spot on my shoulder, and the nurse caught my hand.

“Careful, sugar. Don’t mess with the stitches, huh? You don’t want to open things up again.”

Stitches? I glanced under the collar of my medical gown and winced. What in the stars? Had I hit something when I fell? How embarrassing!

The nurse pulled out a little table from the side of the bed and handed me a tray with a pudding cup, a carton of applesauce, and a spoon. I wrinkled my nose at it, and she grinned.

“I know, it’s not much, but if you tolerate this, we’ll see about something better for lunch. Want to try it on your own, or you want help?”

If “help” meant her feeding me like a baby, I definitely didn’t want it. I scowled at her, and she opened the containers and stepped back with her hands on her hips. I picked up the spoon, but after just a couple of bites, my hand started to shake, and the next spoonful tipped halfway onto the gown before I could get it in my mouth. The nurse handed me a napkin and crossed her arms, but a little smile touched the edges of her lips as she watched me try to fix the mess.

“Which one’s worth more, sugar? Your stomach or your pride?” She opened her mouth again like she was going to say more, and I had the feeling I wouldn’t like it, whatever it was.

Just then, a throat cleared from somewhere, and I looked up to find Dad standing in the door, shaved down to his normal stubble and looking a lot more like himself than he had the night before.

“Why don’t I take it from here, Miss McGuire?” His voice was friendly and cheerful, but I caught just the tiniest bit of “no arguments” in it. The nurse held up her hands and shrugged, then left the room, and Dad took a seat next to me on the bed and picked up the spoon. “This better?”

I opened my mouth obediently for the applesauce he held out, and Dad’s lips twitched.

“You know, sometime in the not too distant future, the thought of a pretty lady feeding you won’t be such a terrible thing.”

“Ick.” I stuck out my tongue, still coated with applesauce, and Dad laughed.

“No rush, Ry. Stay my little boy just as long as you want to. I sure don’t mind.”

He finished feeding me the rest of my breakfast, then sat back and looked at me carefully.

“How you feeling this morning?”

“Ehh.” I started to shrug but remembered the stitches on my shoulder and tipped my head instead. “Not as—weird, I guess. Tired. Weak. Kind of sore.”

“Yeah, that’s to be expected.” Dad looked over my head, pressing his lips together hard.

What had he said happened again? Something about the shields not working right. Did that mean radiation poisoning? That had happened to Jake and Skip in one of their adventures, but only because of sabotage, and I hadn’t thought it ever happened in real life anymore—especially on a passenger ship. Man! If Jake had gotten the ship back to the starbase feeling the way I had, it was no wonder he’d gotten a medal.

I opened my mouth to ask Dad for more details, then slowly closed it again. He obviously didn’t want to talk about it, and it was probably just one more strike against spaceflight in his mind. Maybe if I didn’t make him talk or think about it, he’d forget it eventually. At least, I could hope.

“So when can I go home?” I asked instead, before I remembered that our last home was gone and we hadn’t found a new one yet. “Or—wherever. Away from here.”

Dad looked back down at me, and his face got soft as he reached over and very gently ruffled my hair.

“You’re something else, buddy. There’s some things they’ll want to make sure you can do before they let you go—walk without falling over and stuff like that. So probably tomorrow at the earliest, depending on how you’re doing. After that, I thought we’d get a room and relax for a few days. Maybe explore the port a bit when you feel up to it. Then we can figure out what comes next. Sound good?”

They said you were supposed to get right back on whatever it was that scared you, or it would be a lot harder the next time. And there couldn’t be two passenger ships in the universe that would both have problems with their radiation shields. But I was still so tired. And spending the whole next flight in bed after missing most of the first one would be incredibly lame. I nodded and settled back against the pillows.
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