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      In space, for a planet orbiting its central star, there will be five places, called Lagrange Points, where gravity balances. A small object, such as a space station or asteroid, could be placed in those spots and stay there. This also works for some planet and moon systems. These points were discovered in the late-1700s by the mathematician Joseph-Louis Lagrange.

      Three of these points, L1, L2, and L3, are “metastable.” It’s similar to a ball balancing on top of a hill. A small push will send it down the hill.

      However, the L4 and L5 points are stable, as if the ball were inside a bowl. A little push will make the ball roll around in the bowl, but it won’t get out. In fact, there are asteroids that ended up in the L4 and L5 points of many planetary orbits, especially the bigger planets like Jupiter. These asteroids are called Trojans.

      

      To see maps and diagrams, go to:

      https://www.draepricebooks.com/maps-diagrams

      

      The Bahá’í Faith

      The Bahá’í Faith is a real religion, founded by Bahá’u’lláh in the mid-1800s. The quotes used are real quotes from the Bahá’í Faith. For more information: https://www.bahai.us/.

      

      The Badí‘ Calendar

      The Badí‘ calendar, used by members of the Bahá’í Faith, is also a real calendar. New Year’s Day is set on the spring equinox on Earth. It has 19 months of 19 days and 4-5 intercalary days, known as Ayyám-i-Há, so the calendar will match the solar year. The day begins and ends at sunset.

      

      Names of the Months

      (On Earth, dates vary slightly with the equinox, but these “set” dates are used in the sectors.)

      
        
          	
        Splendor: Mar 21 - Apr 8
      

      	
        Glory: Apr 9 - Apr 27
      

      	
        Beauty: Apr 28 - May 16
      

      	
        Grandeur: May 17 - June 4
      

      	
        Light: June 5 - June 23
      

      	
        Mercy: June 24 - July 12
      

      	
        Words: July 13 - July 31
      

      	
        Perfection: Aug 1 - Aug 19
      

      	
        Names: Aug 20 - Sept 7
      

      	
        Might: Sept 8 - Sept 26
      

      	
        Will: Sept 27 - Oct 15
      

      	
        Knowledge: Oct 16 - Nov 3
      

      	
        Power: Nov 4 - Nov 22
      

      	
        Speech: Nov 23 - Dec 11
      

      	
        Questions: Dec 12 - Dec 30
      

      	
        Honor: Dec 31 - Jan 18
      

      	
        Sovereignty: Jan 19 - Feb 6
      

      	
        Dominion: Feb 7 - Feb 25
      

      	
        Ayyám-i-Há: Feb 26 - Mar 1
      

      	
        Loftiness: Mar 2 - Mar 20
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Nine hundred years in the future,

        a peaceful humanity reaches out from Earth,

        looking for planets, looking for people,

        looking for their place in the galaxy.

      

      

      
        
        They find more than they bargained for.

      

      

      
        
        The date 16-Speech-1082 BE

        would be in December, 2925 CE.
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1 ESCAPE


        

      

    

    
      Date: 16-Speech-1082 BE

      Hamada Station, Sector 8

      

      Head down, hood up, Jarvie was hurrying toward the shuttle dock when he saw two of the biggest junkees from his class. No! No one can see me! He ducked into a shop to dodge them. If they put his picture on the junk news today, his carefully-planned escape would be ruined. That he was the tallest and most recognizable person on Hamada Station made the task nearly impossible. But today was his only chance. He had to make it.

      Jarvie had waited two years for this opportunity. Another classmate was taking a few select friends to Redrock for vacation during the teen training break. Of course Jarvie wasn’t invited, but easy enough to lie to his caretaker, as Yan would never check. He had a full eight days before he would be missed.

      Jump ships were leaving soon for the five-day trip to the a-rings. And then, once they jumped, he would be free. All he had to do was get a shuttle to the docking ring before the teen training drill, and get on a departing ship.

      Jarvie checked the time on his p’link. Sixteen minutes. Sarcee was hissing inside her podpup carrier. He peeked in. “Sarcee!” Then he realized he was in the bot repair shop. No podpup would tolerate that. I have to get out of here.

      Hefting his backpack and Sarcee, he slumped out of the repair shop, hunching over and shuffling along.

      It’s so crowded. There was not supposed to be a crowd. Not today! A calm public announcement broke through his panicked thoughts. “Departures: Clear security at the green gate. Arrivals: Meet regular arrivals at the red gate.”

      Jarvie veered toward the two long lines at the green gate choosing the shorter line on the right. He checked Sarcee again. She glared at him.

      “Sarcee,” he whispered. “It’s our only chance.”

      “Bad Zharvee!”

      He cringed. I have to get away from this miserable life.

      The boarding school would have sent him home by now anyway, he was doing so badly. But he had no home. His distant cousin Yan had been appointed as his caretaker. But Jarvie couldn’t stand it. He was ship-raised, not a station kid. And the other students constantly stared or took his picture for the junk news. He couldn’t take their pity—or the notoriety.

      “I need to be in space,” Jarvie had told the counselor.

      “We’re all in space,” he’d replied.

      Obviously, the counselor had never lived on a ship. My ship. My people. My last person, Lanezi, stalling at Harbor Station, risking his piloting job waiting for me.

      Jarvie despaired at the length of the lines. 30 people each. Families. He’d heard that people were finding excuses to leave the outer sectors, but maybe things were worse than he thought. The ship he needed, the Drumheller, always left dock at 20:00. Drumheller’s Captain was boringly predictable. Plenty of time once he cleared the gate. 11 minutes until the drill. He timed the line and calculated. He wasn’t going to make it.

      Frantically, he checked the other line. Just three people up was a long jump pilot. Serene, she was gazing out the observation window. The people behind her were on their p’links or chatting. Her line started to shuffle. With his long legs, Jarvie scuttled to the left and forward, sliding in front of her before she could even move. She barely noticed. He stared at the deck. Don’t meet their eyes. One thing he’d learned about having to wear the red armband; people didn’t expect good behavior.

      Jarvie had a pang of guilt for his cousin, Yan. Young and preoccupied, he hadn’t been much of a caretaker. To compensate, he’d taught Jarvie the ins and outs of station and ship security, even though Jarvie didn’t have the clearance. Yan thought he was helping, inspiring Jarvie to a career, and making up for his lack of interest in school. And thanks to Yan, Jarvie had cleared himself through shuttle security. But come next week, Yan was going to be in serious trouble.

      The red gate to their right parted and people from the arriving shuttle walked unsteadily down the ramp. Just seeing them in their crew jackets and ship uniforms with their podpups made Jarvie’s heart ache with longing. How many times had he come down a ramp like that with his family, full of excitement to be in station? Even if he got away today, there would be no going back to that life. “You can’t escape what happened,” the counselor had told him. I can try.

      10 minutes. Still not fast enough. Another long jumper, in Jarvie’s original line, was four or five people ahead. Jarvie would be noticed for sure if he moved again. But with a few quick steps and good timing, he was in front of the pilot. He heard a few people clear their throats this time. He could not risk cutting again. He made a show of checking Sarcee. People were very patient about the podpups. Maybe they would think something was wrong. He settled into the line and the crowd let it go.

      To avoid looking at the people around him, he studied the arriving crews and ship families only a few meters away. One man in a pilot’s jacket caught his eye. He wasn’t exactly short or stocky, more like compact. Young 40s. Straight black hair flopping over a red headband. Ragged clothes, except for the tan pilot’s jacket. Drumheller patch. Oh no! Could it be? Jarvie turned to watch him. The clincher—one lonely ship pin on his jacket. Meaning he’d been on only one ship in all his years. It was. Captain Beezan.

      Beezan would not be at the Drumheller when Jarvie got there. He’d broken his schedule. And a Captain like Beezan would only do that if he were forced to. How long would he be gone? Hours certainly. Days? How long could Jarvie hide on the freezing docking ring? Even worse, the hesitant, haunted look on Beezan’s face made Jarvie rethink his plan. Maybe Counseling was right, and the Solo Journey pilots really were going crazy being out there alone.

      The line shuffled and Jarvie went with them. But now he hesitated. He’d be trapped on a ship with a stranger, probably a very troubled loner. His heart pounded. Go or stay?

      “New caretakers to the white gate.”

      Jarvie’s head whipped to the right. Dock workers were pulling a privacy screen across the ramp area so people couldn’t see what was happening. But Jarvie didn’t have to see. He knew what was happening on the other side. He’d been there, reeling down that ramp in a grief-stricken daze with a counselor gripping his arm.

      A bunch of caretakers moved to meet the new orphans—so many today. No wonder it’s crowded. Jarvie looked away. But in his mind, he saw Yan’s gasp of astonishment at the height of Jarvie, his new orphan. Followed by a frown. A frown that was still there two years later.

      His turn at the green gate. Jarvie took one last newly determined step. Crazy pilot or not, he wasn’t going back to station life. He pressed his p’link on the sensor. Green and a beep. With long strides, he followed the painted lines to the shuttle departures ramp.

      He would have breathed a prayer of thanks, but he had long ago given up anything but his nightly prayer for forgiveness. He’d crossed the gate. He was a runaway now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
2 ALARM


        

      

    

    
      Beezan zipped up his tan pilot jacket and grabbed the rail at the top of the ramp, steadying himself in gravity. Emotions collided around him as thrilled families greeted each other at the bottom of the ramp, and one gate over, the recently orphaned were delivered to their new lives.

      Thank God I’ve never orphaned anyone—the only “good” thing he could say about the losses on his ship. Then he unzipped his jacket again to cool a flush of shame.

      A man brushed his elbow trying to get around him, then seeing his pilot jacket, jerked away. “Please excuse me, honor.” Beezan shook his head quickly and glanced away. That innocent brush of humanity set off a bout of longing. He’d been in the Solo Journey program for eight years now. Only two years to go. It seemed like an eternity. But which was worse, the loneliness or the loss?

      A long jump pilot started down the ramp with her crew protectively surrounding her. Beezan slipped in behind, staying in their wake. The crew was obviously excited to be in station. He used to have crews like that. And before, he’d had a family like that. Coming here alone was a reminder of everything he’d lost. As much as this sort of “enrichment” was recommended, he never would have come on his own.

      But here he was anyway, after surviving a trip on that broken-down excuse for a shuttle. Counseling had summoned him. Why? He’d done his med and psych evals on the docking ring. He was carefully compliant. He wasn’t due for implants for years.

      They couldn’t possibly know about the noises. He’d never even looked it up. He searched his grandfather’s library of real books until he found “auditory hallucinations.” Normal. There was nothing wrong with him. Turning up the music was all the cure he needed.

      It better not be an inspirational talk. He was busy. He had cargo to load, an upgrade to install, and a schedule to keep. On his previous visit to Counseling, they had advised him to take on a crew. So they could all die like last time? He shuddered. It wasn’t my fault. I was cleared. What if they changed their minds? What if they’re going to pull my license?

      Beezan stopped at the bottom of the ramp and stepped aside, taking a deep breath. He looked up at a big sector map, trying to start a new line of thought. Hamada Station was in Sector 8, the collapsing frontier of humanity’s expansion, but it bustled with teens in colored armbands attending the big teen training boarding school. There was a massive education effort to train teens in the skills needed in the outer sectors, skills like holding old shuttles together with tape and glue.
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      The map had been permanently painted on the wall. Sector 8, the last Sector, was opened 200 years ago, so Beezan guessed they didn’t expect the map to change much. Eight Sectors, like eight giant wagon wheels, overlapped in a chain across the frontier of space. At the top, in Sector 1, there was a tiny yellow dot, representing the Solar System. If there had been a blue dot for Earth, it had long ago faded away.

      The planetary system names were so . . . happy. So pretty. So promising. Indigo, Malachite. Athabasca was in Sector 4, where the Drumheller was built, back when there was still expansion going on, people still coming out, when there was still the adventure of new systems to be found, and the dream of another Earth. Their fantasy had died a long hard death, leaving future generations the legacy of broken-down stations with heartbreaking names orbiting barren worlds, and a supply line hanging by a thread. Not a thread, by worn out solo pilots.

      Hamada standard gravity was a little less than Earth’s, by which all g-forces were measured. Not that Beezan would know personally. He’d never even been to Sector 1, and probably never would. Like many people in the outer sectors, he would live his whole life without ever seeing the home planet. Out here, Earth had faded away from both maps and minds.

      Beezan continued towards Counseling. Exploiting the old west theme from Earth—wagon wheels! Gold! Cows! Shops hung signs in the rimway that swung in the drafts. Strange loud piano music and the excited shouting of teens echoed and morphed into an incomprehensible noise that made Beezan cringe.

      Teens clustered by the windows of stores for skates, tools, musical instruments, games, and uniforms. A group of purple-banded teens had gathered around a storefront, watching a demonstration.

      “It’s a KazorBot.”

      “From Sector 3,” they whispered in awe.

      When Beezan saw it, he had a sudden chill. He’d never seen such a human-like robot. With its big chest and wide stance, it was almost super-human. Podpups would freak. The torso and face were hard dark metal with a bluish hue. Mechanical black eyes floated in their sockets. The head made an almost disdainful turn across and then down to look at Beezan. Unnerved, he started to back away when an alarm went off. It wasn’t the venting alarm or the fire alarm. “What?” Beezan started to ask.

      Then he saw the window shoppers flash smiles and yell, “Teen training drill!” The robot was forgotten.

      Then the venting alarm went off. Beezan’s already shaky legs went weak. He knew what to do on the ship, but the station was so big, so crowded. Where are the safe zones?

      One of the older teens noticed Beezan’s panicked look. “Escort him!” he ordered. A younger one actually grabbed Beezan’s arm and pulled him along.

      “This way, honor.” She tugged him into the Podpup Nursery. A huge sign was flashing overhead saying “SAFE ROOM.” Guess I could have figured that out. Others were coming in. Beezan could hear and feel the locks slamming up and down the rimway.

      “Is it a drill?” he asked, embarrassed to hear how shaky his voice was.

      “Yes, yes,” the teen reassured him. “Just stay here.” And she was off. Beezan watched through the full size window as the teens cleared the rimway. The black-banded youth had been replaced by a blue-banded one and then by an obviously older green-banded one.

      “Ah, excellent command sorting!”

      “And look, they’re not all Hamada students.”

      Beezan’s eyes fell on the speakers, a man with a big pad, standing by the window, watching the scene and consulting another big pad his associate was holding. She was following some kind of schedule. “Simulated explosion, five seconds.”

      They’re observing the drill, Beezan realized. Drill, just a drill. He sunk down on the deck with a pounding heart. The whole station rocked suddenly. Simulated?

      “Ah, excellent!”

      They are far too enthusiastic about their work.

      The other adults and small children had moved to the back of the Podpup Nursery. It looked like there was a café back there. They were settling in.

      “How long is this going to take?” Beezan asked.

      “Oh, we’re hoping they beat the record,” the young assistant said.

      “Which is?”

      For the first time she turned and looked at him, with a ‘where have you been?’ expression. But she saw his pilot jacket and said, “Sorry, honor. The record is 2 hours 12 minutes for this emergency response.”

      “Ah, ha!” said the man. “Our section was secured first!”

      Beezan sat back in resignation. The Podpup Nursery, of all the places to be stuck. He missed his childhood podpup so much, but he didn’t have time for one now. All the feeding, the carrying, the holding, the playing, the snoring in your ear at night; they were good for lonely people. I’m lonely. I don’t have time! As if on cue, three of the little creatures came over to him. He pulled back his hands and pretended to ignore them, staring up at the broken lights. But his heart betrayed him and they circled around, nuzzling him.

      They were so soft, so warm, so cute. These three were young. He could have cupped one in his hands, but he knew better than to pick them up. They would squirm into your arms and then into your heart. Two had beautiful blue-gray fur and the third was cream. Their paws were so tiny and their deep black eyes so enormous, gazing up at him adoringly.

      There were two parts to the nursery, one where people left their pups while they ran errands, and this play area where unattached podpups and people could meet and interact. If a pup wanted to go home with you, you were free to take it. They were not owned, bought, or sold. They would bond for life usually. That there were only three to be adopted showed how much people loved them.

      They had been discovered on Azure, in Sector 4, just over 400 years ago. A few thousand of them had survived on a barely habitable planet in failing mechanical ‘pods.’ If they had not been discovered, they would not have lasted another 50 years. Yet they had not turned into hardened survivalists. They were loving and cooperative. Sector 4 Council had categorized them as sentient and declared them protected. And despite their somewhat silly nature, they were obviously intelligent.

      They had not evolved on Azure. Someone had left them there, either to die, or meaning to come back soon. Who it was and why was one of the two big mysteries of the day. It was humanity’s gain, as they were curious, happy, lovable, and said to be good judges of character. Their little hearts beating against Beezan filled him with nostalgia and even more longing.

      The supervisor came in and saw him. “Honor,” she whispered, “you know, you shouldn’t take more than you can care for.”

      “Oh, no, I’m sorry,” he struggled to get up, gently resettling the pups. “I didn’t come for one. I just got stuck in the drill.”

      She looked at him curiously. “They all like you. You can take one.”

      “No, thanks.” Be strong.

      “Maybe you should think about it.”

      Why not? “I . . . can’t.”

      She smiled sadly. “Come on then, little ones,” she said gently, “off to the play mat.”

      They grumped a bit. The cream one turned back to Beezan. “Bye,” she said in her baby voice. He swallowed. Better get that snack.

      

      By the time the all-clear rang, Beezan had had two snacks, listened to four full symphonies, and was ready for bed. Six hours, 27 minutes. The record was hopelessly lost when a group of purple-banded youth, out on the hull for ‘simulated repairs,’ had a real mishap. Although the two observers were dejected and worried, Beezan noticed that there was never any question of letting the teens cancel the drill. This teen training program was not coddling them just because they were young.

      Out on TopRim again, music off and lights dimmed, Beezan could see the disappointed faces of not just teens, but everyone. It was another failure in the long list of failures in the falling-apart outer sectors.

      There was a jam-up at Counseling when Beezan finally got there: frowning dockhands, jittery outside workers, stressed families, withdrawn pilots, and an angry red-banded teen. Beezan stood as far as he could from all that turmoil. He couldn’t reschedule, even if he were allowed. He couldn’t afford to stay overnight or buy another ticket back another day. And I was supposed to leave tonight! He’d have to burn extra fuel to catch up. He had sent a message on his s’link asking what to do, but so far, no answer.

      He checked his s’link again. A message! But it was from ship maintenance. Argg, his part wouldn’t come until tomorrow. Today was turning out to be a total loss. He stuck his s’link back in its pocket just as a teen girl, black-banded, suddenly appeared at his shoulder. She had obviously been crying, but seemed composed now. “Captain Beezan?”

      “Yes?”

      “This way please. Counselor Toazair sent me.” She led him down a side corridor. “We’ll go in the back way.”

      “Thank you,” he said, relieved. He was tired and nervous and just wanted his interview over with.

      “Counselor Toazair will be right out.” She left him sitting in the waiting room with more stressed, anxious people.

      An updated sector map was on this wall. It even showed the abandoned stations and the broken spoke in Sector 5, at Luminesse. An accident there had destroyed their a-rings. No one could jump out. If anyone jumped in they would be stuck forever, or at least until humans figured out how to build their own a-rings, and that wasn’t likely to be any time soon. Luminesse was now an island.

      On the big screen, a view of the docking ring was showing. Beezan watched for his ship. Old, big, discolored, and ugly was how most people would describe the Drumheller. Still, it was a valuable vessel, as the Sectors currently did not have the resources to build more. They desperately needed more. Remote vessels could not be used, as human pilots were necessary to make the jumps. All communications went on the ships too, since light-speed messages would take years. Although Beezan didn’t carry passengers, there was still plenty of business for passenger ships. People who lived in small colonies needed to move around.

      Pilots spent brief moments in the mysterious realm of the jump space and long days in the realm of cargo loaders, negotiators, and small time merchants. Most pilots excelled in one area or the other, but Beezan mostly muddled through in both. He was a good mechanic—and for a pilot working alone that was essential. Centuries ago, when these ships were built, a pilot would not have even considered jumping without two copilots, a navigator, five mechanics, a doctor, cook, gardener, psychologist, and probably a decorator. Now, the pressing needs of survival demanded skeleton crews.

      The Drumheller passed out of view and Beezan watched grimly as another old, dingy, damaged ship came into view. How long can these ships last? No new ships were even in the works. The few dockyards that existed did repair only, and it would take years to retool for building, let alone attack the problems of labor, technology, and resources. As pilots and ships became scarcer, runs were canceled and the world as they knew it became smaller and smaller. Three stations had already been abandoned. The number of new pilots did not even equal the number of retiring or lost pilots. No wonder there were loads of people in here with separation anxiety.

      Humanity’s only hope was that they would be rescued by some technological breakthrough. It was a race against time, measured in decades and generations, with the fate of off-worlders at stake. Once cut off from each other, they would cling for survival in colonies and bases, on inhospitable planets and in stations. The descendants of the last space travelers would have to wait it out to see the day when their people would be united again.

      “Establishing Sector Independence” was the goal that Beezan had dedicated his life to. It was why he joined the Solo Journey Project. Every shipment that was completed could help colonists get a firmer grip on their world, and in some cases, as when the a-rings at Luminesse were lost, it could be the last shipment.

      Just as all pilots had to learn that jumping was a spiritual journey, dragging a material body with it, that in that one moment, riding on the brink of the jump, when you had to go or not go, when you had to put your trust in God or just stay home, that was the brink where humanity found itself now. To give up, pack up and go home? Abandon the outer sectors? Or to hold on?

      Hold on. It was the motto of the Solo Journey Project. Experts hoped they could hold on for 100 years. Maybe at least 50. Or even just 10. Something would change in 10 years. It had to. They were in their last season of hope.
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      Beezan felt someone’s eyes on him and turned. It was Counselor Toazair, waiting patiently for him to notice her. He walked over, gingerly threading between the anxious people, and offered to shake hands, saying “God is Most Glorious.” She replied in kind, smiling in the Counselor way of making you at ease.

      Toazair escorted him to her small office where he sat nervously. “We never would have called you today if we’d known about the drill.” She handed him a cash slider. “Please accept this compensation for your trip.”

      He took it gratefully. “Thank you.”

      “I know we’re all exhausted from the drill and you are busy, so I’ll get right to the point. We’re calling in all solo pilots, to advise them about the findings of a seven-year study we’ve just completed.”

      Beezan nodded, relieved that this wasn’t something personal. “The study indicates that the majority of the recent accidents in sectors 4-8 can be attributed to human error—of that, 63% to pilot error.”

      No! was Beezan’s first reaction. He sat forward in the chair as if to object. “I know,” she held her hand up, “but hear me out and think about it. This percentage is up drastically since the last time we did this study, due in large part to the initiation of the Solo Journey Project and its heavy emphasis on small crews. It appears that those pilots running for long periods alone, with short stopovers and minimal support, are actually the cause of most of the accidents.”

      All those pilots, sacrificing so much in order to help, were actually the cause of death and destruction?

      “However,” Toazair continued, “the Solo Journey Project has also been of critical value. So, Council has adopted a few standards that will help control the problem.”

      His s’link vibrated. “I’ve sent you the new regulations. Briefly, there’s one major requirement for mid jump pilots, a one-year limit on solo flights.”

      “What?” Beezan was stunned. The whole point of the Solo Journey Project was to do the most with the least. Almost all the pilots were solo. “You mean⁠—”

      “Yes, you’ll have to take on a crew member before you leave.”

      “I can’t. I can’t pay anyone.”

      “There will be a fund for those in need. I’ve sent you the qualifying forms.”

      “But . . . it’s . . . I can’t just—I was supposed to be in this jump group.”

      “We know, Captain. We know how hard it is. We know you have a schedule and it’s hard to take on someone new. We know you need someone you can trust for the jump. We can also assist if you need psychological evaluations.”

      He just couldn’t picture it. A stranger on his ship? His heart was pounding. Last time . . . he suddenly felt as if he couldn’t breathe. He tugged on the collar of his jacket. Toazair came around and pulled up a chair to sit next to him. “Captain, look at you. You need help.” He was embarrassed, but she was a counselor and specially trained in this. “You should also consider that the whole purpose of this regulation is to get someone to help you, reduce stress, and be a companion. Not someone who’s going to make things worse.”

      Beezan nodded, trying not to let his voice shake. “I don’t want to kill any more people.”

      She shook her head. “You didn’t kill them. And we understand that there are some special cases like you, who will need help adjusting to having a crew again. But the trauma of losing your last crew won’t go away by being alone. You aren’t abandoning your Solo Journey commitment.”

      Was it a secret longing? Or a failure?

      “You’re tired. Go home. Read through the Council’s letter. You still have the ability to open your heart. I’ll send you a list of approved crew, and I’m here to help.”

      

      Beezan wandered back up the side corridor toward TopRim in a daze. It was even quieter than after the drill. He stopped, suddenly alert, and looked up and down the rimway. There was no one around. Even more disturbing, there was a strange feeling in the air, like . . . an ancient phrase jumped into his mind . . . an ill wind. Had something else happened? He continued cautiously, his steps loud.

      A man was rushing away, but otherwise it was deserted. How could—then Beezan noticed people in the shops and restaurants, standing in clumps around the big screens. He moved closer to the nearest place, a p’link store. At the back, everyone was watching a news packet.

      A great dread filled his stomach. He forced himself to go inside. No one even glanced at him. People were sobbing and clutching each other. The packet was just ending. People gasped and some even collapsed. Beezan caught a few words, “Firelight,” and “cut off.”

      Firelight was the hub system of Sector 5. It was the strongest of the outer sectors. What could have happened? Then the packet restarted, large red text rolling over the screen.

      Hamada News Bulletin: 16-Speech-1082

      Hamada Inbound Authority has received an emergency packet today warning all pilots that outbound service from Firelight has been disrupted, possibly permanently.

      Beezan gasped and steadied himself against the wall. Firelight a-rings gone? It can’t be.

      The ship Cloudburst made a sacrifice jump from Azure to Canyon with the warning. All aboard were found dead. The message was relayed from Canyon to Hamada in nine days. Jumps scheduled from Atikameq to Firelight on 8-Speech were canceled. 147 people and 12 ships were saved by the sacrifice jump.

      There was more, but Beezan couldn’t hear over the roaring in his head. “No,” he whispered over and over. This was worse than he had feared. His parents, on Earth. He hadn’t seen them for so long. Now he might never see them again.

      Firelight was the gateway between the strong established inner sectors and struggling outer sectors, and more importantly, the only link to Earth. With Firelight’s a-rings gone, the outer sectors were on their own, like a string of lifeboats cast into a stormy sea. In all the plans of the separation experts, Firelight had been the last link to go, but now it was already gone.

      He slid down to the deck and sat shaking. He tried to say a prayer, but the words vanished as if absorbed by the size of the anguish. He watched the packet two more times, but there was nothing to give hope. People were starting to leave in a rushed panic, feverishly sending packets to check on loved ones, to figure out if ships were on this side or that side. Humanity had been cut in two.

      The panic infected Beezan and he hurried back to the shuttle departure gate. The crowd was gone. A stunned shuttle pilot flew him to the docking ring, even letting him sit up front in the co-pilot’s seat.

      At the docking ring, Beezan snagged an express belt and let it haul him around in nogee to the Drumheller berth. People were so scarce in that section that Beezan was doubly surprised to see someone at the lower lock. A young man, 19 maybe. Regular coat, not a ship jacket. He was tethered to the wall and floating with an old backpack. A carrier was open and he was cradling a podpup, both of them sound asleep. Oh no, thought Beezan. Someone wants a free ride on a cargo ship. Unusual, but not unheard of. How did he get through security? Unless? No. He couldn’t be at the wrong lock; the Drumheller was the only ship docked out here.

      Well, I’ll have to turn him away. A survivalist mode had kicked in and Beezan just snuck past. Quietly opening the lock he started up the flexible tubeway. He pulled all the way to the Drumheller lock when he realized that the lower lock had not shut. Of course his lock wouldn’t open until the other was closed. Beezan hauled himself back down the curved tubeway until he could see what the problem was. It was the teenager, awake and braced in the lower lock so that it wouldn’t close. And waiting for Beezan to come back.

      Beezan steadied himself with a strap and stopped, instinctively cautious when he saw the look on the teen’s face. Worried. Desperate and calculating. Exhausted. He was thin, and very tall, his almost-black eyes sunken. Dark, very curly hair, cut short and flat on top. Caramel skin, but blotchy and pale. This was the stress of weeks, not of the time since the newsbreak. If anybody ought to visit Counseling it was this person. Beezan checked the armband, expecting to see a red tie. But it was green. Beezan paused in confusion. Green was the leader band, the most mature, most reliable. That didn’t make sense.

      “Please move out of the lock,” Beezan said.

      The teen did not seem surprised by Beezan’s rudeness, but he did not reply in kind. “God is Most Glorious,” he said in a deep, quiet, almost tearful voice, raising his free hand to signal a request for consultation.

      Beezan calmed himself. He’s just a teenager in shock after the drill and the Firelight news. Be a good example. “God is Most Glorious. Please move out of the lock.”

      “Captain, please forgive my informality. I’m here to help you get your clearance, honor.”

      “Clearance?” Beezan was completely taken aback. How could this kid know he needed crew? He’d only known himself for an hour.

      “Did someone send you?” Beezan asked, confused.

      “No, honor. I thought you would be in a hurry and could use me.”

      “How did you know?”

      He turned his hand over like a little shrug. “Lots of people know, Captain.”

      “You’re too young. Besides, I can’t decide now.”

      “Honor, I’m ship-raised. I’m trained. I can help.” He stopped in the face of Beezan’s obvious impatience.

      “Please move out of the lock,” Beezan repeated. The teen did not move, but looked at the deck and steeled himself for whatever would come next. The podpup he was holding now squirmed in his arm so he held it closer. “Captain, please.”

      “No,” said Beezan, surprised at how coldhearted he was being about this. He couldn’t just hire some stranger who showed up at his lock. It would be like picking a random person off the dock to become part of your family. But this teen was stubborn. He was not moving. “I’ll call security,” Beezan said finally, pulling out his s’link.

      “No!” the teen squeaked in near panic, now ready to bolt. This person was in some kind of trouble.

      “What are you running from?” demanded Beezan.

      “I’m . . . honor, please give me a chance.”

      “How do you expect me to even consider taking you on if you can’t be honest with me?”

      The teen’s head sunk again. “Captain, I’m not unstable, I just need to go to Harbor. I want to see my . . .” he trailed off and swallowed.

      Well, Beezan could understand that. In the panic of the situation, people would want to get home. Maybe he was cutting school. “I’m not going to Harbor,” Beezan said.

      “You can drop me at Redrock, honor.” How does he know where I’m going? “Then you can go another year solo. It works out for both of us, honor.”

      Calculating. Knows too much. Too many honors. However, there was a certain logic to it.

      “No.” Beezan forced himself to use his good sense.

      Silence. Tension. They stood. The teen was headstrong, but young and no match for a test of will against Beezan, who could drag ships across the stars. He looked down at his squirming pup, suddenly defeated. Then, in a shaky voice, trying to maintain some dignity, the teenager said, “Please. I’ll go away, honor.” A great burden of hopelessness overcame him, “but I can’t take care of her,” he said, indicating the podpup. God please, thought Beezan, now feeling like a mean person. The teen came up the tubeway, very good in nogee, letting the lock shut behind, and put the pup into Beezan’s instinctively raised arms. “She’s not young, and she needs someone to take care of her. I won’t . . . I won’t be able to now, honor.”

      Her big, black, worried eyes looked up at Beezan, and then searched for a glimpse of her person. Not another one! Beezan protested, “You can’t leave her, she’s too old to rebond.”

      “She’ll have to. She’s pregnant, so she’ll switch if she has to survive. She’s ship raised, Captain,” he said in a rush. The teen stopped to wipe a tear as he tried to control his voice. He swung back to the door and then brought up a carrier of stuff. “This is hers. And here,” he fished around in his pocket and brought out a box of med patch refills, which caused something else to fly out of his pocket. Beezan caught it reflexively, ignoring the proffered refills. The teen froze with one hand extended, looking between the refills and the caught object—a s’link—not a personal link, like everyone had, but a security / ship / station / suit link.

      Interesting, thought Beezan, turning it in his hand. A level 3! Beezan had a level 2, just one level more powerful than the teen’s. That one object revealed a lot. Ship captains and station commanders usually had level 2, but otherwise, s’links were restricted and essential tools used by expert monitors, the people who ran ship and station operations. They were only issued by the government. It meant that the government trusted him. And level 3 was a high level of trust. Regardless, Beezan didn’t trust him. Then he had a sudden inspiration. He could test him first . . . and then, like he said, just to Redrock. One jump. Then he could go solo again for a year.

      “Can you install a cargo mass tester?” Beezan asked. The teen backed off by the sudden turn of conversation. Now he was suspicious. “Part of it is in an unpressurized work area.”

      “I’m qualified,” the teen said, taking back his s’link.

      Beezan nodded, “My new unit’s just sitting there. You install it and I’ll pay you by taking you to Redrock.”

      The teen nodded nervously, whispering “Yes, honor,” and stuck the refills back in his pocket.

      Beezan pulled up the tubeway with the teen following. Inside the Drumheller, Beezan took him on the long haul to the Cargo Control Booth and left him with the mass tester and a box of tools. “Call me when you need to suit up.”

      What Beezan didn’t tell him was that it couldn’t be installed correctly without the part that he was still waiting for. Would the teen be honest when he was so desperate? Beezan took the podpup and left him alone on a strange ship with false hope. As he headed back to the Command Bay he was troubled. If he was just being cautious, why did he feel like a monster? Because I’m not being honest, he scolded himself. Beezan said a little prayer for forgiveness and a big prayer for guidance.

      

      Just keep working. Beezan synced his s’link when he got to the Command Bay and the list of approved crew popped up on the screen. Toazair must have set it to do that, he thought with annoyance. He glanced at it without much attention. If this teen’s plan worked, he wouldn’t need the list. He’d get the part tomorrow, catch up with the other jump ships, and be gone. He’d have the teen for 3-4 weeks, drop him at Redrock, and then be on his own again.

      He watched on another screen as the teen unpacked the unit and worked on it in the Cargo Control Booth. It had been almost two hours. Beezan had yet another snack and fed a few sips of juice to the pup, now balled up in his lap. Her soft gray fur was sparse over her pregnant belly and she was showing signs of age. For her to be pregnant now was unusual, but podpups were their own bosses in this matter. Beezan picked her up and held her to his face. She whined. “If only you would talk, little one.”

      Beezan thought back to the time he was a young boy, aboard the Drumheller, his grandfather the Captain. He was in charge of his first podpup, Lemm. Beezan had not wanted one. He had wanted a personal robot. Pups were used for various chores aboard ship, but no one denied their purpose was mainly companionship. Beezan thought a robot would be much more useful, and he argued with his grandfather that he would learn a lot more by repairing it and programming it. Captain Grandfather had insisted on the pup, and personally supervised Beezan’s training of it. When Beezan became overly impatient with his charge one day and yelled at him, swift correction had come from his grandfather, and later a long talk.

      His grandfather had tried to explain why people held in high regard the training of a podpup rather than something more technically useful. Beezan remembered clearly, sitting in the kitchen, his grandfather holding the pup, his patient voice. “You must understand, Beezan, that pups are living beings. They have their innate characteristics and they are also shaped by their environments. They do not have factory personalities or programs. Programming with pups is real time. You can’t delete your mistakes and start over. You get out of a pup what you put into it. If you are patient and kind and take good care of your pup, you will be rewarded. Any child, cruel or impatient, could have a loyal and faithful friend of a robot.

      “Your actions are important with a pup; there is a kind of justice. If you are cruel or thoughtless to a robot, what are the results? It might need servicing more often. What is the point of all this? If we become more automated we lose our compassion for living beings, because we do not see the results of our actions. When a robot runs down, you sell it and buy a new one. When your loyal pup runs down, you take care of it. Why is a pup’s life built short, compared to a person’s? So that a boy like you could have a pup and grow into a man who’s seen the life span of one in his care, or lack of care. Maybe this man will be better prepared to care for his young and untrained children or his aged parents, or grandparents, who need some help to fulfill their lives. Maybe this same man will make humane and compassionate decisions when he commands the lives of others, or wields power over others.

      “The lesson of a robot is service through programming. The lesson of a pup is service through loyalty and trust. If you grow up with robots, you might feel that loyalty can be bought and that you automatically deserve it, and that service to God or your fellow men is a kind of programming or brainwashing. But if you grow up with a pup you might learn instead that service to another being is through love and loyalty and the sign of a civilized creature.”

      Then his grandfather had put Lemm in Beezan’s hands. “Many pups will be loyal even if you don’t deserve it. That is sometimes in their nature. That’s why they are good for young people. I hope that by the time you are a man you will be deserving of the trust of many.”

      Beezan hung his head in despair. He could not think straight. His instinct told him not to trust the teen, but some higher feeling urged him to trust, not in the teen, but in God. He could almost feel his grandfather’s disappointment in him. He would go back and talk to the kid, be honest with him, give him a chance. The pup, disturbed by Beezan, was now trying to get out of his lap. “Easy,” he soothed, realizing he hadn’t even bothered to learn her name.

      He felt around her collar until he found her tag. “Sarcee,” it read. “Hi Sarcee,” Beezan greeted her finally. He flipped Sarcee’s tag over: Protected by Jarvie E.G. Atikameq, TTC Hamada, 1-910-693.

      Beezan stared. He’d just seen that name . . . where? He glanced back to Toazair’s list. Yes, right there. Jarvie E.G. Atikameq, 19, Youth Leader. On a school break? Or a work opportunity? Beezan got the strange feeling that all this was meant to be and there was no escaping it. Sarcee was squirming and whining again. She didn’t want Beezan to hold her. “Come on then, Sarcee,” he said and let her hold on so she could ride on him back to the Cargo Control Booth.

      

      He was a little out of breath from the long trip back when he opened the door to the Cargo Control Booth. The teen was floating there, just looking at the tester, frozen.

      “It can’t be installed,” he said in an almost wooden voice. Then he suddenly turned, holding to the edge of the unit, his anger flaring. “You knew, didn’t you? You set me up!”

      Beezan felt bad. The teen hadn’t tried to trick him after all. “I’m sorry. I came down to tell you.”

      The teen shook his head in defeat. “Captain, you don’t understand. I’m risking my life to offer you a chance out of here. You’ve lost too many people. No one else will crew with you. Counseling considered pulling your license, but decided to give you a chance.”

      “How could you possibly know that?” Beezan asked in disbelief. The kid shook his head and didn’t answer. The teen’s anger was ebbing and the podpup squirmed, so Beezan handed her back. He collapsed in, hugging her.

      Was it possible that he had that bad a reputation? Was that why Toazair had sent him a special list?

      “None of those deaths were my fault! I was cleared. Anything else you hear is rumor and nonsense.” A surge of rebelliousness took Beezan. “So, when the part arrives tomorrow, you can still install this thing. I’ll take you to Redrock as payment.” The teen nodded. Not happy, not grateful. “Just promise me one thing,” Beezan continued.

      The teen looked up, worried.

      “When we get there, you have to take her with you. I can’t have two podpups around.”

      Now he looked relieved. Now Beezan wanted him to stay, if only to make up for his earlier bad treatment. The kid buried his head in Sarcee’s fur for a moment. He seemed much younger than 19. It’s been a terrible day, thought Beezan. Then the teen pulled himself together as if at attention. Beezan could almost see him offer a mental prayer. “Jarvie Elaine Gary Atikameq,” he stated formally, “Captain.”

      “And Sarcee,” he added, indicating the pup, “honor.”

      Beezan offered his own mental prayer for forgiveness and protection. “Beezan Jaleh Sonn Mirage.”

      The solemnity of the moment was more than symbolic and weighed on Beezan. He had crew again.
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      The door slid shut behind Jarvie as he floated down the stairwell into the cabin Beezan assigned him.

      Safe.

      Well, for now. He hung limp and exhausted, hungry, freezing, and scared. And, he had to admit to himself, ashamed from his day of deceit.

      Too late to turn back. If Beezan was unreasonable, it was nothing more than Jarvie deserved. Pilots were supposed to be serene, detached, compassionate, and patient. Beezan wasn’t any of those. He had been agitated, moody, sneaky, and mean. He didn’t even appreciate how lucky he was to get someone for crew.

      Sarcee wiggled out of her carrier to inspect the cold, empty cabin. The stairs that led down from the rimway spiraled around and landed by the facilities. Sarcee went right in the little podpup door to investigate. A glider rail ran along the wall below the railing—but Jarvie had seen no robots here to use it. They must be somewhere. No single person could run a ship without them.

      The cabin was one room, with a workpanel, two adjustable chairs, closets, a bunk that was folded away, and a sleeping sack for nogee.

      However empty, it was his own space, away from Beezan until morning, and for that, Jarvie was relieved. He unlatched and tugged open a squeaky drawer to put away the food packs Beezan had given him, except for one in his pocket. He stowed Sarcee’s things and his few personal items: two changes of clothes, skateshoes, prayer book, and his small box of treasures. He kept his s’link, p’link, and breather on him at all times, of course.

      He fed Sarcee. She ate double now that she was pregnant, and double for a podpup was a lot of food. Tomorrow he would have to face Beezan again, and evade too many questions, and install that unit, and load cargo. And they would be in a hurry to catch up to the jump group. He should try to sleep. He just wanted to watch the news packets to see what happened with the drill. He opened his food pouch and tapped a pop-up screen on the workpanel.

      Jarvie accessed the news through the Drumheller. With a mouthful of food unchewed, he stared at it in confusion. What was this “Sundering” they were talking about? Suddenly, everything dropped into place: why Beezan was so agitated, why he thought he’d heard crying on the dock. Beezan had just assumed Jarvie had already heard the news, but he’d turned off his p’link and s’link so he couldn’t be tracked.

      Jarvie couldn’t even take it in. He had never been near Earth, but without Firelight, in Sector 5, the main resources for the outer sectors were cut off. Without Sector 4, there were no marginally habitable planets, without Sector 3, no robots, without Sector 2, no major ship repair. Without Sector 1, no Earth . . . no Central Authority, no more people, no more help. The outer sectors were doomed.

      Jarvie had an overwhelming longing for his parents. He even considered going to Beezan, just to talk with someone, but it didn’t seem likely Beezan would accept him. So he hung in the sleeping sack watching, clutching Sarcee, until he fell into a troubled sleep.

      

      17-Speech

      On his first morning of duty aboard the Drumheller, Jarvie realized Beezan hadn’t given him a uniform. Embarrassed, he shyly called the Captain and asked where to find one.

      Beezan was unconcerned. “It’s a cargo ship. Don’t worry about it. Whatever you have on is fine.”

      “Yes, honor.” Jarvie looked down. He was in his long underwear.

      By the end of the day, most of it spent installing that cargo mass tester, Jarvie was weak and queasy. Since they’d left dock to load more cargo, he’d asked Beezan to spin the ship so they could have some gravity. “It’s a cargo ship. Even if I spin the wheel, where the living quarters are, the cargo section doesn’t spin. We’ll be down there all day anyway, so why waste the fuel to spin up when we’d just have to spin down later? Remember, the fuel converter is 200 years old.”

      Jarvie despaired. It didn’t matter how many fuel columns they had. An ancient fuel converter would be like turning on a bad faucet and never getting more than a trickle. It would take days to convert enough usable fuel to do anything, and right now, Beezan was saving it up for the jump.

      Jarvie gave up everything he’d learned in his years on a diplomatic ship. ‘Captain’, ‘Yes, honor,’ ‘No, honor,’ courtesies, uniforms, protocols. Beezan had pulled his own hair in mock frustration after one too many ‘honors.’ “It’s a cargo ship!” They said together, but neither of them laughed.

      Jarvie decided to use his one set of nice clothes for a uniform. He began the day with clean clothes and hair combed. By the end of the day, he was exhausted, dirty, shoeless, and had messed-up hair. If he spent too long on this ship, he’d end up like Beezan, in ragged untucked clothes and unmatched socks, not to mention hair that stood straight up, probably from years of pulling on it.

      However, lack of formality did not mean lack of rules. Beezan had sent a long list of rules and procedures to Jarvie’s s’link and spontaneously, it seemed, would come up with new ones. The overall tone of it made Jarvie feel like he was living on edge in a fragile old ship that could have a catastrophic breakdown any second.

      Schedules were another thing Beezan understood. He was so concerned he had made a giant calendar in the kitchen, marking the days as if they were a matter of life and death. Jarvie had a vision of Beezan living by himself, hashing off the days of his lonely life. Although Beezan still did not seem like a pilot, more like a harried dockworker, he didn’t seem as mean as yesterday either, and for that Jarvie was cautiously relieved.

      

      18-Speech

      On his second morning aboard the Drumheller, Jarvie hung in the Cargo Control Booth feeling nauseous from the nogee—and the guilt. He’d told Yan he was away with friends, but the longer they stayed in system, the bigger chance he’d be caught.

      However bad he felt, he had no time to dwell on it. The nerve-wracking, mind-boggling job of cargo loading was almost more than he could cope with. The Cargo Control Booth was like a side tunnel of the Cargo Hold with a long window looking out over the cargo. As they loaded, their workstations moved down the tunnel on rails. Sarcee floated free, but Jarvie scolded her if she got near the controls.

      Jarvie had loaded cargo before; even diplomatic ships took on supplies and shipments, but not like this. Inside the hold, layers of cargo from Beezan’s last stops were organized into sections by destination. Then they were mass balanced, partly by the computer’s suggestions and partly by Beezan’s magic touch.

      It was a little bit fun, once he got used to Beezan’s shorthand cargo talk so that he knew what he was supposed to be doing. If Beezan had trouble explaining something, he would use a toy cargo hold and handful of locking bricks to demonstrate.

      With only six hours training, Beezan had left Jarvie alone in the booth to operate the remote grappling arms, while he suited up. Beezan was going into the hold. He’d be using an exoloader that amplified a human’s strength. It was untethered, unpressurized work that required an instinctive knowhow of the physics of moving masses. Very dangerous. Jarvie had been in exoloaders a few times, in teen training. It had been awkward, but fun. But they’d been inside, with gravity and air.

      Focus! He might need me. But all went well in the next four hours, and they filled up the entire hold. “Whew!” Jarvie grabbed Sarcee and gave her some attention.

      “Okay,” Beezan said over the s’link. “I’m coming in for a break and then we’ll move to Hold 2.”

      Jarvie froze. Two? He and Sarcee looked at each other. “Two Cargo Holds?”

      “Hungry!” Sarcee complained, so Jarvie spent the break getting food for the three of them.

      

      “Thank you,” Beezan said between bites. He must have been tired, but he was agitated and energized to finish. “Same setup in Hold 2, but it’s all open in there, you’ll have to be super careful not to squish me with the big ones.” Beezan studied him a moment. “You’ve been checked out in exoloaders?”

      Go out there? Jarvie panicked. “Umm, yes.”

      “But . . .” Beezan prompted.

      “I’m not certified.” True!

      “That’s okay. I’m certified to train.”

      “Oh.”

      Beezan scowled. “So, you’re uneasy, that’s normal. You should be.”

      “I, actually, I’m out of meds. Motion sickness.” Also true.

      Beezan pointed to a med cabinet. “Right there. So I’ll run you through it when you’re ready. Just getting in and out. Then you can watch while I do the loading.”

      Jarvie nodded. He’d managed to get through lunch without another lie. He secured Sarcee before he got his meds, including extra that he slipped in his pocket. He loaded one in his arm medpatch and headed for the suit room in the EVA Bay.

      Beezan had stretched a suit to its tallest configuration.

      “Brand new,” Beezan commented. Maybe 20 years ago.

      They suited up, crosschecked, and then Beezan stopped and closed his eyes. Prayer, Jarvie realized, and hastily breathed his own. We may need all the help we can get.

      

      Cargo Hold 2 was huge, like a tunnel hollowed out by a small asteroid. “You could put a whole ship in here!” Jarvie said when he saw it.

      “They did. Well, not all put together. But the Drumheller class was made to transport ship and station modules,” Beezan said with bittersweet pleasure. “It’s the largest class of cargo hauler. This one’s been in my family for generations.” Jarvie didn’t ask how many generations.

      With the help of the meds and tips from Beezan, Jarvie was actually able to help a little. Beezan had stationed Jarvie at a control panel by the big cargo door, on the brink of space. He tried not to look out too much.

      Even as they were loading, Beezan got a message to expect a special set of containers as part of his Solo Journey assignment. “A hundred and eighty-eight containers?” Jarvie read his heads-up display in surprise. The cargo loader supervisor even called.

      “Captain Beezan, you loading?” asked a winded voice.

      “Yes. Who’s this?” Beezan asked tentatively.

      “Jeremy CL12-3, CL Sup. Look, Cap, we have this big cargo container that’s been sitting around and didn’t fit on the other SJ ship. It was headed for Redrock. He told us to wait, but I figure it would fit in your big door.”

      Beezan hesitated. “Didn’t fit on what ship?”

      “Wheel of Fire.”

      “Oh.”

      Jarvie figured that this wasn’t a normal request.

      “Can you get me a manifest correction?” Beezan asked.

      “I don’t see why not, you’re both SJ and it isn’t going on any other ship unless they knock the doors off.”

      “How big is it exactly?”

      “Oh, you’ll see,” and he chuckled, as if Beezan had already agreed.

      “You owe me, Tiati.” Beezan said to no one in particular.

      Jarvie had realized right away that Beezan had talked to himself all these years and wasn’t about to stop now. “Jarvie, I’m sorry if you’re tired, but we have to load this today. We have to leave for the a-rings tomorrow, or we’ll miss the jump group.” This was more alarming to Jarvie than Beezan could have imagined. They had to make that jump group.

      “I’m on it,” Jarvie replied, trying to sound energetic. Unfortunately, the containers got bigger and bigger. Finally the last container came. Jeremy wasn’t kidding. It was a behemoth. It was in a specially made container that barely fit in the loading door. Jarvie heard Beezan gasp.

      “Jeremy!” Beezan protested.

      “No worries, trust the auto-thrusters.”

      Jarvie looked over his control panel. They’d transfer control to Drumheller at some point. “Wait!” Jarvie said, starting to panic. “I don’t know where to put it.”

      “I’ll get it,” Beezan said. “There’s only one place to put it, right in the middle. We’ll attach it to the mass tester. I can use the control panel there.” The mass tester was at the bottom of the cylindrical cargo hold, just above the reinforced hull between them and the engines.

      Jarvie used both ‘hands’ of the exoloader to cling to the control panel and held his breath as the container squeezed by the door. He glanced at the panel. Incoming container #189: 612 cargo momentum units. Base 505.

      “Captain! Coming in at 612!”

      Everything in cargo loading was standardized for safe handling. Whatever thrust they used to move a cargo container into the hold had to be counteracted by equal and opposite thrust to stop it—or it would crash into the opposite bulkhead. One Cargo Momentum Unit (CMU) took 1 second auto thrust to start it or stop it from .1 meter per second. Most containers needed only 5-10 CMU, depending on their mass. The monster ones they’d been loading this afternoon were in the frightening 120-200 range, requiring multiple auto-thrusters firing for many seconds, and then repeating in the opposite direction to stop them. It was nerve-wracking. Jarvie took many deep breaths after every container finally stopped.

      But this big container was something else. Jarvie counted the hash marks on its side as it slowly passed the cargo door. About a hand-width a second. That was about as slow as they could go. Jarvie lost sight of Beezan, next to the mass tester, as the beast slid between them. He jumped when the auto-thrusters fired, about 10 of them, in unison. Jarvie tried to figure it out in his head, 612 CMUs would be over a minute of thrust for 10 thrusters. How much fuel did they have? The container nearly touched the far side of the Cargo Hold when it finally settled to a stop.

      “Stationary,” Jeremy reported. Then “Auto-thrusters to you Cap.”

      “Acknowledged,” Beezan answered, sounding stressed. “Jarvie, stay where you are. I need to thrust it against the mass tester. Then we’ll attach the braces.” The dockworker crew gave the all clear and took off, happy to be rid of their cargo, no doubt.

      Jarvie didn’t like it. Beezan would be between that huge mass and the wall. “Can’t you come out and use this panel?”

      “No, I’m afraid I’ll bump it.”

      Slowly and carefully, with the slightest bursts on the auto-thrusters, Beezan nudged it toward the mass tester until the latches caught. They both groaned in relief. Jarvie checked the panel. “Hey, base CMU is 523, not 505, according to this. They didn’t give us the right number.”

      “That’s weird. Let’s get as many braces on as possible. Bring the grappling arms down, and we’ll lock those on too.”

      With agonizing care, sweating in his suit, Jarvie managed to hook 4 grappling arms without a mishap.

      Beezan was struggling. “Two more braces,” he reported. The big cargo seemed to be shifting. “I’ll have just enough room to—” and then there was an electronic pop. Jarvie knew that sound from his monitor training. The main line to the suit, communications, power, and air, was disconnected. “Captain?” Silence. “Beezan, can you answer me?” God help us, he thought as he tried to put Beezan’s vitals on his helmet screen. There, the monitor for the suit showed a whole screen-full of warning signals. Air—disconnected, was the one Jarvie had feared. S’link—disconnected, but the suit pressure was still good.

      Jarvie’s teen-training wasn’t entirely in vain, as he went to full emergency mode now. Squeezing through the tight space between the bulkhead and the cargo container would take too long. But on his side, where the space door was still open—O my God. I have to go out there. Just a short distance.

      Jarvie jetted back to the exoloader niche. Slamming the exoloader against its latches, he released himself from it. Checking his suit thrusters, he manually launched to the edge of the cargo container. The container itself had no holdbars. Carefully lining up his hand pointer, he fired 1 second. He lurched toward the other side, half exposed to space, without a tether. Breathe! Again he pointed and fired. The jolt automatically sent him the right way, back into the hold. Thank you! He sailed behind the cargo container and grabbed a holdbar. Beezan was plastered face against the cargo container, with his exoloader thruster stuck on. His life pack had been sheared off. And his arms were tangled behind him where the exoloader had stuck in the bracing contraption.

      The thruster finally went off, just as Jarvie got there. “I’ve got you! Hang on, hang on.” He pulled Beezan’s arms free of the exoloader, but they floated limp. “Captain?” Jarvie pressed his faceplate against Beezan’s. He was unconscious.

      Jarvie was dismayed that he didn’t know how many minutes of air Beezan had left. It was probably on his screen somewhere, but in his panic Jarvie couldn’t find it. It seemed like he only would have a few minutes by now. I’ve got to get him inside!

      With a huge effort, he released Beezan’s legs from the exo and hauled him out. He looked back out the cargo door. He had to go that way. But he couldn’t make a mistake. He could be rescued, but it would be too late for Beezan.

      He fumbled for the rescue clamps. So hard with the gloves. He finally got them on, grabbed Beezan’s arm with both of his hands, pointed and fired Beezan’s jets. Just as they cleared the container, he rotated and fired again. Too much. They slammed against the container and bounced. They were rotating now. My stomach. Jarvie felt another dose of the meds from his arm patch. Holding Beezan against him as tightly as possible, he fired again, bounced again, fired again, almost hit the door, and finally got inside. A big blast then to cross the hold, and finally! In the airlock. He pulled off his gloves when the lock was only half pressurized.

      I can’t believe this is happening. I’m going to kill my own Captain. No! He’s a pilot; he’s trained to fight death. Don’t panic. Fearing he was too late, he grabbed a holdbar and pushed Beezan against the wall with his knee. He opened the visor, and then pressed the double latch on the helmet neck and slid the bar across. He had to use both hands to twist off the helmet, sending them both into a tandem spin.

      Beezan’s lips were blue. Not dead yet. Jarvie opened the cabinet and grabbed a breather. Miraculously though, Beezan had started breathing. Jarvie opened his own visor and shouted, “Breathe harder!” Beezan did gasp and start sucking in great breaths of air.

      Finally, Jarvie wrenched his own helmet off. Then he opened the door to get out of the lock and gasped in surprise. Sarcee. She had come around, sensing trouble in that strange podpup way.

      As he passed the control panel, hauling Beezan, he slapped the button to close the cargo door. The squeaking traveled around the sides of the ship and up through the deck, sending shivers up Jarvie’s spine.

      All the way back to the Med Bay, Jarvie prayed for no brain damage. It took a long time and he was getting panicky again as Beezan wouldn’t respond to any questions, even though his color was better. Jarvie had to drag Beezan up the stairwell, again happy it was nogee, and then strap him onto the exam bed. Remove Suit, the screen flashed. The last little thing, but suddenly it was too much and he was crying.

      “Captain! Wake up. Please wake up.” He was babbling now. “I can’t get you out of the suit.”

      Beezan’s eyes fluttered open and he winced in pain. He took in the Med Bay, but was confused by Jarvie’s presence. Slowly, he lifted a hand. “Glove,” he whispered. Jarvie focused on the glove and shakily removed it, tossing it to Sarcee to stow. Beezan’s shaking hand grabbed Jarvie’s wrist. “You saved me,” he rasped. “How?”

      Jarvie tried to get the words out. “Took you out of the exo,” he squeaked, but was too overcome by it all to explain.

      Beezan, tears in his eyes, gave his wrist another squeeze. “I’m all right. Thank you, Jarvie. Thank you.” Jarvie nodded, still struggling with the suit. Glove, boots, upper suit, lower suit, eventually they got it all off. Beezan clutched his ribs in pain. Jarvie strapped him back on the exam bed and started the ER program again. The sides of the bed came up and encased Beezan’s chest. Meds were administered. Beezan relaxed a bit. “Take command,” Beezan whispered.

      Jarvie froze. Never had he expected anyone to say that to him. On his family ship, he had been youngest, last in line. At school, in his unit, he was, well, behind the curve. But here . . . he shook himself. Like there’s anyone else.

      Broken ribs. Strained shoulders. Shock. No apparent brain function loss. Thank you, thank you, thank you, Jarvie whispered to heaven. He wanted to just sit there and be relieved and get out the rest of his panic and tears, but he couldn’t. It wasn’t over.

      Jarvie waited until Beezan slipped into medicated sleep before heading back to the Cargo Hold. He even had the presence of mind to leave Sarcee with Beezan. “Stay.”

      She huddled up by Beezan’s neck. “Sarcee stay,” she said. Then she put her little paw on Beezan’s shoulder. “Bee stay.” Jarvie looked at her, puzzled. “Not go,” she continued, trying hard to make a longer sentence. “Like Mom.” Jarvie gasped and bit his lip.

      “No,” he whispered. “Beezan stay.”

      Stop crying, he told himself as he made his way back to the Cargo Hold. Trained teens don’t cry in emergencies. A trail of clean-up robots would be after him at this rate, if there were any on this beat-up old ship.

      He sat in the Cargo Control Booth and stared out the window while he ate Beezan’s unfinished dinner. “Come on,” he said, and then realized he too was talking to himself. Well, usually Sarcee listens to me.

      There was no help for it. He had to go out there and finish the braces. On a hunch, he tested the mass of the big container again, and got another different base number.

      He resuited and scooted the slow way to the back of the container, not daring to open the door again. But he couldn’t free the exo. So he set as many braces as he could and squirmed his way out.

      

      Finally finished, he dragged himself back to the Med Bay. Beezan was asleep. Sarcee was asleep. All he wanted to do was sleep. He felt bad about taking Sarcee, but he didn’t want to face that lonely cabin without her. Then he spied the other exam bed, floated over and strapped in. Before he could think of what prayer to say, he was asleep, and Beezan’s arguing with the computer to release him just seemed like a dream.

      

      Jarvie did dream of his mother, the owner of an important diplomatic vessel, beautiful in her uniform, hair braided with gold, tall and majestic. She walked the rimways of the Drumheller, shaking her head, saying, “Someone’s going to get stuck.” She made repair notes on her s’link until it exploded. And then Jarvie was with Beezan in an old-fashioned boat that floated on an ocean and they were sinking.

      “Bail!” Beezan was shouting, throwing out teacupfuls of water. But Jarvie had no cup. He looked over the edge of the boat and saw, not water, but the ocean of space, and he was falling . . .

      He awoke with a start and, heart pounding, felt around in the dark for the comfort of Sarcee, but she had not come to him after all. A cup of sadness drained into Jarvie’s sea of worries, keeping him from any useful sleep. Sarcee would go over to Beezan, and Jarvie would lose her. He prayed for patience and detachment. Then he prayed for sleep. At last, he just prayed for the morning.

      

      19-Speech

      Finally, his alarm went off. “Lights,” he said groggily. He looked around. Sarcee and Beezan were gone. Beezan would not be so crazy as to haul himself all the way to the Cargo Hold with broken ribs, but he wasn’t in the Med Bay or the facilities.

      Beezan could not possibly be so stubborn as to not even wait for Jarvie, but he wasn’t in the kitchen or Command Bay either.

      Beezan would not be so desperate . . . Jarvie grabbed a holdbar and pressed his ear to the rimway deck on top of Beezan’s cabin. Nothing. Just call him on the s’link. Then he heard the combination of steady whirring and rhythmic clanking that could only be the lift coming back. Jarvie wheeled back up and pulled himself down the rimway as fast as possible.

      Beezan would. He was crazy. He was stubborn. He was desperate. We’re a good match.

      Jarvie found Beezan just outside the lift. Beezan was just floating in the rimway, gasping for air and clutching his side. Sarcee hovered by him, giving Jarvie a worried look.

      “Captain!” Jarvie was alarmed at his condition, but Beezan smiled when he saw Jarvie.

      “Jarvie!” Beezan stopped for air. “You got it all secure. We can catch up to our jump group.” He’s happier about the cargo than my saving his life! Beezan reoriented so he could formally shake Jarvie’s hand. “Thank you.”

      “Yes, honor. I mean thank you, honor—you’re welcome, honor.”

      Beezan laughed and groaned and laughed again. “Let’s get to the a-rings.”

      “Honor, are you well enough?”

      “Just drag me to Command.”

      

      By breakfast, they were on their way. They ate in the Command Bay, reoriented now to boosting instead of spinning mode. Beezan had made several difficult burns before they were cleared to start the main burn. It would take them five days all together, one day boosting, three days coasting, and one day decelerating. Jarvie was thrilled to have ‘gravity’ back, if only for eleven hours.

      Beezan settled back in his chair, ribs hurting. “We can sleep now. For four days if we want.”

      “Yes, honor.”

      “Except for feeding Sarcee.” She gazed up at Beezan adoringly.

      “Sarcee hungry.” Beezan rolled his eyes, but gave her a little hug. Jarvie breathed a sigh of relief. Everything was going to be fine.

      And it was. For five whole days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
5 FIRST CROSSING


        

      

    

    
      5-Questions

      Jarvie unzipped the sleeping sack. It was too short for him to get a good stretch until he got out. Today was jump day, a day of fear and hope. For Jarvie it would be his first crossing, awake, without his family. Beezan was a near stranger, so Jarvie was especially nervous about their first jump together. To be part of a jump crew was to be solidly connected, emotionally or spiritually, with the pilot. The crew had to trust their lives to the pilot and the pilot had to trust that the crew would not disturb the jump. Jarvie and Beezan shared only the connection of wanting to get to Redrock as soon as possible. He hoped it would be enough.

      Sarcee hurtled around in excitement. They always knew. Podpups liked to jump. Their little squishy bodies were built for it. Emotionally they liked it too. For humans jumping was painful, terrifying, and exhausting. Depending on how deep the crossing went, it was both exhilarating to be alive at the other side and depressing to be back in the material world. For podpups, it was just a plain good time.

      Jarvie got a food pack from his drawer and touched the big screen. Their schedule came up in Hamada Standard Time: clearance at 11:00, then entering the ring. There would be thirteen ships jumping.

      Outbound Order:

      - Destination: Radium Junction

      
        
          	
        Carmel
      

      	
        Roca
      

      	
        Crown of Gold
      

      	
        Pegasus
      

      	
        Zhangjiajie
      

      

      

      - Destination: Sandune

      
        
          	
        Hummingbird Haven
      

      	
        Bengal
      

      	
        Zephyr
      

      	
        Nightingale
      

      	
        Treasure Seeker
      

      	
        Jerboa
      

      

      

      - Destination: Redrock

      
        
          	
        Drumheller
      

      	
        Paradise Runner
      

      

      

      

      For the first time, Jarvie got a look at the Drumheller’s official itinerary. His heart pounded with excitement and nostalgia just looking at it.

      Drumheller / Owner / Captain BEEZAN 569-024-11-1071:

      Outbound Route: Hamada—> Redrock—> Petrichor—> Atikameq—> Harbor

      Inbound Route: Harbor—> Atikameq—> Petrichor—> Redrock—> Hamada

      Estimated time of return: 63 weeks.

      

      Harbor! He told me he wasn’t going to Harbor. Did he add it on for me? Or was he lying? Jarvie was confused. Then he had a glimmer of hope. Beezan had only agreed to take him to Redrock, but maybe he was planning to give Jarvie a chance to stay on.

      Jarvie tapped a pop-up and called up the Ship Tracker. A graphic appeared showing the Hamada L4 zone where the a-rings were. Drumheller, along with the other 12 ships and the small Hamada Outbound Authority Station were stationed just outside the a-rings.

      “The Builders,” whoever they were, and wherever they disappeared to, had cleared the L4 zone of the usual Trojan asteroids. In their place they had built a system of acceleration rings that would help propel a ship to the speed required to slip into a resonate path and jump to another star system. Although they were called rings, they were, more accurately, short, slightly curved tunnels—like donut segments instead of one big hollow donut. There were usually six segments, arranged around a central gravity ball. Each ring segment would give a big boost of acceleration to the ship without costing any fuel.

      The a-rings were stations in an interstellar traffic system. In the Solar System, a set of a-rings had been discovered at Saturn’s L4, but in most systems they were closer to the central star.

      No one really knew how the a-rings worked. The gravity ball held the six a-rings in orbit around itself. They were always oriented with the galactic plane. One master ring contained what once may have been a control box, but those boxes had all been destroyed or removed.

      Humanity had been convinced they were for star travel and tenaciously learned to use them. It had taken decades, fortunes, lives and an unrelenting drive. Pilots were normal people, mostly, but very sensitive and somehow keyed into the universe around them. They also had implants that helped them detect resonance waves between stars. The pilots, once jump velocity (JV) was reached, had to find the right resonate path, bring the ship into it, and make the crossing.

      As far as humanity knew, there were a-rings in every stable star system with at least a Neptune-sized planet. There might have been a-rings at other stars, close binaries or red giants, but no one had ever attempted to jump to those.

      And for all that, there was no sign of the aliens that built them. Not a city, not a ship, not remains, not a sack of garbage left in orbit somewhere. It was like making 50 bus stops in the desert, never dropping a bolt, and never going back.

      The podpups were left by another culture entirely. Did their people wreck the control boxes? Why were there no other signs of them either? Experts debated. Regular people speculated. But Jarvie actually had a clue. And nothing would come of it if he couldn’t get to Harbor.

      Jarvie’s eye caught something on the screen and he froze in alarm.

      CREW: One Required: ****Need ID for Clearance Pass****

      

      What? I covered all my tracks at Hamada Station! But this was for the Captain to submit. He pulled out his s’link and slipped it in the panel, running it up to its highest level. He swallowed. This tool was not for tinkering. He had to be very careful. Using Beezan’s passcode that he had observed earlier, Jarvie replied to Hamada Outbound Authority that DeeAlan Sage Madoric R.J., who was really still on station, was now crewing on the Drumheller.

      It would take 15 minutes for H.O.A. to route the packet back to Hamada Station and receive official clearance. Jarvie’s heart pounded with fear of discovery. He forced himself to eat and take care of Sarcee while he was waiting. After 20 minutes, he told himself it was just a delay. After 25 minutes, he was shaking. Where was Beezan? Was he looking at the same screen? What would happen if he were caught? For one thing, he’d never get to Lanezi. He’d be dropped from teen training. They already thought he was hopeless. And, he realized, a small part of him did not want to disappoint Beezan.

      Finally, after 32 minutes, the clearance came through. Jarvie did 5 minutes of deep breathing to stop shaking, but his heart still pounded with guilt. Sarcee gave him a stern little frown. “Zharvie bad.”

      “Hush.” He tapped her on the nose, gently, and pulled himself up the stairs. He needed to distract her. “Kitchen. Food. Let’s go.”

      When they got to the kitchen, Beezan wasn’t there. Jarvie fed Sarcee again to get on her good side and noticed a drawer open. Quickly, he started securing every cabinet and drawer. Sarcee floated along behind him making clicking noises. Jarvie was startled when Beezan quietly appeared in the kitchen doorway, then doubly startled when he looked at Beezan’s face. For a moment the two of them just floated, regarding each other.

      Beezan did not seem like the same person. Finally, he looked like a pilot. He was calm, serene even, detached, with an inner focus. Most pilots had that demeanor all the time, but Beezan must have saved it up for jump day. Jarvie felt a little awed and completely forgot to greet Beezan. But a flash of distraction crossed Beezan’s expression as he looked over Jarvie’s shoulder. Jarvie grabbed a holdbar and turned slowly to look.

      “Sarcee!” She had gone along behind Jarvie as he checked the latches, opened everything and pulled food out. Packages were floating around the kitchen. “I’m sorry. I’ll clean it up. Sarcee!” Jarvie made a grab for her and missed. Beezan casually launched himself across the kitchen and snagged her, landing smoothly by a seat and hitching in with his legs. He shook his head at her. She shook her head at him. “Sarcee!” Jarvie scolded again. Beezan had a little staredown with her. She finally looked away and pouted at Jarvie. Then a foodpack smacked Jarvie in the head.

      He was almost done cleaning up when Beezan calmly said, “Jarvie, you know you are welcome in the Prayer Room.”

      “Oh. Thank you.” He hadn’t even said his prayers this morning, unless panic prayers for cheating and forgiveness counted. He didn’t look at Beezan and kept stowing.

      Beezan was still considering him. Jarvie could feel his calm searching eyes on his back. “Jarvie, how many failed jumps have you been on?”

      “None!” he said, alarmed at the question. Did Beezan detect something wrong?

      “Most people have been on a couple.” He paused, but Jarvie was too afraid to say anything and made a big show of catching packages. “I’m sure you know,” Beezan continued, “how much focus it takes to get through the jump. Some people are just not prepared. It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. I can just put you under if you’re not ready.”

      “No!” It was out before he thought about it.

      Beezan considered him a long moment. “Jarvie, is there anything you want to tell me before we make the jump?”

      “Umm.” He was shocked by Beezan’s directness. What does he mean?

      “Like who you are? What you’re really doing here? Why you’re so secretive? So scared?”

      God have mercy! What can I say? What does he know? How does he know? Jarvie floated in confusion, not looking at Beezan, condemning himself as a liar through his own silence. He could feel Beezan looking at him, but he didn’t ask any more.

      “Well,” Beezan continued in the same calm voice, but with a hint of disappointment. “I owe you. You saved my life. I said I would take you to Redrock and I will. The journey is always in God’s Hands.” With that, he ruffled the fur on Sarcee’s head and unhooked from the seat. Jarvie was frozen, trying to calm his pounding heart. “Finish eating, you’ll need your energy. Be in the Command Bay by 10:30 for roll call.” Then Beezan gently tossed Sarcee his way and sailed down the stairs, feet first.

      Jarvie swallowed hard. Beezan knew he was lying. He was going to let him come clean on his own, even if it meant risking the jump. Jarvie finished securing, hands shaking and Sarcee humphing at him.

      The rest of the morning passed in a blur. He tried to relegate his worry and guilt into that increasingly burdened area in the back of his mind. He kept making mistakes. He launched himself into the wall trying to get his g-suit on. He activated the secure light for his cabin, and then had to go back and get his brackets that they’d printed yesterday. He forgot Sarcee’s water and snacks and had to resecure the kitchen. He barely had enough composure to get Arc 1 secured. How was he going to get through the jump?

      

      Beezan waited in Command, wondering if he was about to make the biggest mistake of his life. He was supposed to be meditating on the vastness of the universe, not stewing over crew. If Jarvie was a youth leader, why was he nothing like that youth that took command at TopRim during the drill? Why wouldn’t he say anything about his past?

      Beezan had told himself that he would trust in God about taking on Jarvie. Then for everything that confirmed that trust, there was some small thing to test it. Am I risking the jump? Should I pull out? But Beezan didn’t want to. There was one thing about Jarvie that he was certain of. Jarvie wanted to go to Redrock as much as he did. He wouldn’t disturb the jump.

      Beezan watched the secure lights line up. Jarvie was on his way, shutting the locks behind him. Moments later, Sarcee came wheeling into Command, bouncing off the big screen back to Beezan. He caught her and they had another little staredown. She was a strange one. Jarvie came in quietly behind her, shutting the doors. He was obviously nervous. Well, if we’re going to go, I’ll have to put him at ease . . . for now.

      Beezan ignored Jarvie, letting him be busy with stowing. Jarvie gingerly took Sarcee from Beezan, being careful not to meet his eyes, and put her in the jump bed behind them. Surprisingly, she whined, which sent Jarvie into a surge of stress.

      Finally, Jarvie started with the brackets. Beezan was thankful he’d run through all this with him before. The brackets strapped around limbs, hips, and back to help distribute g forces. They were custom made for each person, unlike the cocoon, which was an airtight sack with helmet, allowing arm movement inside. Jarvie proceeded casually, securing his brackets and wiggling into the cocoon. Then Beezan handed Jarvie the resuscitation pack, and Jarvie hesitated, taking a deep breath before snapping it on his chest.

      “Resus on.”

      “Check,” Beezan responded.

      “Helmet on,”

      “Check.”

      Beezan pulled his arms inside his cocoon and ran the seal. There was enough room inside to move his arms around, but he slid them into the final brackets, testing his hand controls.

      “Visors down,” Beezan ordered and pressed the toggle that snapped his visor shut. The pressure stabilized. Schuck. Beezan toggled through his helmet displays with his left hand. “Seals read good,” he reported to Jarvie.

      “Receiving, honor.”

      Beezan had told Jarvie during the run-through that his job would be podpup monitor, which meant he really didn’t have much of a job, but Jarvie took it seriously, bringing up the view of the podpup jump bed on his screen. “Ready, Captain,” he whispered.
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