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It was a historic undertaking. A mission to establish the first human colony on an exoplanet, a planet outside the Solar System, and Jerome was worried. He was about to undergo a test which would determine his suitability for the mission.

He would soon suit up for an extra vehicular activity (EVA), a spacewalk. But what a spacewalk. Because the crew wheel of the spaceship was located two-thirds of the way along the ship's spine from the fusion engines the “walk” to the engines would be about two thousand feet.

That's over four thousand feet, thought Jerome, there and back. 

He wasn't actually a member of the ship's permanent crew, but a mission specialist enlisted by the ship operator just for this mission, so he didn't have a lot of EVA experience. Jerome shook his head and suited up.

The ship was the largest ever outfitted with the wormhole generator. The generator was a device that could open the near mouth of a wormhole while also “casting” or creating the far or destination mouth of the wormhole. At the same time the exotic mass, also created by the generator, would keep the wormhole stable while the ship passed through. 

One could think of the generator as a way to reach into the sub-microscopic quantum topology of the universe and enlarge an existing but short-lived wormhole mouth to a useful size and duration. The generator would then cast the other mouth of the wormhole through sub-microscopic spacetime to the desired far location and enlarge it. The exotic energy-mass then lined the wormhole like the scaffolding of a bridge. Once the wormhole was established a ship, entering the near-side mouth, traveled through the wormhole dimension and out the other mouth several light years away at a speed less than the speed of light, at least in the wormhole frame of reference. None of the known laws of physics were violated by the generator, but as yet all the physics of wormholes hadn't been discovered. As with many technologies, it so often happens that humans learn to use a technology without fully understanding it.

Anyway, Jerome was a fully qualified fusion engineer and it was his job to take care of the fusion engines needed to fly the ship through normal space and that job included EVA's past the storage areas and to the distant fusion engines all the way at the back of the ship.

Okay, here goes, thought Jerome as he and Winslow accessed the airlock. Winslow, whom Jerome usually called Homer, was another rookie fusion engineer on his first interstellar mission. Though they had both served on fusion freighters in the Centauri System, neither had flown interstellar.

“You read me Homer,” asked Jerome over the comm-link.

“Roger,” replied Winslow, “let's get this done.” The spine of the ship was made of interlinked girders of a carbon composite that was strong but flexible. The composite was wrapped in a particle shield, inside of which was an x-ray shield. This design prevented most fast-moving interstellar particles from impacting the frame and weakening it over time. Closer to the fusion engines it also prevented any radiation damage. But as Jerome and Winslow began their walk down the access bridge they knew they hadn't such good protection.

Even though the fusion engines were aneutronic they still could give off some radiation, mostly in the form of various fast-moving particles or gamma rays. These collided with the reactor shielding leaving only soft x-rays. But even at the lesser radiation a crew member would not want to remain in the vicinity too long.

Jerome hoped that they would only be there momentarily as they logged the levels of the fusion fuel supply tanks. The walk was going smoothly. Jerome was calming down and thinking to himself how easy it all was. 

As they approached the storage tanks Winslow asked, “Jerome you want to take the ones on the right and I'll do the left?”

“Roger that Homer.”

The Daedalus Unbound was a fourth-plus generation fusion ship. It's engines worked on the deuterium-helium 3 fusion reaction. The advantage of this reaction was a large amount of energy with almost an absence of neutrons. The lack of neutrons allowed a much longer engine life due to the reduction of materials damage and activation levels (radioactivity) when compared to other fusion reactions. In the fourth generation-plus engine the loss of efficiency to neutron and x-ray emissions was almost nil.

The tanks containing the deuterium oxide pellets were on the left, the tanks containing helium 3 on the right. It wasn't long until Jerome and Winslow had recorded the values from each of the tanks.

They met back at the walkway and started their return trip. Everything was going fine until Jerome looked up from the walkway to the rotating crew wheel. That's when he started getting anxious. The view was dominated by the spinning crew wheel, and just beyond it the even more magnificent but frightening spinning end cap of the huge, eight mile in diameter Logan space habitat. The habitat dominated the horizon, and the horizon was rotating!

Jerome felt a deepening sense of vertigo. He froze in his tracks and dropped to his knees as he had been trained. He activated the comm-link and called Winslow's name. Winslow had turned and was almost back to him when the fuel loading crane started to pivot silently, slow at first but gaining speed towards the two men.

Winslow keyed his mic, “Control we have a prob ...”

Those were his last words as the arm caught him and swept him from the walkway. Jerome took a glancing blow and was knocked on his back. He called after Homer and tried to rise before blacking out.

“I don't understand it,” said Captain Young. “We have enough security cameras on this ship to surveil a small city and you are telling me Lieutenant that we have no vid of this incidence?”

“Unfortunately that's true ma'am,” said Lt. Aaron. “Those cameras were down at the time.”

“So we know nothing about what happened to engineer Winslow?”

“I'm afraid not Captain. Not until engineer Jackson wakes up and tells us what he knows.”

“Very well Lieutenant, thank you for the briefing,” said the Captain somewhat sarcastically.

A day later Jerome woke up.

“How's Homer?” he asked the nurse.

“Mr. Winslow's body has been recovered,” she said quietly.

“Oh,” said Jerome and closed his eyes again.

It was a week before Jerome felt strong enough to go before the inquiry board.

The Captain was the first to question him.

“Thank you engineer for agreeing to testify. And let me say for all here that we are sorry for the loss of your friend, engineer Winslow.”
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