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A blinding flash of lightning briefly lit up the night sky, as the blizzard continued to rage just outside the cabin of the small transport shuttle. Inside, the concerned faces of the three crew members were riveted on instruments confused by the ionic flare-up outside.

“It’s no good, Captain. All communications with Hawking Station are out,” Endrick Admundson said, with a quiver in his voice. Endrick was the communications officer aboard the Red Cloud, primary transport vessel between Hawking Station and Sagan Station.

Captain Mandora Ellis glared over his shoulder at the communications officer. He didn’t like the fear he’d heard in the young man’s voice. He was about to say something to the lanky officer, when he realized he was pulling at the ends of his mustache, a bad habit he’d picked up at the Academy and now showed itself whenever he became nervous.

“Keep trying, Lieutenant, and stop worrying. Commander Lafayette and I have flown through worse than this before.”

Commander Trivall Lafayette cast a surprised look to his right, at the man sitting in the captain’s seat. He could remember flying through some bad storms before, but never one like the one that was raging just outside the windows. In the five years he’d lived on Vega 5, he’d never seen an ionic snow storm as violent as this one.

“Captain, I still can’t get the transponder working,” he said regarding the captain with concern. In all the years Trivall had known Captain Mandora Ellis, he’d never seen him scared, but what he saw in the man’s face at that moment could only be described as sheer terror.

“Keep working at it, Lafayette. We might need it.”

Trivall and Endrick both paused in mid-action, and looked at each other in surprise. They were both aware of the possibility of a crash, but neither had expected to hear the captain express their fears. If either man felt relief at the revelation, he kept it to himself.

“Captain,” Trivall said after a few minutes of fiddling with controls. “It’s no use. The transponder’s dead.”

“Damn it to hell!” Captain Mandora Ellis screamed, slamming his fist into the panel. “No transponder, no communications, what else could go wrong?”

As if in answer to his question, the cabin door slid open and one of the crew members poked her head in. “Captain, the passengers are getting nervous. What should I tell them?”

“Tell them to sit tight, and we’ll get them home as soon as we can,” Captain Ellis shouted. His face, red as the reddest fires of Hell, contrasted sharply with the white of his hair.

“Yes, sir,” the woman said as the door panel closed behind her. The three cabin officers were so concerned with keeping the ship on course, they didn’t even realize which of their crew had come in.

“I’m picking up a heavy ion concentration two kilometers distant,” Trivall said, taking manual control of the small shuttle. “I’m going to make a course correction to steer around it.”

Just as he started to make the correction, the cabin was lit by a fiery brilliance that blinded all three men. It took everyone a few seconds to realize that the earsplitting screeching, and flashing red slicing through the cabin were the cries of a ship in its final death throes.

“Jesus, we’re hit!” Trivall shouted. Hands grasped at controls. “Attempting to stabilize! It’s no good! All engines are out! Maneuvering’s out!”

“Prepare for crash landing!” Captain Ellis screamed over the intercom, a small vein trying to pulse its way out of his temple. “Ten seconds to impact.”

*
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Endrick awoke to a warm flow of blood running down his hawk like nose. The pounding in his head reminded him of the powwow music he’d heard as a child in Earth history class. A groan from in front of him snapped him back to reality. Captain Ellis’ prone form lay across the control panel like a fish just before it’s gutted. Next to the captain, Trivall was clutching his head. His long straight, blonde hair matted with blood.

“Is everyone all right?” Endrick managed to ask, even though the effort made him gasp as he felt his ribs press against his lungs.

“All right is a relative term at this point,” Trivall replied. “My head seems to be cut, but other than that, I think I’m okay. I’m going to try and restore emergency power, so we don’t freeze to death. Mandora, you still with us?”

“Yeah, but I think my leg’s broken.” There was a gasp of pain as he tried to move. “Yeah, it’s broken. Endrick, go below deck and check on things. As soon as the doctor’s able, I’d like to see him up here.”

“Yes, sir,” Endrick stood and walked out of the cabin, holding his side the whole time. His long and lanky form strode with the confidence of an officer, but the pain in his face revealed true suffering.

“Too bad,” Captain Ellis muttered.

“What’s that?” Trivall asked as he attempted to override systems whose wiring had been fused.

“I was just thinking. It’s the kid’s first mission and he’s going to die. It might be the quickest promotion to Senior Grade Lieutenant ever.

Trivall was taken aback by the captain’s bluntness. The older man’s features were weathered by years of experience, and his pain only accentuated them. “Mandora, no one’s going to die. Why would you, of all people, say something like that?” Trivall had spent many years serving with Mandora Ellis. They had faced more challenges than most others in the Agency. Not once in all that time had Trivall seen his superior give up like he was obviously doing now.

“Come on, Trivall, you’ve been in the Agency long enough to know the odds. Communications are scrambled all across the planet. We don’t have a transponder. Almost all of the ship’s systems have been fused, and this weather’s expected to last another week. How’s anyone going to find us?”

Trivall stared back at Mandora through deep, blue eyes. It was a fighting look, one the captain had seen many times before. Trivall was not the type of man to give up without a fight, and the captain, his long-time friend knew it.

“As soon as we get the passengers taken care of and the doctor looks at you and Endrick, I’m going to walk to Hawking Station.”

“What?!” the captain said. “It’ll take two days in these conditions, at least. Even in a suit, you couldn’t make it. It won’t last more than 12 hours. What are you going to do after that, pray to some ancient god that you don’t freeze to death in the sub-zero temps.?”

The insult to Trivall’s religion was a sharp and unnecessary blow, his disdain for the comment clearly evident in the dark shadow that crossed over his pale face. The captain quickly apologized, but the damage had already been done. “Mandora, if I don’t do this, we’re all going to find out if your narrow-minded, atheistic ideals are right or not.”

The captain grimaced with pain. “If I’m right,” he said, forcing a smile. “We’ll just be a bunch of popsicles waiting for burial, and there won’t be any afterlife.” They had had more discussions about religion during their years together than either would ever want to remember. But Mandora’s smile disappeared before Trivall’s stern gaze.

“We don’t have time for debates on theology, Mandora. I’m doing this, and that’s all there is to it.”

“All right,” Mandora conceded to his suddenly stoic friend. “If you’re going, you’re taking the kid with you.”

Trivall gasped at the suggestion. “Mandy, he’s got a broken rib. Surely even your old eyes can see that. What good is Endrick going to be to me if I have to carry him? At least if I’m alone, I’ve got a chance. With him, I’m dead. . .we’re all dead.”

“If there are two of you, you might do better. You can encourage each other to go on. The doctor can brace the rib and pump him so full of meds he won’t be able to feel anything.”

“Captain, you’ll be sending him to his death,” Trivall said with grave concern, not just for Endrick, but for himself as well. He considered continuing his protest, but when he saw Mandora was wearing his “I’m the boss look,” he knew it was useless to argue any longer. “If you’re going to do it, at least let him volunteer, and don’t give him too many meds. If he has to die, let him do it with his eyes open and his mind fully cognizant of what’s going on.”

And so it was decided. When Endrick returned, he volunteered for what everyone thought would be a suicide mission.

*
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From inside the cabin, Mandora Ellis watched the two, thermal-suited figures walk off into the billowing snow of the tumultuous blizzard. He shook his head in amazement at their courage. A flash of lightning blinded him. When his eyes cleared, Trivall and Endrick were obscured by the storm. Captain Ellis again shook his head in amazement.

*
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The snow eddied and flowed with a life all its own as the cold wind bit at the skin of the two crew mates. It was a cold that neither had ever felt before. Even with the heat generated by their suits, they could feel the cold creeping into their bones.

“Keep your heater and life support on low,” Trivall’s tinny voice echoed over the com. “That away we can hopefully maintain enough suit energy to make it. We’ll take turns signaling to Hawking, every fifteen minutes. How’re the ribs?”

“A little stiff, but I’m sure they’ll work themselves out,” Endrick said.

The words sent Trivall on a journey back in time. His subconscious quickly grabbing the words and sending a flood of memories into his conscious mind.

*
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Trivall stared up at the red cliffs all around him, his mind wondering what ancient river had carved such magnificent structures. He lay stretched out across a raft floating on the man-made river that now ran through the ancient Martian canyon. On the other side of the raft was his father, who gave his 12 year-old son a warm smile as he drifted towards wakefulness. “You’ve been asleep for almost an hour. I thought you were going to try and sleep through the rapids.”

Trivall laughed his boyish laugh. “Of course not, Dad.” There was no way he was going to miss this. He and his dad had been planning this trip for a year now, and nothing was going to keep him from enjoying it to its fullest. Just then, he saw the mist rising, which marked the beginnings of the most renowned rapids on the planet. He could feel the anticipation building inside of him as he watched the mist dance in the distance.

Excitement grabbed his heart as the mist began to spray against his face. For months now, he’d been teasing his friends at school about this trip. He’d told them about all the brave and exciting things he and his dad were going to do together. Little did he know how short-lived the excitement would be.
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