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PRAISE FOR MIKE CHEN


A Quantum Love Story


“A Quantum Love Story is a delight of a novel. Mariana and Carter join his pantheon of richly drawn characters in a story that offers freshness and surprises throughout a time loop.”

—Kat Howard, Alex Award–winning author of An Unkindness of Magicians

“This emotional new novel from Mike Chen combines what is best about science fiction, mystery, and romance…. The result is a world rendered in Technicolor, every corner lit, every scene set so that the reader can walk right in. Chen’s charming characterizations are at their best.”

—Scientific American






Vampire Weekend


“A love letter to the power of music, this thoughtful, humorous exploration of what constitutes living versus mere survival sees Chen at the top of his game.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“Mike Chen is at his best here, with a sharp-as-fangs reinvention of the vampire mythos centered on the power of family, born and chosen, and, of course, punk rock. This book will sink its teeth right into your heart.”

—Gwenda Bond, New York Times bestselling author






A Beginning at the End


“If you’re tired of grim, grueling apocalypses with high body counts and bleak horizons, A Beginning at the End offers an intimate, surprisingly gentle vision of post-disaster humanity, less concerned with how we might survive than with why—and for whom.”

—Alix E. Harrow, New York Times bestselling author

“Chen manages to imbue his apocalypse with heart, hope, and humanity. Sci-fi fans will delight in this lovingly rendered tale.”

—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

“[T]he best kind of dystopian novel: one rooted deeply in the hearts of his characters and emphasizing hope and connection over fear. Chen has a true gift for making the biggest of worlds center around the most complex workings of hearts, and his newest is compelling, realistic, and impossible to put down.”

—Booklist (starred review)






Light Years from Home


“All the stars for Chen’s warmhearted space-travel story.”

—Kirkus (starred review)

“So good, sweet and funny and dark and weird, Light Years from Home is a tense family melodrama wrapped inside a wild alien abduction story. I could not put this book down.”

—Annalee Newitz, bestselling author of Autonomous and Four Lost Cities

“A heartfelt novel of family dysfunction wrapped in an intergalactic cloak… Chen’s strength in writing poignant character arcs, especially within family dynamics, shines here, as does his ability to craft intriguing blends of literary and speculative fiction with compelling, character-driven plots.”

—Library Journal






We Could Be Heroes


“A delight from start to finish even if, like me, you don’t know the difference between Batman and Robin.”

—Riley Sager, New York Times bestselling author of Home Before Dark

“The story of deep friendship and the sheer power that comes from feeling less alone in the world…. An overall enjoyable, exciting, and action-packed read.”

—Associated Press






Here and Now and Then


“This gripping, fast-paced time-travel thriller is also a warm, moving story of a man pulled between two lives and families. With plenty of humor and suspense, Chen has crafted an original and captivating story.”

—Shelf Awareness (starred review)

“Chen does what the very best sci-fi writers do—he takes a fascinating concept and elevates it with brilliant execution and deeply heartfelt plot twists that make this story less about the (fun) conventions of the genre and more about the profound experience of being human. Here and Now and Then is a page-turner, an examination of love and loss, and, most of all, a dazzling debut from a wonderfully unique new voice.”

—Michael Moreci, author of Black Star Renegades and canonical stories for Star Wars
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For the doers.

You build us new solutions to old problems, and we need you now more than ever.







EXCERPTS FROM OFFICIAL RETIREMENT FILE

Demora Kim

Final Rank: Captain, Galactic Cluster Fleet—Starship Horizon

Advanced materials from retirement file—DO NOT DISTRIBUTE


Final Starship Command Specifications

Name: GCF Horizon

Registry: GCF HP2X19

Class: Pathfinder 2

Length: 243 meters

Width: 75 meters

Deck 1: Bridge, Captain’s Quarters, Crew Quarters

Deck 2: Stellar Cartography, Mess Hall, Crew Quarters

Deck 3: Runway/Docking Bay, Storage Hangar, Science Lab, Observation Lounge

Deck 4: Engineering, Crew Quarters, Senior Officer Quarters

Deck 5: Brig, Medical Bay




Key Dates During Command (Earth Standard)

January 16, 2291: Launched for deep space exploration to establish and map a new trade route for Cluster systems on trajectory 8793, bearing 9701 (crew count: 72)

February 10, 2291: Pulled into photonic gravity well, approximately 20,398 light-years from Sol System

April 20, 2293: First deaths of original crew members (3)

March 20, 2298: First recorded activity of volatile energy within gravity well

May 18, 2298: First contact with Lumersian photonic species

August 25, 2298: First implosion of neighboring craft within gravity well

November 29, 2299: Death of First Officer Grant Singh

January 30, 2300: Initial development of photonic engine begins in conjunction with Lumersians

May 21, 2301: Return to Cluster space (total passengers: 93—over capacity; 33 original crew members, 12 field-recruited crew members, 48 refugees requesting asylum)

April 4, 2301: Assigned for specialized research (crew count: 18; 13 original including captain, 5 field-recruited)

October 28, 2301: Incident at Base Theta Seven




Selected Excerpts, Exit Interview (December 15, 2301)


On the gravity well

Kim: Lost. Stranded. Stuck. Whatever you want to call it. Neera would say we got caught in a photonic convergence point as the Lumersians were running an experiment. Like flooding an interaction of photonic and physical space. Great science for them, bad gravity for anyone else. We got trapped. Other ships got trapped. Some from parallel universes. In the gravity well, the only way to survive was to lean on one another. And it worked, until the well itself began collapsing on us.




On returning to Cluster space

Kim: Well, GCF ships greeted us with guns. That was our introduction to the war. You ask why it was so disturbing, I mean, war was ancient history to us. The Expansion Frontier War was a school lesson! Then we see even science and research officers on front lines against the Withdrawal Movement? Sometimes I still can’t believe it happened.




On Photonic Being #910047

GCF Command: What is the significance of Photonic Being Number 910047?

Kim: We wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Chuck. When the gravity well collapsed, he sacrificed himself.

GCFC: I’m sorry, did you call him “Chuck”?

Kim: That was my nickname for him.

GCFC: A nickname. So you were friendly with this photonic being? Why aren’t there more details about him?

Kim: (Long pause) With all due respect, that’s private.




On the incident at Base Theta Seven

GFCF: Can you explain why you chose to disobey orders at Base Theta Seven?

Kim: You want my polite answer or my honest answer?

GFCF: It’s for the official record.

Kim: All right. It’s gonna make some of you look bad. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.
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TWO MONTHS EARLIER…







CHAPTER 1 [image: ] DEMI


Captain Demora Kim never expected to be a mechanic on board her own ship. She didn’t have the qualifications—she wasn’t an engineer or a technician. She studied cartography at the Galactic Cluster Fleet Academy, which didn’t really apply to repairing hardware.

But things always broke on the GCF Starship Horizon, often leaving the closest person available to fix the problem.

In this case, she’d told the crew that she’d meet them down at the mess hall for ramen night soon. Classified war intel was coming through, and she just needed a minute. But a minute didn’t suffice, because the message wasn’t processing at her private station. So she’d walked down the hall from her quarters to the bridge, though at the path’s end, the elevator tempted her to just leave and go get ramen. However, she did the responsible thing—the captainly thing—and stepped forward.

Two doors slid open, revealing the large—and empty—bridge of the Horizon. Through the wide front window, a blanket of space and stars lay ahead. In front of that, a floating hologram of the ship’s statuses projected from the large square data table. Normally, she’d head right to the captain’s chair near the back of the rectangular space. But instead she turned immediately to the corner comms station. She knelt down to the access panel, a sheet of alloy covered in magnetic decals of rock bands spanning nearly three hundred years—a giveaway that Lieutenant Lynn Kohli was both the ship’s communications officer and resident music buff. Demi unlatched the panel and slid it off to expose wiring and hardware, then got onto her back for a look.

There it was.

Just as she’d suspected, the chip that drove routing of incoming classified messages had simply fallen loose. It happened every few months, like many other things on the Horizon, because parts wore down, got damaged, needed haphazard fixes. Ten years stuck in a mysterious gravity well would do that to hardware. Demi traced her finger along the edge of the chip until she got to the exact right angle to lock it in, then pushed.

It clicked into place. She sealed up the panel and stood up, then tapped the console to process the message right here on the bridge.

Stuck, then unstuck. Kind of like the Horizon itself.

And just like the Horizon, the chip saw war when it got unstuck—here, in the form of communications regarding the ongoing civil war with the Withdrawal Movement. Demi went to her seat and glanced at the clock, a reminder that her skeleton crew were down in the mess hall.

A captain and her crew of seventeen didn’t exactly fill a starship built for seventy-two. But when things actually worked, Demi found the empty ship a peaceful, almost stable environment for the greatest of scientific endeavors: to restore the photonic engine that brought them home. Such a project proved a blessing: scientific progress and a reason to stay far away from the front. None of them needed the turmoil of the war; they’d seen and lived worse.

Because those seventeen people down at ramen night were more than just crew members.

Getting trapped with no outside communication or support caused all sorts of things to claim the lives of their colleagues. And when other spacecraft got pulled into the well, distrust and sabotage took more of them until Demi forged truces between the often at-odds groups.

Then the well grew unstable, eventually imploding neighboring ships, and panic took over: skirmishes over supplies, emergency repairs that wouldn’t quite hold, and long, empty nights debating whether it was worth it to go on.

No, they weren’t just crew. Or friends. Or family.

They were survivors together.

Demi lingered on that when the wide holographic display shifted from ship status to an incoming classified message about a war she wanted no part of.

Or at least, it started to. CLASSIFIED—FOR YOUR EYES ONLY appeared before dissolving to the sight of Galactic Cluster Minister of Defense Cabell. Cabell opened his mouth before the image froze and a system warning appeared, along with a schematic of comm array hardware.


Primary classified decoder failing—rerouting to secondary array



This issue had nothing to do with a loose chip. It flashed several times before Rerouting successful appeared and the message played out.

“To all fleet captains. I apologize about the mass outreach, but it was the most efficient way to reach all of you given the rapidly unfolding situation. An incident occurred on the central mining station of the gas moon Ark Getru in the Nedotia System.” The image changed from Cabell to the station itself, a diamond-shaped conflux of alloys designed for mining gas and supporting a massive civilian community. “This is a select edit of security footage. I am warning you that this is not easy to see.”

It started out innocently enough, a view of a factory floor where staff stood lined at machines, holding pumps and nozzles. Then the image shook, the feed becoming blocks of colored and distorted pixels for a moment. Then everything moved—workers, equipment, hardware, safety helmets, all of it flew in a strange way, a sudden jolt that tossed everything toward the left side of the image.

It took Demi a second to realize what happened. The people didn’t fly horizontally; no, the station tilted. And the people dropped due to gravity.

Suddenly, ramen night seemed so very far away.

The footage changed to a courtyard view of a park near the station’s upper floor. Residents milled about, some walking along the gardens, some seated around a fountain with a picnic blanket, and others playing with pets or children.

Then the same thing happened—first, a massive shake, then everything lifted and flew to the left side of the image. Except this time, the yellow clouds of Ark Getru rotated nearly ninety degrees, as if someone turned the background sideways. And against those clouds, tiny dots began to trickle from background buildings and structures, a line of specks floating helplessly out of the station, like insects crawling out of a flooded rock face.

The image switched again, this time to a flying security vehicle hurtling toward the station. A nonhuman voice spoke, her words tinted by both concern and curiosity as a single explosion fired off near the station’s lower levels. Soon another bomb went off, and another and another, until the station’s multiple rings of stabilizers and magnetic repulsors—originally designed to work with Ark Getru’s significant magnetic fields—all exploded, a one-by-one line that created systematic rings of destruction around the station’s middle and bottom.

The repulsor tech that defined the very existence of the Ark Getru central mining operation simply vaporized. And with it, the gas planet’s natural gravity pulled at the superstructure, first causing it to tilt on its axis before a rapid descent into the whirling gaseous core of the planet below, leaving the security vehicle’s camera to stare at an empty location of puffy clouds and several blinking beacons.

Seconds ago, the pilot’s voice cried out. But now her vehicle hovered, the only noise the panicked radio chatter over her comms.

“Internal view. Surface view. External view,” Cabell said as he faded back in, his broken gaze betraying his otherwise stoic voice. “There is more recorded, of course, but it’s not necessary for our purposes.”

One explosion wouldn’t do it. A dozen well-placed bombs wouldn’t do it. This required a massive coordinated operation, and Demi guessed possibly seventy or eighty bombs were needed to take out the station, her mind racing through the logistics necessary to attack one of the Cluster’s most historically lauded resource stations.

And how the hell did someone get past security?

“Here are the facts of the event.” As Cabell spoke, text appeared across the hologram: Ark Getru population statistics, demographics, mining output. One line in particular was highlighted—Exports impact 15% of Cluster non-FTL propulsion.

Demi figured that in a war over resources, anything impacting Cluster-standard faster-than-light systems was probably pretty important. Though not as important as the bold words at the bottom of the hologram, a line of characters with the most harrowing, stark text any captain could ever see:


Estimated destruction rate: 100%

Estimated casualty rate: 100%



Just like what happened to ships in the gravity well. The damage was the same, the only difference being that in the well, implosion crushed people instead of tossing them into the atmosphere.

Demi thought she’d left that level of destruction behind. But in a way, it felt like it followed her home.

“Prime Minister Kentworthy put out a statement on behalf of the Withdrawal Movement neither confirming nor denying involvement. However, our intelligence believes this attack was in response to our last attempt at negotiation—specifically, the claim that the WM lacked the organization to produce coordinated efforts and should release territory as such. It is likely that similar large-scale, quick-strike attacks are in the works.” Cabell bit down on his lip, hesitating for several seconds, and during that span, a gnawing realization hit that, unlike what Demi witnessed in the gravity well, this was self-inflicted, a byproduct of hubris and stubbornness playing with risk.

The Cluster bluffed its position, thinking it might strong-arm the WM into concessions. The WM responded in the worst possible manner. And now an entire station was destroyed.

“We have instituted a Cluster-wide media blackout. Now”—the old man’s gaze narrowed, a tension coming to both his eyes and the bushy white brows above them—“the official story is that a severe and unexpected series of ecological events ignited a storage room of collected gas, setting off a chain reaction. Select footage will support this. And you, as fleet captains, hold a responsibility in maintaining that narrative.”

Demi realized her fingers were tightly pressed against her knees. She relaxed them, then a breath as well. Everything she’d known about the Cluster fractured. Impenetrable security of high-value resources. Truth, justice, honesty, and all the other supposed virtues of being in the fleet. Of course politics existed, but a cover-up of this scale? Mistakes of this scale?

“Word of this incident has spread much faster than anticipated. While it is known that WM attacks have always disregarded civilian safety, this escalation exposes the Cluster’s weakening security, cumulative loss of resources, and weakened bargaining posture. If those facts get out to the public, it will, at best, drain support for the war.

“At worst, it will give the WM a strategic advantage on all fronts—tactically, culturally, politically. We cannot allow the public, even rank-and-file crew, to know—”

Data stream halted displayed across the frozen image. Demi tapped the console on her chair again, this time to reroute enhancers for signal stability. The transmission stalled on Cabell’s mouth in mid-sentence. Which was kind of good, because as she waited for the system to recover, Demi really needed a moment to process the way that her government and its opposition both treated civilians as war fodder.

In the well, every single one of her decisions clawed back a little more stability, a little more life out of the impossible. Here, everything seemed to spiral in the opposite way.

Despite the violence, despite the death, Demi froze at a sudden thought: horrifying as it was, destructive as it was, maybe it all existed outside of the Horizon. Since they’d returned to Cluster space—raw, traumatized, lost—she’d pushed Command to keep the Horizon out of the war. The ship, the crew, they were all anomalies that just popped up in the middle of an ongoing conflict, one that threatened to swallow each of them whole.

With everything Cabell just revealed, that might have been the right decision all along. Her decade-old ship carrying a patchwork crew and their shattered emotions couldn’t shift the war in any way, not when the Cluster goaded the WM into more deadly attacks. All Demi could do was keep everything at bay long enough to…

Long enough for something better to happen. What that was, she wasn’t sure. But she owed it to her crew to find out.

It was the only thing she could control. She had to stick to it.

Demi took a breath, then told herself the next time she listened to classified war material, make sure her dog was around to help steady her racing pulse.

“—stage of the war,” Cabell continued, though the visuals remained paused. “As fleet captains, there is no doubt these discussions will reach at least some of your crew. Your orders are to—”

Suddenly, the entire holo disappeared, leaving only the front window and the vastness of space. On Demi’s console, the comm array schematic lit up with all types of unhappy flashing—plus a new message: Secondary support maximized. Attempt internal repair?

Demi hit an icon to start the Horizon’s self-repair processes and watched as an estimated completion time fluctuated between ten minutes and three hours. That was a good prompt for Demi to stand up from the captain’s chair. “Computer, reroute comm array status to the mess hall, primary display.”

Her crew expected her. If she didn’t show up, they’d suspect something. It was ramen night, after all.

Demi gave herself a few breaths to absorb the lies, the death, the chaos sent in a single message. Then she tamped it down. She had to. For one hour, because reality would come soon enough. Word of Ark Getru would surely trickle in from outside colleagues, from news broadcasts, from family and friends. And then Command’s orders to lie would kick in.

For that hour, she wanted to give everyone on board freedom from everything that was soon to come.

Including herself.






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] DEMI


Not every GCF officer was allowed to have a dog on a starship. But when Demi stumbled upon an illegal greyhound racetrack operating near the Mars orbital repair dock, she watched as rescue teams took in scared animals unsure of their surroundings and apprehensive of a new life.

Demi understood that. And as a relief worker struggled to corral six dogs at once, one broke free and sprinted directly at her.

Demi opened her arms and held the trembling greyhound until the dog calmed down. Then she immediately requested an animal companion exception for her starship.

Now Indy walked patiently by Demi’s side as they entered the Horizon’s mess hall on the second deck. Prior to escaping the collapsing gravity well, crew dinners had filled the space. A mix of original Horizon crew had welcomed refugees from imploded community ships along with walking mech suits housing the strange planes of pink light that made up Lumersian bodies—if you could even call those bodies. Bodies usually meant something tangible, something you could feel or hug.

Light wasn’t exactly a body. Even with Chuck, his brilliant mind resided in the sentient square of photonic energy, but Demi sure missed holding that mech suit’s robotic hand.

Those days were loud, raucous, and busy, and the mess hall’s air was often thick from so many beings from so many universes, everyone trying to make it to the next day, the next minute. One night would have a culturally themed meal, the next would host a movie night from a parallel universe, and other times the mess hall and the hangar bay on deck three would be turned into a massive round of hide-and-seek. If the bridge was the Horizon’s brain, then the mess hall was its heart, the place where culture, species, tastes, and emotions flowed together, giving the Horizon’s crew and its multiversal visitors a place to exist outside the empty glowing void around them.

All of that came courtesy of one man, a former rock star who arrived via another universe’s cruise ship. Tanav Lexin’s knack for understanding people may have also explained why he now sat surrounded by the crew’s wide grins and bright eyes.

Even with a smaller crew, the place still came alive—a little quieter and certainly less messy than before, but in some ways even more vibrant. Standing at the back of the mess hall, Demi caught the black, compound eyes of Neera, rows upon rows of visual receptors lined together on each eyeball to give him a unique sense of vision—highly effective for working on intricate ship systems. Though maybe more importantly, the tall Dywan engineer with an inhuman skull was Indy’s second-favorite person on the ship. Neera mixed back into the crowd, either to avoid the dog or focus on the test data in his hand, or both. Demi let him be, instead turning to the unfolding action.

Tanav didn’t notice her come in, instead focusing on the bowl in front of him. Lieutenant Aurora Sterling, one of the Horizon’s system engineers, offered him… something.

Demi squinted to be sure, but it looked like the green-haired lieutenant carried several glowing peppers by their thin stems.

“All right,” Aurora said, “the challenge is three of these. So hot they can disrupt the ship’s power lines.” The proclamation sparked a mix of whoops and applause. “Don’t ask me how I know.”

Oddly, Tanav looked at Lynn during all of this. Not at Aurora, who described how her family farm grew the spiciest peppers in the Milia sector; not at the glowing white peppers themselves; nor at the ship’s captain, who’d just entered the room.

And it wasn’t just a glance. Lynn stood directly in front of Tanav with a finger on her chin and giant smirk, leading to a locking of eyes—the lingering type that sent messages. In this case, the message might have been, What have I gotten myself into?

“All right, all right,” Tanav said, putting one hand up. He took a deep breath and raised a single finger. “First one.”

Aurora plucked a pepper off the stem and handed it to him. He held it between his fingers, staring at it with an intensity that even pulled Demi’s thoughts away from Ark Getru and into the immediate drama. How did Tanav get roped into this?

In one motion, he popped the pepper into his mouth and chewed. A flush came to his cheeks, darkening his already brown skin into a richer hue, and he squinted, deep lines forming in all sorts of angles across his eyes. He chewed in large, quick gestures, and though his eyes stayed shut, he held up two fingers and nodded his head.

“Second one!” Aurora yelled, prompting more cheers, and even Indy got in several deep barks. Tanav took this one down, speeding up his chews. Lynn waved a glass of water at him, though with his eyes closed, he missed it.

The status display on the wall showed that the internal diagnostic and power rerouting were still processing. Demi reminded herself that allowing one hour for this was as much for her as it was everyone else. And she couldn’t review Cabell’s message while the hardware rerouted.

So, hot peppers it was. It had to be. She needed it to be that and nothing else right now.

“Now,” Aurora said, “my family stops at two peppers. Does our Cultural Counselor dare for more? He always talks about finding opportunities. I guess that means he’s done that here. Last pepper—but, maybe we give him a choice with it. Fair?” By now, tears streamed out of Tanav’s eyes and sweat matted his thick black hair. “He’s been such a good sport, how about for this last pepper, he can choose to eat it whole or break it apart and put it in his ramen.” Murmurs swept through the room, and Tanav ran a cloth napkin over his face, the top of his head, the back of his neck before giving a thumbs-up. Aurora gave him the final pepper. “You do the honors.”

Tanav held it steady over this bowl and inhaled—sniffled, really—before cracking the pepper and dumping its seeds into his noodles. He dropped the remainder in and swirled his chopsticks to stir the dish. Just as he took a bite, he said in a low voice, “Gravity-easy.”

Demi doubted the scientific accuracy of “gravity-easy,” given that gravity wasn’t exactly easy; the well proved that every day. But who was she to question the idioms of someone’s home? One time, she’d told Chuck she had a bone to pick with a neighboring ship, and when Chuck asked for its literal meaning, she had no answer.

Tanav came with his own set of references, just like he came with his own quantum vibrational frequency. For the latter, his comm integrated a signal booster so the ship’s sensors could better identify him. But no piece of tech constantly translated his cultural sayings.

They all just had to learn.

“Four bites, to be fair,” Aurora said, and Tanav obliged, taking in the noodles while sweat rolled down his cheeks. The crowd counted each one, Tanav taking one very deep, messy breath before the final bite caused the crew to cheer.

Not bad for eighteen people and a rescue dog.

Lynn waved the glass of water again in front of Tanav, who drank the whole thing in several gulps. She took the empty glass and dashed off while Tanav slumped away from the crowd to the sink behind the main counter. As he splashed water on his face, Demi decided to make her presence known.

“We make it out of the gravity well and you decide to immolate yourself with Aurora’s family peppers? There are easier ways to do the whole ‘bringing the crew together’ thing.” Despite possibly melting his mouth, throat, and intestinal lining, Tanav mustered a laugh. It came with coughs, and he ran the damp napkin over his face again.

“Ah,” he said, the top part of his face still covered with the napkin, “well, I wanted to help Aurora out.” It dropped down to reveal a clarity in his eyes despite the redness and tears. “You didn’t hear this from me, but she’s thinking of leaving the ship.”

Demi paused at the statement but quickly stifled any further reaction to it. She knew not to take these types of things personally, even though they always stung at first. When they arrived in Galactic Cluster space as a starship packed with refugees, many people asked for immediate transfers. Some wanted to get the hell away from their floating space prison. Some felt the need to support the Cluster in its surprise civil war with the Withdrawal Movement.

Some quit the fleet altogether, having been through enough.

For those who stayed, though, Demi’s mission was to give them stability in an uncertain galaxy—difficult already with the war relentlessly encroaching upon everything. The war had been ongoing for two years when they’d landed, and she quickly discovered it to be as meaningless as it was vicious, and the last hour cemented that belief even more. That take was probably the one thing she’d agree on with her parents—if she ever talked to them again.

Stability would probably be even more difficult after Ark Getru.

Demi rubbed her chin at the thought.

“You all right?”

Tanav was the only current crew member to dare ask her that question. Grant Singh, her former first officer, would ask during private conversations. But since his death, only Tanav went there, and while he always seemed to denigrate his lack of military everything, Demi saw it as a kind of license to go where others would avoid. Cultural Counselor, after all, was a made-up title.

She rarely replied with full honesty. But she appreciated that he tried. And that he seemed to know. “She wants a transfer?” Demi asked, a conscious deflection back to Aurora. “I can contact—”

“No.” Tanav shook his head, though a quick grimace showed that maybe his stomach was feeling all the peppers. “The Milia sector joined the Withdrawal Movement. The Cluster has cut off trade with her farm. She wants to go home to help her parents.”

“I can get her over there…” Demi started. And even though Tanav often talked about how war in his universe was more about corporate takeovers than guns and bombs, he understood enough to send a knowing eyebrow at her. Demi couldn’t cross official lines like that.

“It’s weighing on her.” Tanav stirred his noodles around, though he hesitated to take another bite. “These walls”—he gestured around them—“can’t always keep the war out, no matter what you say. People have family and friends out there. So tonight, she arrived with her family’s peppers, and I wanted to distract her for a few hours. Clear her mind.” Tanav laughed, then rubbed the sweat out of his eyes. “It was—” A rapid blink interrupted him as his hands patted around, searching for the napkin. “My eyes. I shouldn’t have touched my eyes.”

Demi grabbed napkins from the counter, and right when he took them, Lynn showed up with a tray of chocolate chip cookies and milk.

“Sorry,” she said, “had to search for milk. Oh, hi, Demi. Did you catch the show?”

“More like the aftermath.” Tanav groaned as he wiped his face.

“Milk helps with the heat,” Lynn said. “And cookies to go with them, of course. He baked these.” Demi couldn’t stop the surprised look on her face. “I know, right? Though a little undercooked. He forgot to test them, he’s gotta slow down”—she thumbed at Tanav—“and don’t rush the bake. Sometimes it’s better if you don’t jump to the next step. It needs five more minutes.”

There it was again: that look. These two weren’t just flirting. They were a couple.

Demi didn’t want to show her epiphany. Or the grin on her face. That part needed her hand as a cover, and she considered what she knew about them, how Tanav struggled being marooned in this universe apart from Thaddea, his ex-fiancée and his ex-bandmate. And Lynn, despite her friendly exterior, always carried a tension in her. Maybe they both had to be here, in Cluster space, before they could relax and let someone else in.

“Right. Like the Supermercado song ‘Five More Minutes.’ ” His voice carried a playful tone, like he said that just to annoy her. And she responded in kind.

“I swear those songs aren’t real. I give you three hundred years of music, and you’re just making up shit to mess with me.” Lynn turned to Demi, her long dark curls falling over her GC Fleet uniform. “As ship’s captain, did you ever wonder if maybe he’s not really a rock star? Like, he’s just a waiter who found a situation? ’Cause we’ve known each other for how many years, and I’ve still never heard you sing?”

“You sing first, then I’ll sing.” Their debate highlighted the contrast between them: the musician versus the music fan; Lynn’s decade of fleet dedication versus Tanav’s fell-into-this-role duty; Lynn’s polished, sharp diction versus Tanav’s sometimes unexplainable pronunciation from another universe. “Different life. Different universe. Maybe my calling is baking here.”

But that wasn’t true. Demi knew what Tanav’s calling was, just by the very fact that everyone in the room watched him eat three of Aurora’s super-peppers. “Whichever life, don’t melt your intestine before you make it back home.”

Normally such a quip would get a laugh in return from both of them. This time, they just turned to each other, an awkward pause saved by the ship’s status chime ringing through the mess hall.

A flashing red X over the comm schematic said it all. No internal rerouting would get this thing fixed. Demi fought off a sigh, mind already thinking about the next makeshift fix for this crew, and as if the ship’s computer wanted to make sure she didn’t miss the point, a new message arrived:


Internal repairs unsuccessful. Hardware replacement necessary. Purging cached transmission.



She raised a hand to excuse herself without taking a single bite, then she heard a familiar voice:

GC Minister of Defense Cabell.

She turned to see the same classified message from before broadcasting out over the mess hall. Somehow, the combination of hardware damage, software limitations, and dumb luck broadcast a very classified, very not-good war message to the crew.

As footage of Ark Getru came to life, conversations fell away, voices exchanged for gasps and whispered chatter. The video paused and stuttered, right when Cabell said, “We cannot allow the public, even rank-and-file crew, to know—”

Then the transmission hung, just like before. And even though Cabell’s words eventually continued, the minister couldn’t be heard over the shouting of crew members—shouting at her, shouting at the screen, shouting at each other.

Demi wanted a peaceful hour for everyone before the impact of Ark Getru wormed its way into the ship. According to the clock, she only got twelve minutes. And from the sudden fierce anger around the room, no matter how bad she originally anticipated, things were going to get much, much worse.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ] TANAV


Tanav had never seen anything like Ark Getru before. His universe was far from perfect, with its economic caste systems and corporate control over large regions of space. Accidents certainly happened, as did tragedies. But the thing about corporate control was that military forces usually focused on local skirmishes and border enforcement; everything else negotiated through boardrooms as populations and communities stayed in their respective roles.

So intentional destruction on that level was beyond understanding, those images rooted deep in his mind. And the GCF official who talked so clinically about the whole thing…

As with the war itself, the whole thing felt like a whirlpool sucking in innocent bystanders. He couldn’t do anything about it; he didn’t even know why Ark Getru itself was so important. He just knew that something horrible happened and the reason behind it was top secret. Others in the crew had stronger opinions—he overheard Casey Tarell in particular say something about calling her grandfather to “tell the old admiral that this is bullshit.”

Demi shouted to bring order to the mess hall. “Everyone settle down! I don’t like this any more than you do. But this is a classified message, and it only slipped through because of a damaged comm array. If you need someone to yell at later, you know where to find me. But for now, we need to fix our home. We can’t ignore that. I need everyone’s help.”

That got people going, even if they grumbled about it. Discussions about who would do what and where started with an underlying tension. Words came out clipped, responses came with hesitation, and extra glances were traded in all directions. No one was happy, yet everyone needed to get involved, which happened more often than not on the Horizon. Tanav thought of a phrase from his universe that his parents particularly liked: “Pulling the debtors and creditors into the ledger.”

In this case, that meant people got tasked with things they weren’t necessarily suited for. “Outer hull array repair” meant a space walk with two crew members, each carrying and installing equipment—plus the necessary crew to monitor systems.

Commander Neera, the Horizon’s chief engineer, was the logical choice for the space walk. The would-be first officer—would-be, as in he would be if he’d stop turning down the promotion—agreed to the request and immediately left the mess hall to prepare.

For the second spacewalker, Lynn volunteered. Which surprised Tanav, given the zero gravity environment and her sensitive stomach. “I worked with the transmission array the most. I’ve studied the hardware—like fifteen years ago, but it’s burned in my memory. I just need Neera to guide me on the repair part.” Though she didn’t look at Tanav, the next line felt like a direct response to the expression on his face. “I’m the best person for the job, despite being prone to motion sickness,” she said, which cascaded into quiet laughs around the room.

“Macek will be in engineering to power cycle the circuit at the array,” Demi said. “Aurora, check the stability of the decryptor. It’s got outdated transmission protocols, so we need to integrate that cleanly.” She rattled off other orders, Tanav missing the technical details, though his ears perked up when she called his name. “Tanav, how would you like a temporary promotion to GCF communications officer?”

Lynn flashed a grin his way, and for that brief instance, it was like they hadn’t seen the horrors of Ark Getru.

“Whatever you need,” he said, and with that, Demi sent everyone on their way. He followed her to the bridge, a place he hardly visited due to his lack of training. Reading subtext, thinking ahead, remembering what people liked or wanted, he excelled at the things that weren’t part of ship operations. And while no one else ever mentioned it, his inability to grasp those things always stuck out in his own mind.

Forty-five minutes later, he sat at Lynn’s station, a clear view of the live holographic feed projected out from the front data table: the blanket of space, then the shape of a human silently coming in from the right side. To his left, Demi sat in the captain’s chair, a tablet in each hand. They watched Lynn stumble forward, magnetic boots clamping onto the outer hull by the main transmission array. She moved steadily, step-by-step, as her legs swung slowly in the very strange environment of outer space.

“I am so nauseous,” Lynn said over the comm system. “Why did I volunteer for this? Don’t worry, everyone, I know we’ve got limited laundry resources right now. Trying my best not to throw up.” Her heavy, regular breath broadcast, soon followed by barely audible words in melody. “ ‘The execution of all things,’ ” she sang quietly. “ ‘The execution of all things.’ ”

Whisper-singing her favorite songs, rambling, and cracking jokes—all of Lynn’s coping mechanisms activated at once, pushed by nausea, the space walk, possibly even Ark Getru. He’d caught her reaction to the broadcast, a wide-eyed look that crossed horror and anger and disbelief, yet she’d managed to stuff it all down and break into duty.

Tanav could have made a crack to keep the mood light, about how he still really never got to hear Lynn sing, and space walk whispering didn’t count. Except saying something probably would have only distracted her, and the outer hull wasn’t a place for that. Instead, he focused on the various panels monitoring the status of intra and external ship communications.

“Thirty steps farther is all we will need to traverse.” Neera’s voice came first, then his familiar silhouette. He moved with more confidence than Lynn, thanks to his previous experience on the outer hull repair. They’d adapted the puffy white space suit to Neera’s needs: taller, slight diamond-shaped skull with a ridged forehead coming to a peak, and two opposable thumbs on each side of his large hands. Kind of like the way Neera adapted his speech to the basic English used by the mostly human crew of the Horizon—though the syntax of Neera’s native species still carried through, giving his sentences an odd format.

Tanav once told Neera that Dywen phrasing reminded him of a term he learned in his upper-school years: idling format. Demi said that in this universe, they called it “passive voice,” and her dad—an Earth-bound high school teacher—would mark it on her childhood writing.

Which, Tanav supposed, made “communicating while walking in space and carrying a lot of equipment” the ultimate exam, given that brevity would have worked better for all involved.

“This is the point where we will split up,” Neera said. “Upon reaching the secondary range booster, the security decryptor must be set and plugged into the base module. The same step will be done at the primary range booster by me.”

“That’s when you’ll need me to activate the decoder?” Tanav asked as he watched the flashing red text that loudly proclaimed ERROR over the monitor for encrypted priority communications.

Another notification flashed on the screen, and while this one provided more details, it still didn’t make sense to Tanav. So many statuses, messages, displays, things to keep track of, the whole thing started to push his thoughts into a growing panic. Every light, color, and character flooded his senses, an overwhelm that drilled down to the fact that he didn’t really know what he was doing there. He forced a calm wave to Demi, who read it aloud: “ ‘Data within embedded layer stuck in cache.’ ”

She huffed softly, giving away more of her frustration than she’d usually let on. “No idea what that means. I’ll borrow Lynn from you for a minute later to see if she knows.”

Borrow Lynn.

Demi normally wouldn’t reference a personal relationship among the crew. What could cause her to slip like that?

Maybe they all felt overwhelmed. And if so, did he contribute to that in Demi?

Everyone else shifted into duty mode with ease, even with the shadow of the Ark Getru disaster. But he’d just put on his best front, and though Neera said his task would be easy, the relentless displays at the station made Tanav feel like a child among adults. He sat taller in his chair, like good posture would fool the rest of the crew.

Lynn didn’t seem to notice Demi’s slip—or she didn’t care, given the potential space sickness at play.

“Affirmative,” Neera said. On the holographic screen, the two silhouettes ambled toward respective transmitter modules on the hull, each carrying a booster pole of three feet in height. The engineering station on the other side chimed, and Tanav craned his neck to see a bunch of blue lights flashing.

Blue was usually good. Red was usually bad.

That didn’t change across universes.

“Clickity-click,” Lynn said. “My pole’s plugged in. Demi, Neera is just about there. I’ll give you the play-by-play. I’d sing more but I don’t want anyone to hear me off-key. About ten feet now.” On-screen, Neera moved out of camera range. “Five feet. You know, I’ve never watched people spacewalk before, but this definitely makes them look kind of ridiculous. Like a gingerbread man bouncing off a starship hull.” Her rambling meant that she really must have been terrified now. “Oh, my stomach is going again.”

“My module is now active,” Neera said. “Tanav, you should be activating the reset process for the encryption decoder and priority transmitter now. Gratitude is owed to Lynn for volunteering to assist with this step.”

“Gratitude doesn’t settle the nausea.”

Despite the tension of the past hour, Lynn’s joke received low chuckles across the bridge. At the helm, Hikaru’s head bobbed with a snicker, and at the front data table, Lindsay and Karl both wore grins under the projected hologram feed. Somehow, Demi had turned around a worst-case scenario in the mess hall into this—a frayed and messy family that edged on broken but found its way back.

Yet one glance at Demi showed that she still carried it all with her: furrowed brow, arms crossed, and jaw clenched with an intensity that went beyond a standard repair situation, even one involving the outer hull. With that, Tanav once again pictured the images from Ark Getru.

Maybe Demi did too. Maybe she pictured worse. They all knew Demi shielded them from the war, allowing the Horizon crew to work on getting the photonic engine back online. Now Tanav had to reconsider everything he’d seen from her in the past six months. Other things must have bubbled beneath the surface, and how much of that pressurized her from within?

And what would happen to them if that pressure finally broke?

“Focus, people,” Demi said. “Tanav, start the reset.”

Tanav obliged, and despite his misgivings, Neera was right: his task was actually very simple. He tapped two different buttons on the comm display. “Resetting the system.” His fingers held against the screen until the status indicators appeared. Was that all it took? It sure looked that way. “It’s working,” he said, as much to reassure himself as letting the others know. A quick glance caught a shift in Demi: her shoulders finally relaxed, and she settled back into her chair, probably a response to something actually going right today. The bar on his screen filled up, and a new message appeared:


TELEMETRY CONNECTED. DATA TRANSMISSION IN PROGRESS



“We’ve got messages coming in,” he said. “I’m just seeing them with an ID and no actual message. Are you sure it’s fixed?”

“It’s ’cause this is the priority array for classified information,” Lynn said, her voice in an exaggerated know-it-all tone. “Guess I’m getting my job back. Sorry, that was mean, wasn’t it? I wasn’t trying to—”

“We’re good,” Tanav said, and he could practically see her smile form in response. Demi’s personal tablet pinged, likely receiving detailed versions of the messages he just saw.

Demi’s sharp inhale seemed to confirm that. And that worried Tanav on multiple levels.

Earlier, in the mess hall, he’d asked Demi if she was all right. She clearly was not, except this wasn’t the time or place to bring it up. Tanav forced himself to focus on Lynn’s station, though he knew better than to touch any of her settings. The comm display chimed, a new message loaded with technical language, and he projected a tone like he understood it. “That other error is back. Looks like a new process is starting. It says ‘archiving data within embedded layer.’ ”

“Wait, what?” Lynn asked.

“ ‘Archiving data within embedded layer.’ ” More text displayed, a dense wall that he couldn’t decipher. “It says something about ‘backup cache,’ but I can’t make out the blue from the green.” With Lynn’s linguistics background, he’d expected something snide whenever phrases from his old life snuck through. Yet Lynn’s voice came over muffled, more like a collection of rapid curse words than anything else.

“Cabell’s message hung up on data caching,” Demi said. “Something’s still stuck in there.”

“Repaired equipment appears to be functioning at nominal levels,” Neera said. “The vacuum of space is something I am ready to leave, as it is affecting my digestive system.”

At least Neera told a joke. Or at least tried to. Lynn had mentioned that she’d really tried helping him to understand the timing of humor. Though given the backdrop of everything right now, maybe Neera still didn’t grasp it.

A sudden sound pierced the comms, and after a second, the noise registered: a human scream. But there was only one human out on the hull…

Lynn.

Tanav stood up, his chair still swiveling as he turned to the holographic projection.

With the secondary transmission module still out of view, only spiraling debris pushed silently across the screen, little trickles of energy charges wrapping around the larger pieces.

And just behind all of that, a limp floating figure came into view: first the head, then the shoulders, then the bent legs, all static as it drifted. They didn’t need the computer to run an identity scan. It was already clear:

Lynn floated into the empty expanse of space.






CHAPTER 4 [image: ] NEERA


In some ways, Dywen physiology was similar to human physiology. Bipedal, two arms, two legs, basic bilateral symmetry. As Dywens and their pack-based, hierarchical society began exploring the galaxy in Neera’s universe, their scientists theorized that this commonality across encountered species came from the fact that it was a nearly ideal model for living on solid land.

The details, though, differed.

For Dywens, their compound eyes offered a wider field of view yet worse low-light vision. Despite that, his species remained extremely sensitive to sudden flashes of light and high-contrast environments. Which meant that tracking Lynn’s location was a challenge. The outer hull’s spotlights illuminated the locations that required intervention and installation. But their bright lamps against the vast blackness of space created a contrast stark enough that Neera squinted to find Lynn.

Then the blast—a flash of energy rather than an eruption of burning gas. Neera’s vision blurred in response for several seconds. It took a conscious effort to grasp that pieces of equipment had fractured into hundreds of tiny bits, all twirling away into space. Followed by Lynn’s limp body, the magnetic boots somehow losing their grip and causing her to drift upward. Neera quelled his growing panic and remembered they had emergency space walk protocols in place.

He could rely on those. He moved immediately, one magnetic step at a time.

“What’s going on?” Demi called out. “Lynn? Lynn, are you all right?”

“An accident has occurred,” Neera said, and though his sentences got longer, the clip of his voice sped up and his fingers started to fidget. “Unconscious appears to be Lynn’s current state due to an explosion of some sort.” His eyes focused, the details gradually coming in. “A tether was applied to her belt right before this happened.” Her body drifted until it hit some twenty feet over the hull, the slack of the tether tightening, then holding her still. “Lieutenant?” Neera called out over the comm.

“We need support crew over there. Get the rescue grapple,” Demi ordered the monitoring crew members. “Neera, can you keep her safe until we get out there?”

Could he? Previous space walks were solo—he never worried about anyone else. Here, all the risks stood out: oxygen in the suit, internal injury, damage to the suit, damage to the tether…

Neera forced himself to stop and attach a scope from his equipment belt to his helmet’s face shield. The projected image zoomed in, and Lynn came into focus. He scanned the tether’s clamp on either end, one locked onto her belt and the other anchored at the transmitter’s base module.

Both clamps looked steady.

But halfway up the tether lay a different problem—a clear fraying of the cable, likely impact damage from exploding debris. Neera tapped the side of the scope, and numbers and lines highlighted across his view, all to analyze the integrity of the cable.

Sixty-four-percent cut. With exposed electrical flow eating away at it, combined with the pressure created by Lynn’s upward float, that number was gradually ticking toward one hundred.

And numbers never lied.

“An unexpected issue has presented itself in Lynn’s tether.”

“Can you fix it?”

“Further damage may occur with attempted manipulation.” Neera sped up his march toward her.

“Lynn?” Demi called out over the open channel. “Lynn? Wake up! Rescue team, give me an ETA.” Indistinct muted chatter came over the comm, though Demi’s response gave away their status. “Not good enough. Get there faster.”

Neera analyzed the problem the same way he would approach fixing a broken power conduit: initial condition, goals and objectives, and possible bridges between all of that. The zero gravity environment could be solved by a pull. But a delicate one, to avoid even more decaying of the cable, along with some guidance on Lynn’s side of the tether.

Which required her to be conscious.

The scanner showed the fibers of the cable gradually deconstructing. A decision was needed—the rescue team wouldn’t arrive in time.

Neera took one more look at Lynn’s limp body and considered how the strength of their friendship might assist this task. As an original Horizon crew member, Lynn had been Neera’s first alien contact when his Regent Empire freighter was pulled from his universe into the gravity well. He’d expected conflict in that new space, but Lynn had initiated communications and used the Horizon’s translation matrix to establish commonalities between their languages. Eventually, she’d been the first to welcome him aboard the Horizon. Lynn always claimed she was just doing her job, but in that action, she made him feel a little less alone in a very strange place.

Their friendship started there and only grew stronger. This depth allowed another way of connecting, even if it meant putting himself in danger.

Neera closed his eyes, a wave of his emotions reaching out, like a radar sending a ping signal. Her presence came through to him—faint, but there. Usually, Dywen empathic connections happened between two conscious receivers, the comfort of each other’s existence allowing for a deeper bond to form, like neurons tying into each other. With Lynn unconscious, Neera hoped that their bond was strong enough for her to accept him, like how his species considered others in their pack.

If not, his own sense of self would shatter. Temporary, only for several minutes, but problematic given that they were both on the outside of a starship.

Lynn seemed to recognize this strange semiconscious presence, and fibers of connection formed—not the same as the natural connection to other Dywens, but enough to achieve a temporary shared empathic experience. Loyalty to Demi, friendship to Neera and crew members like Aurora, grief for Grant Singh…

And for Tanav, Neera read a deeper bond, feelings very foreign to what Dywen families knew.

Through this came a strange hiccup of discomfort; as its wave struck Neera, he sensed that whatever caused it had little to do with the space walk and in fact seeded far deeper, perhaps being with Lynn for months.

That would be a conversation for another time—if Lynn even wanted to discuss it. Perhaps she found the return to Cluster space disquieting as well. A place so different from the stories Lynn had told him.

Their emotions wove into each other, Neera sending an intentional calm to establish himself, an empathic way of holding someone’s hand. Then he projected out something sudden and new, a transmission wave of urgency directly to Lynn’s very core.

His eyes flew open.

And he knew—he knew—hers did as well.

“Neera?” Lynn suddenly said. “What am I—I feel weird.”

“Indeed you do. I have connected to your senses using a process known to Dywens as empathic imprinting.” Lynn groaned at this, and Neera wasn’t sure if that meant she remembered the details he’d explained about his native society years ago. “It is a connection often created by Dywen families and their pack. The aftereffects of it can be difficult for non-Dywens.”

“Empathic… what?”

That meant she did not remember.

“Explanations will come in due time. For now, your alertness is the most important part of this plan.” Neera moved into position at the base of the tether clamp. “Damage has put your tether at risk. I will pull you toward the ship, but you must orient yourself in order to take my hand. The integrity of the tether is almost gone. We must do this now.”

“Now?” She huffed out a short laugh. “Told you, you’d make a good captain.”

Captain. Before becoming a captain, GCF officers needed to be a first officer. Demi had offered Neera the position months ago. He’d declined.

He fixed things. He didn’t give orders. He didn’t know how to.

This, however, was a fix. “Now,” Neera said, and he pulled. Not too hard—snapping the final threads of the cable might create a whiplash effect that sent Lynn spiraling away. And not too light, as he needed her to have enough pull to float toward him despite the dampening effect of the Horizon’s shield bubble. Lynn inched closer, her arm outstretched toward the safety of Neera’s hand. They connected, and Neera gripped her hand tightly, though Lynn only offered a weak return. He pulled her in, twisting her body until he could reset her magnetic boots. They came to life with blinking green lights, and Neera dragged her legs toward the hull until they locked on.

Now they waited.

Except Lynn slumped in an odd way. Neera twisted to see her eyes had fallen half-shut, beyond empathic calm. Neera pulled out his scanner and soon understood why:

A cut in the space suit.

“Almost there,” Demi said over the comm. “They’re preparing the grapple drone.”

A small cut, no bigger than a few centimeters, but enough to start draining air faster than it pumped in. Lynn needed to stay awake. Neera closed his eyes, transmitting his own internal urgency at the situation like a bolt of energy to her. Her eyes snapped open again, though they quickly fell.

“The most important thing is for you to remain conscious right now,” Neera said. “Help has almost arrived, but oxygen is leaking from a puncture in your space suit. Talking must be your priority to stay awake.”

“Talking?” Lynn said slowly. “About what?”

Neera didn’t have a good—or quick—answer to that question. So many choices floated through his mind, but with time running out, he forced an arbitrary choice. “Tell me about the song you were singing.”

“Oh,” she said with a small laugh. Her eyes half closed, and even though she seemed to force them open, they gradually sank again. “Rilo Kiley. A band from Earth’s peak rock music era.” She took in a slow, even breath. “Jenny Lewis was their singer. A poet for generations.”

“Drone’s firing up,” Demi said. “Hang in there.”

“Neera. Your turn. You tell me something. Tell me…” Lynn said, a smile forming even as she slowed down. Some distance away, a hatch slid open, the light from inside cut through by the silhouette of a circular drone. “…about the photonic engine. Something I don’t know. You love talking about that.” Her question came with a curiosity somehow echoing the deep anxiety from earlier. But whatever kept her mind awake would work.

He thought back to the last conversation he had with his friend Colin Sadler, a GCF engineer who studied the photonic engine as Neera did, despite his war-support tasks. That would work here. “A system reset exists for the pressure release cycle,” Neera started. With one hand still holding on to Lynn, he raised his other arm to hail the drone. “The cycle is necessary from the collected heats of the engine’s different modules. Because they were not designed to work together, a partial reset is not possible. A cycle initiation causes a reset delay of approximately thirty-two…” The drone arrived, a circular machine with small propulsion jets at different angles and several robotic arms. In this case, each carried rescue cables tied to an anchor within the ship. “Thirty-two to forty hours. Accidental cycle initiation is to be avoided,” he said as he undid Lynn’s damaged tether and attached the rescue line, “to prevent significant delays in engine experiments.” As he took the secondary line to his own belt, the drone’s arm grabbed Lynn and fired off a boost, expediting her back to safety.

While her body tugged away, her voice came through the comms—weak, slow, but still undeniably herself. “That all sounds really boring,” she said through huffs. “Thanks for helping me. Can you show it to me?”

Lynn drifted away, tugged forward by the drone toward the open hatch, where an emergency crew awaited. “You are welcome to a complete demonstration once you are safe and recovered.”
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Twenty-four hours after Lynn’s semi-disastrous space walk, Demi called an emergency meeting in the Horizon’s observation lounge. The full orders from Minister Cabell had been curt and simple: captains were to show a compilation of selected footage from the incident, cite it as an environmental accident, and say that any crew members that lost family in the “accident” would be granted emergency bereavement leave upon request.

Well, that wouldn’t work. The damage was done, so she presented the crew with a choice:

“None of us can unsee that message. It’s horrific. I’m sure it recalls bad memories of being in the gravity well. However, Command wants everyone to believe it’s an accident. I’m sure there is tactical thinking behind that decision, so I’m asking you to respect that.” Classified intel was classified for a reason, except classified munitions deficiencies were a bit different from covering up the truth behind a terrorist attack. This marked the first time Command asked for an active, clear lie. Ten years ago, she’d see this as an order.

After everything, it wasn’t that simple.

A long pause stretched through the group, and while they looked at one another, none of them looked at Demi.

“What the fuck?” Casey asked. “Are you listening to yourself?” Her crossed arms, matched by a scowl across her face. “What is this statesman bullshit? People are dying!”

Demi knew exactly what Casey was talking about. Her words had been her own, but they acted as a filter for Command’s message. And everyone saw through that. “This is a little more complicated than that.”

“No it’s not. This is a cover-up, plain and simple.” Nods circled among the crew, and Demi could feel immediately that she was losing them. “We know you. You don’t talk like this. You didn’t talk like this when we were in the well. This is Command putting words in your mouth. This is Command telling you to lie. A ‘tactical’ lie is still a lie.”

Grumbles turned into agreement turned into shouting. A barrage of words flew at Demi, and as she glanced at these faces she knew so well, a deep shame welled within her gut.

Aurora yelled to be heard, and that gradually brought a quiet, but not a calm. “If this hadn’t leaked, would you even talk with us about it? Or would you just tell their lie?”

On the surface, Demi remained controlled. Not even an extra exhale or scowl. But inside, anger gathered momentum. It started small, a simple irritation at the way dumb luck and chain of command collided to create this mess. But it rolled into a pointed, desperate fury aimed at Command for putting her in this position. They wanted her to act like any other captain of any other crew, like none of what her crew did mattered, and everyone on the Horizon could just jump at orders. For six months, she’d stood in front of her crew, taking the jabs and shrapnel from within GCF, even playing the role of the dutiful captain to keep things as status quo as possible.

“I don’t know,” Demi said after several seconds. More shouting rained down on her, though Aurora yelled to let Demi be heard. “You wanted honesty, I am being honest. I don’t know. I didn’t have time to think things through before it happened.”

A clamor of voices rose quickly, words meshing into a wall of sound without any distinct purpose. Casey stepped forward with a hand held high, and that tamped down the arguing enough for her to speak. “I remember when the well started collapsing, and I told you about how every generation in my GCF family lived by their code. This idea that nothing from above was ever wrong. My grandparents, my parents, my aunts and uncles. All those admirals and vice admirals, so wrong. So often, they just went with it.” She faced Demi with sharp eyes. “You remember that?”

Demi did. She nodded and gave Casey the space to finish her thought.

“It was just me and Demi,” Casey said as she looked around. “Standing in the captain’s quarters. Staring at the lashes of red energy. Terrifying. I remember realizing that was why I didn’t look out any of the windows. But that night, I forced myself to look. Because that was our reality. And I asked you to never be like them. Never be just another officer. Not to us. And you promised. And you weren’t; we saw your honesty every day. You never lied.” She came back to Demi, her expression somewhere between challenging and pleading. “I like to think you haven’t changed since we’ve been back. We trust Demi, but can we trust GCF Captain Kim?”

“ ‘A military’s a military, even in peacetime.’ That’s what I always heard. ‘You can’t trust them.’ I thought I knew better. It’s why I joined the fleet. And now we’re at war,” said Lindsay Ballard, the Horizon’s chief of environmental operations. “Can we trust anyone in the Cluster? I defended you to my parents last week. Now this? The WM was goaded into Ark Getru. What is Command even doing? What other deaths are they responsible for?”

Demi saw it now, like her vision suddenly focused with startling clarity. Casey was right: in the well, she could protect them because it was only the Horizon, the colony ships, and the Lumersians. In Cluster space, eventually something would break through. The attacks came from too many sides, in too many ways. Military commands, war resources, the drip of information to and from friends and family, the needs of people who stayed aboard…

Follow command or serve her crew. It had to be one or the other, because satisfying both in a time of war was impossible. The soldiers dying on the front lines, the civilians caught in collateral damage, the politics squeezing the life out of both sides, she couldn’t dent those losses. The Horizon couldn’t dent those losses.

But as she looked at the people who survived with her, the choice was easy. And the choice was right. She owed them, for every single loss under her command.

“You can trust me,” Demi said slowly. This lowered the volume—and tension—enough to be heard. “Command asked me to lie to you. I won’t. The way I see it, you, me, this ship, we’re not changing the course of the war, so I’m choosing to prioritize us. Life is different within the Horizon’s walls. I say that all the time and I mean it.” The murmurs finally settled, and Demi saw her opening. “It’s not always going to be clean. But if we want to protect ourselves, sometimes things go sideways. Here’s what I’m asking of you—I talk about the difference between the Horizon and life out there; I’m asking you to treat this the same.”

Now everyone’s eyes turned to her: Neera in the back, Tanav and Lynn off to her right, Casey still in front, and the rest of the group. Demi took a moment to look at them, to really take in their faces and understand them. Because this was survival too, but messier and more complicated. She couldn’t control that, but she could at least give them stability. “With each other, whatever you need to say or feel about Ark Getru is fine. Your opinions are your own. But to keep Command out there, you must use the cover story in any communications to family or other crews.”

“It’s being complicit. You’re asking us to lie,” Aurora immediately said, and others agreed.

Demi looked at Aurora, noting the tension in her shoulders, the harsh flattening of her lips. “If we want to keep this ship, this crew together and safe, then sometimes it calls for going with orders. It’s a compromise to prioritize us.” She gauged the reaction again, logic tipping things her way. Not necessarily enthusiastic approval, but at least something between understanding and acceptance.

They’d skirted guidelines before, taking shortcuts or fudging reports. None of those moments came with this contention, and Demi didn’t know if that stemmed from the scope of Ark Getru’s destruction or from the fact that those choices often came as a group. For now, she needed to lower the tension and give everyone some breathing room. “This isn’t over. I suggest we all sit with it for another day or two. Can you give me that? Have I earned that?” Several affirmatives rippled through the crowd. “We’ll know when the time is right. Until then, I’m available for private discussions. Or gripes. Or yelling, if you need it. Or if you need to pet Indy.” A greyhound mention grabbed enough laughs to settle things down, enough that Demi dismissed the crew and very quietly exhaled. They shuffled out, and as she observed, Demi caught herself alone and wondering about ramen night.

Were they trying to capture something that didn’t exist anymore?

Grant would know. And while she missed Grant’s friendship the most, his sensible grasp of the crew really, really helped in moments like this—and with the upcoming Command status meeting. Because the topic of Ark Getru was sure to dominate.

Except she wasn’t the only one in the observation lounge. Tanav had disappeared with the rest for a moment, but then came back. Of course he’d be the one to break protocol. He’d probably ask if she was all right. She told herself that, given everything, it was okay to let some reality through in her response. She kind of owed him that, given their big crew talk about honesty.

“You’ve had easier days,” he said, empathy laced into his tilted brow and soft smile.

“That obvious?” Demi asked, rubbing her face in her hands.

“I get the feeling that it’s been a rough twenty-four hours for you. And I don’t exactly have any crew duties right now, so…”

Tanav always downplayed his role, despite the fact that it took on more importance the smaller the crew got. He just couldn’t see that. “I just wonder if I’ve lost all their trust,” she said.

“I had this moment yesterday”—Tanav started as he leaned against one of the lounge’s tall, thin tables—“when I realized how tightly you’ve been holding it together.”

He noticed that? “I should deny that.”

“I think that’s the problem.” Tanav gave a small laugh, which caused a matching chuckle to sneak out from Demi. “Everyone’s used to you being impervious to stress. Sometimes they don’t remember that you’re actually a person underneath that.” Her sigh filled the empty lounge, and as much as she tried, snapping back into captain mode suddenly didn’t feel as easy as it normally did. “They’re shaken,” Tanav continued. “I am too. That footage. I’ve never seen anything like that.”

“Things like that aren’t supposed to happen.” Demi paused, surprised at the low tone in her voice. “I’d be worried if that didn’t shake them.”

“Hey,” he said. She’d heard that word said in that way before—Grant used to do that before imparting wisdom. Did Tanav pick it up from Grant, or was this just the standard operating procedure for talking down a stressed captain? “You didn’t cause that. You know?”

Which was such an odd thing to say. Of course she didn’t cause that. Maybe that meant something different in Tanav’s universe, a whole separate meaning to phrases. Tanav’s words almost worked opposite than intended, and Demi assumed the strong shoulders and straight back of her rank and role. “It doesn’t matter who caused it. It affects all of us. My job is to keep those ripples at bay.”

“You’re asking for a very reasonable thing. People are in shock. They need to let it wear off first.” He offered just a hint of a smile at that. “That’s my official, non-military-yet-military perspective.”

“Noted.” With that single word, Demi’s inner switch flipped, mind revving up to meet with Command. “Tanav, you’re a good officer,” she said, emphasizing the last word as she gestured toward the exit.

He averted his eyes, and his pace dropped slightly behind her. “I’m not really an officer.” Which he said from time to time. And sometimes she tried to engage him about how value on the ship didn’t need to come from technical know-how or things like that, but here she chose to stay quiet and instead offered a warm look.

The observation lounge’s doors slid open, and they stepped out. Several steps ahead, Lindsay stood with eyes trained on a tablet. They turned to Demi and Tanav but diverted their look right after meeting Demi’s. Instead, as they passed, Lindsay said hello only to Tanav before turning back to the screen.



Demi didn’t exactly ignore things during the weekly war status meetings, but her ship didn’t carry troops, equipment, or frontline support, which usually put it far lower on Command’s priority list. Near each meeting’s end, Demi usually provided the latest information on the photonic engine tests, usually on things like synth generation efficacy or examination of current jump-cycle stages.

This time would be different. Something had changed. Because a flurry of messages arrived right upon leaving the observation lounge, all involving the photonic engine. At her desk, she called Indy over and sat with each message. The greyhound leaned against her hip, and Demi found that the deeper this went, the tighter she hugged her dog.

Command asked how much of the Horizon’s resources were taken by photonic tests. Research & Development asked why the synthetic photons developed by Cluster scientists kept failing. Stellar cartography asked what a successful jump range might eventually look like compared to standard FTL. Even Advanced Security Measures got in on it, with a curt demand for all the reasons why the engine wouldn’t jump.

And just to rub it in, Tactical Resources asked how much time was lost on this “science experiment.”

“Indy,” she said, kissing the dog on the nose, “a walk in the California redwoods sounds good about now, doesn’t it? A long walk. My childhood dog loved it.”

A long walk was better than the alternative, which would have been screaming so loud the bridge crew on the other side of the deck would have heard her.

The Horizon had just gone from being the fleet’s footnote to the thing that every department suddenly wanted. Which would further complicate the growing unease among the crew, especially since Demi had no answers. Neera spent entire days testing different stages of the photonic engine, yet acquired no firm explanations. Or solutions.
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