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      What strange creature is this that rests in the center of the central island amongst a braided chain of land and river delta? Why can I not scent its last meal on its breath and its last resting place on its belly and claws?

      And yet I can hear it call to me in my own language.

      A strange portent tugs at my mind and adds weight to my wings. This creature that flew out of the sky like one of mine own, but is not one of mine own, brings change to us all. This creature must be watched with vigilance. I shall set others to that task. Others with more mature eyes than mine. More maturity, but less initiative.

      The initiative belongs to me, Iianthe, the only purple-tip dragon within the nimbus.
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      “Holy Mother of God and all the saints preserve us!” Kimmer O’Hara dropped to his knees, crossing himself. Wonder and awe filled his chest and belly, squeezing the breath out of him.

      “I don’t believe we are seeing this,” his older brother Loki gasped. He crossed himself too, but in an abbreviated gesture Kim wasn’t supposed to see. He blinked rapidly and dropped his gaze to the bank of computer readings. Red lights beeped and blinked in rhythm with the… with the… dragon’s breathing.

      “I see it too,” Konner, the middle brother whispered. “Dragons do not exist. It is physically impossible for those wings to support such a big creature in flight. It’s almost as massive as this shuttle.” He collapsed into his station, hands still for once. “I don’t know how to instruct the computer to scan the thing. It’s sort of but not really transparent with purple edges.” He tilted his head and stared at the beast sideways.

      “Nearly transparent,” Kim repeated. “But there are silver highlights in its… in its fur. The single twisted horn is more purple with the silver embedded in the crevices.” His mind raced through all the literature about dragons he’d studied most of his life.

      He gulped as he realized he’d never read anything, fiction or trying to be factual, to match this description.

      “Here there be dragons,” he quoted an ancient map of Earth. “Our new planet is more unique than we thought.”
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        36 hours earlier.

      

      

      “I don’t believe this!” Kim’s stomach somersaulted repeatedly. His balance skittered in several directions.

      Reality blurred.

      Then the saucer-shaped Sirius dropped back into normal space from an unplanned jump. Kim said a brief, silent prayer of thanks and wonder—all his body parts seemed intact and functioning.

      He sometimes wondered if jump could rearrange the three brothers and anyone would notice. The family resemblance among them was strong in their shared dark auburn hair, square jaw, and nearly identical height at one point eight meters. But they differed in their expertise and muscle mass. Kim, the youngest, presented a slighter silhouette. Loki looked almost portly in comparison, even if his solid muscles and barrel chest granted him greater strength. Konner on the other hand topped them both by two centimeters and looked like his lanky frame had stretched his arms and legs specifically to fit the tight tubes and crawl spaces of the ship’s interior.

      An inner awareness of his two brothers reassured Kim that all three O’Haras had made it through the space jump intact. He didn’t need to see them, merely feel them breathing beside him on the circular bridge of the family cargo vessel.

      “All present and functioning,” the computer’s voice, sounding as much like his mother as artificial vocal cords could, reported Kim’s own observation.

      “Thank you, Mum, but I’m busy!” Loki, the oldest brother, replied as he slapped the mute. None of the brothers would speak so rudely to Mum in person, but she wasn’t on this frantic journey, and the computer obeyed them.

      No two FTL jumps were alike. Some happened so fast Kim barely felt them. Others lasted as long as a dream, with detailed images fixed in his brain afterward. A very few offered glimpses into some Wonderland where dragons were real and magic worked. Some just hurt. This last one seemed a mixture of all three types.

      He was anxious to find out where the miracle of crystal drives and technology had taken them. He extended his prayer that they had managed to leave the pursuing Imperial Military Police behind. Three jumps and thousands of light-years had passed since the law had first ordered them to stand down and prepare to be boarded.

      Kim and his brothers couldn’t afford to let the IMPs confiscate their cargo of Nautilus pearls. They needed the money from the contraband.

      Mum would never forgive them if they let the cargo go.

      Kim surveyed the sensor board. He scrunched his eyes and forehead trying to read and decipher the numbers too rapidly.

      “Uh, Loki,” Kim asked his oldest brother, “where’d you dump us? There’s an IMP vessel directly in front of us. Two million klicks to firing range.”

      Loki slammed his fist into his pilot’s console. The Sirius jerked half a degree to starboard.

      “A different ship?” Konner, the middle brother, asked. He unlocked his chair from jump safety protocols and slid it between engineering and the crystal networks stations. He played with the nitrogen feed to the driver crystals. None of the numbers on his console changed.

      Magnetic monopoles could only shoot out so many electrons no matter how much nitrogen you fed them.

      “The… Shite! It’s the Valiant, the same friggin’ ship that’s been on our tail since the first jump out of Nautilus.” Kim wanted to hit something. Didn’t dare. The weapons interface was directly under his left hand.

      “That captain is outthinking us. Anticipating our actions and our knee-jerk reactions.” Loki made arcane gestures over his helm interface.

      Kim’s sensors showed the Sirius rotating and diving away from the previous plane of reference. The Valiant followed, rapidly closing on their tail.

      “How’d the IMP get here first?” Loki muttered on a deep exhale. He continued evasive maneuvers. Thrusters screamed each time he shifted away from the current horizontal so that the ring of directional crystals on the circumference of the saucer-shaped ship could find a new “forward.”

      The Valiant, an efficient teardrop shape with a full globe of directional crystals, matched them, barely a femtosecond behind.

      “We didn’t know where we were running to until we jumped,” Loki muttered.

      “Could be a ‘her’ at the helm.” Konner fussed with his interfaces. “Someone like Mum, who can outthink us.”

      All three brothers shuddered.

      “Wonder if the law co-opted Katie to work for them?” Konner found his readouts more interesting than risking eye contact with Loki.

      Kim looked away, too. He chewed his lip trying to suppress a laugh. Nothing riled Loki like the possibility of running into the sister who had been missing from the family for nearly as long as Kim could remember.

      “Not a chance your sister commands that ship,” Loki sneered. He kept his squiggling path out of firing range from the Valiant. “No O’Hara, let alone Mari Kathleen, ever worked for the law.”

      Out of six available jump points Kim had selected one at random. Loki had told him to jump without planning. The pursuing captain had learned Loki’s tactics well and anticipated them, but how had the IMP captain guessed Kim’s jump point and gotten here first?

      “Valiant closing. Firing range in five hundred thousand klicks,” Kim announced.

      The pursuing ship was catching up at an awesome rate. Kim played with his sensors. Sometimes jump distorted the sensitive instruments, tricking them into believing dragons lived in jump space and ships dissolved into nothing.

      Fine-tuning only verified the speed of the ship on their tail. There was something different about this vessel, something special and so top secret none of the underground networks had predicted it. Unlike Kim’s brother, Konner, the engineering genius of the family, IMP engineers didn’t tinker with their ships outside of base protocols. And the brothers would have heard if a new vessel—no matter how top secret—had been launched, even if they didn’t know the exact technology aboard.

      “What has this IMP got that he’s gaining on us? We should have lost them at the last jump point,” Kim said, puzzled by the configuration showing on his sensor readouts.

      A surge of adrenaline sent Kim’s hands flying over his weapons array even as he began to doubt the effectiveness of his ancient laser cannon.

      “One more run,” Mum had promised. “Just one more score and we’ll have money enough to find Katie.”

      When Mum reunited the family, then each of the brothers would be free to follow their own private daydreams. They could put the smuggling business and its inherent dangers behind them.

      “Can’t you get any more speed out of this hangar queen, Konner?” Loki shouted. “I thought your last round of modifications were supposed to help us outrun the IMPs, not slow us down!” He looped their flight path onto a new vector, passing across the Valiant’s bridge.

      “I’m trying,” Konner grumbled, sounding equally distracted—unusual for the calm mechanic, the middle brother, the placater. “We’re already five percent over my expectations for the modifications and twenty percent over specified optimum for this drive.” His eyes glazed a little. Kim recognized the trance his brother used while computing figures in his head. A femto later, Konner laid his palm flat upon his terminal. He touched no particular interface. Kim wondered if he actually stretched his senses and grabbed hold of all of the controls at once. His flesh seemed to merge with the flashing lights and bouncing graphs.

      The Sirius shuddered and whined.

      “IMP coming up hard on our heels,” Kim said again. “One hundred thousand klicks to firing range and closing.” He closed his eyes a moment and entered a new firing sequence.

      IMP weapons only fired one at a time, each blast requiring all the power they could generate. For some unknown reason, gunnery sergeants always seemed to fire the first warning shot from the port side. A few femtos later, their power would rebuild for the second killing blast from starboard. A single heartbeat of vulnerability between the two.

      But this guy was different. Kim set coordinates for a first shot to his pursuers’ port side. They’d dodge the required warning shot—most likely from starboard this time. Then he’d take out the port gun before it could sweep through the bridge of the Sirius—the easiest path to the king stone at the heart of the crystal drive.

      “We’ll dodge the warning shot, Kim. It’ll come from the starboard. Be ready to blast their port weapons array before it can recharge,” Loki ordered.

      Kim half-smiled. As usual, Loki had voiced Kim’s suggestion before he’d fully thought it through.

      “We need more speed, Konner!” Loki yelled.

      “Or a miracle,” Kim muttered to himself. “I promised Mum this one last run and, by St. Bridget, we’re going to survive with our cargo intact! I don’t want to be on the receiving end of her tongue-lashing.” Or be the author of her disappointment.

      “Environmental’s running at half-power, laser cannon at twenty-five percent,” Konner reported. “We cut the artificial gravity an hour ago to save power and increase response time to the directionals! Everything we’ve got is going into the driver crystals for speed. But we’re running low on nitrogen. Magnetic monopoles don’t shoot out energy without fuel. I’ve only got one last miracle in my arsenal.”

      “Not again, Konner. That never works,” Loki muttered. He shook his head without taking his eyes off his instruments.

      Konner sighed, ignoring his brother’s comment. He rose from his place at the engineer’s station with elaborate care. Every movement had to be precise with an equally precise counteraction in null-g.

      Loki buried his head in his hands. The ship flew straight. The IMP veered.

      For once, the other captain had guessed wrong.

      Konner opened the bulkhead and looked in dismay over his connections to the crystal network. “It’s our only option.”

      He kicked the interface panel on the bulkhead. Vibrations rippled around the deck. Lights flickered across all three terminals.

      The temporary gravity of acceleration snapped Kim’s head back into the pressure-absorbent neck rest of his chair.

      “I’ll be danged. We just boosted our speed another three percent,” Loki gaped at his display for a split femto, then fed a new configuration to the computer. He tipped the ship to starboard, raising the port side. A bolt of energy slid beneath them.

      The teardrop-shaped Valiant recoiled. Why? Laser cannon didn’t work that way. Not like the ancient explosive weapons of planet-bound sailing ships.

      What about an ion cannon? Last Kim had heard, that weapon was still only a theory.

      The Valiant’s flinch presented Kim a clear shot at the bridge. He could take them out with one extended blast.

      The entire bridge crew would die.

      He couldn’t do it.

      “Warning shot clear. No damage,” Kim announced with relief.

      “Just,” Konner sighed.

      Kim’s hand hovered over the cannon trigger. He had to fire, had to take the chance he’d only disable the ship, not be responsible for the deaths of other sentient beings.

      Loki continued jerking the ship through an unorthodox series of flips and twists. Difficult to lock on any target with neither ship following a set course. Kim lost his clear shot to the bridge. He’d take the next target he could latch onto.

      There! He locked targeting onto the forward crystal array compartment. “Returning fire!” Kim poised his hand over the trigger.

      “Not yet!” Konner shouted. He kicked the interface once more. A little jolt of power surged them forward. Temporary gravity reasserted itself.

      The IMPs fell behind ever so slightly.

      “Guess their superior technology isn’t a match for O’Hara modifications,” Konner chortled as he made a micron adjustment to something. He reared up from the bulkhead frowning.

      “Find a new jump point quick, before this burst of speed fizzles!” Konner shouted, clinging to the ports behind the bulkhead as if he added his own energy to the crystal drive.

      “Nothing on the charts except back the way we came, but I’ll take it,” Loki said around a huge smile. “They’ll never expect us to go there.

      “Worth a try,” Konner agreed.

      The gravity faded as they ceased acceleration and cruised.

      The Sirius shuddered again, and Kim’s screens went dark.

      “What the...?” Konner stared at his blank screen.

      “St. Hildy Wonstead’s tits! They’ve knocked out our sensor array with… with I don’t know what.” Loki followed with a string of more colorful curses. His face flushed with anger as he tried desperately to coax some kind of signal back into his nav port. “I should have anticipated this. I should have known.”

      Kim’s face went numb. His fingertips lost feeling. More than just the mechanical sensors had shut down. One by one, he lost each of his own perceptions. He tried to open his mouth, alert his brothers. He couldn’t hear himself speak, couldn’t feel his mouth moving.

      Not now. I don’t need a vision now. I need reality.

      He drifted in absolute darkness. Only his mind existed. Only his thoughts had meaning.

      A string of flames streaked across his inner vision followed by images of the Sirius tumbling, tumbling into an alien atmosphere. A huge winged creature flew straight at them, blasting flames.

      The ship rocked, seeking stabilization. Towering trees with exotic leaves, mottled pink and green, fat with vital oils, reached up to cradle the ship. Not the circular Sirius, their snub-nosed, winged shuttle Rover.

      As abruptly as the vision came to him, it departed. An acrid/sweet taste lingered on his tongue.

      “There’s a solar system at the end of an uncharted jump with an Earth-class planet. We can hide there.” He had to report the words the vision dragged out of him, whether he understood them or not.

      He didn’t mention the dragon. It could be symbolic. It could be real. He wouldn’t know until he encountered the flames.
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      “Stop daydreaming, Kim,” Loki sneered at his baby brother. “Whoever heard of anyone coming back from an uncharted jump? King stones are limited in their range. Beyond a certain point they can’t communicate with their mother stone.”

      “Unproven,” Konner muttered. “In theory a king stone should be able to trace the web of transactional gravitons anywhere in the universe.”

      “The planet exists. I know it like you knew the IMP’s firing pattern,” Kim insisted.

      “I’ll believe it when I see it,” Loki muttered, then decided to ignore both his brothers. They had their areas of expertise, but at the moment they were both wrong. He didn’t need Kim seeing things that weren’t there or Konner communing with inanimate crystals.

      Loki’s own flashes of insight into other people’s minds (really nothing more than good guesses. Really.) were disconcerting enough. He couldn’t listen to them. Not now. Not when they had a cargo that might finally give them enough hard cash to bribe the right officials to regain their citizenship and maybe even their confiscated shipping business. Mum would need that kind of respectable base to find the missing Katie. Without citizenship, bribing the right official in charge of the right database was useless.

      This run had to succeed, IMPs or no IMPs on their tail.

      His fiancée, Cyndi, wouldn’t wait much longer for him to buy back his citizenship. Her father had insisted she marry that drooling idiot of a diplomat’s son over a year ago. How long could a woman stall?

      “Port sensor coming back on line,” Konner said, eyes closed. He spread his hands flat on his terminal, not touching any specific controls, just interpreting changes that somehow matched the electrical magnetic energy of his own brain synapses—at least that was the latest scientific theory for “genius engineers.”

      The computer could have reported the same information. If Loki had released the mute. But frankly he needed silence on the bridge when Mum was gone. He had no excuse to sneer at his mother’s voice, so he took out his anxiety on Konner, the nearest target.

      “The greatest mechanic in the galaxy and you have to become one with your ship,” he muttered. But Konner often sensed hidden things about the ship that the computer could not report, like a micron clog in the nitrogen feed or a less than .01 degree extra arc in fiber optic cables—enough to interfere with the optimum running of the ship but not enough to cause problems.

      Instinctively Loki zigzagged the Sirius through another weird series of maneuvers. A laser cannon blast jolted past them.

      “Close call, Loki.” Kim breathed through his teeth. He looked pale and uncertain. That must have been some vision the kid had experienced. Should he turn Mum’s voice back on to soothe him?

      Nah. Silence was a better healer. Even for the baby of the family.

      “Dammit, we just lost two crystals, right next to each other.” Konner bolted for the passageway. “They’re cracked! Cracked! The inertia dampening field is compromised. How can I fix the ship if you two steer like maniacs and drive us into weapons fire? Spin the saucer. It’s the only way to compensate. I’ll bypass the damaged crystals to give you a full range of inertia dampening.”

      “Kim, just find us a jump and that flaming planet,” Loki growled. He hated it when his brothers were more right than he.

      “Interesting choice of words.” Kim smiled. But it looked more like a grimace. He read his sensor output like a second language—maybe as fluently as if it were his mother tongue.

      “Just find us a place to hide before Konner fuses to his precious ship and those IMPs get any⁠—”

      His words were cut off as the ship tumbled wildly, like an astro compass on a black hole horizon. Gravity returned with the centrifugal force. The nav port blanked out again. Loki jammed combination after combination into the interface. His fingers flew across the lightboard. Nothing responded. The Sirius continued out of control, throwing them in ever wilder directions.

      The jump bolts anchoring the chairs in place along the circular slide track strained with ominous groans.

      Sudden weight tugged at Loki’s facial muscles and fused his hands to his terminal. Another spin. More weight.

      “Stay put, Kim. Don’t release your bolts or seat harness.” Panic put an edge in Loki’s voice he didn’t like. He should remain calm. In control. Like Mum. Always in control.

      Kim stretched to unlock Konner’s engineering terminal to feed into his own. He couldn’t reach it while strapped in. He flipped the belt open and reached again. Easier to relock the harness than the jump bolts in an emergency.

      “Kim, I told you... ” Loki didn’t dare spare his brother any more attention. The IMP fired again.

      Kim’s fingers brushed the engineering console and unlocked the data. The ship jerked. Kim flew across the bridge, landing headfirst against the bulkhead Konner had left open. He moaned once and went limp. Blood trickled from his temple.

      “Kim!” Loki shouted in despair. “Don’t die on me. Please, don’t die.”
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      “Konner, get back here!” Loki’s voice boomed in Konner’s ears over the intership system.

      “Not if you want control of this ‘hangar queen’!” Konner grabbed the first handhold in the rabbit hole, the conduit that ran the circumference of the saucer. Perhaps Loki had done right in not spinning the saucer. The centrifugal force would make Konner’s job all the more difficult. The limited space was designed for maintenance, not rapid emergency repairs. Shortsighted of the New Detroit builders. Circular merchant ships with most of their interior dedicated to cargo hold weren’t supposed to need rapid getaways and repairs from laser cannon fire. That was for IMP vessels with their trademark teardrop shape and the torpedo-shaped military courier vessels that smugglers usually modified for their own use.

      Konner half-smiled to himself. New Detroit wouldn’t recognize most of the modifications he had made to the Sirius.

      He briefly contemplated selling his modifications to Melinda. Maybe then his ex-wife would allow him docking privileges on her planet—let him see their son. Money drove Melinda. Money had caused their bitter divorce and her cheating him out of the settlement in their prenup. How much more money could she make with decently modified ships? Would she reward Konner, or cheat him again?

      Above and below him, the red directional crystals, each a half meter in length with sharp points on six faces, glowed slightly from the energy pulses fed them from the twelve green drivers at the center of the ship. Each magnetic monopole driver fed twelve of the directionals.

      He heard a nervous chattering sound in the back of his head, like a muted conversation on the other side of the bulkhead. Today the voices of the supposedly inanimate crystals seemed strident, unharmonious instead of the quiet shushing he needed from them. The crystals “knew” that one or more of their number was ailing. Without the complete set, their symmetry and therefore their reach toward sentience was broken as well as their ability to block (or merge with) the web of transactional gravitons that held the universe together and at the same time conspired to keep everything in its proper place. Somehow, the crystals blocked the inertia of the universe, allowing the ship to travel.

      A deep moan cut through the background noise. Then absolute silence left Konner’s ears ringing.

      The chatter started up again on an even sharper note, edging toward hysteria. His crystals were in trouble. Not just one or two, but all one hundred-forty-four directionals, and twelve drivers. Their lack of symmetry put a terrible strain on the two-meter-high king stone that anchored to a mother crystal at the factory in Earth orbit and used the TG web for sub-light communications.

      Without the king stone “anchoring” them, they couldn’t find their way home after faster-than-light jumps.

      He climbed through the rabbit hole using the small anchor loops on the interior bulkhead as a ladder instead of propelling himself. With the erratic course Loki flew, Konner could end up smashing into a crystal or dropping back the way he had come.

      “I’m coming,” he whispered. Most good engineers recognized the life within the crystals and their semi-sentience. His brothers might scoff at communing with the ship, but the crystals told him everything about the Sirius. He knew every sound she made, felt every vibration and change of course in his gut. He couldn’t let the law destroy his ship before he had a chance to teach his son everything about the Sirius. A son neither of his brothers knew he had.

      “I’m coming,” he whispered to both his crystals and his son.

      Another wild tumble and the gravity increase broke his hold on the loops. He bounced off the bulkhead with the next flip. Then he slammed into the red crystals. The sharp point of one rammed into his ribs.

      Warm blood trickled down his back. Sharp, burning pain followed. Damn. The crystals had cut him. Who knew what stray and possibly toxic electrons they pumped into his system? He needed to work fast and get a pressure bandage on it right away. Before Kim found a jump.

      “Konner, I need you!” Loki’s voice came through the silence. “Kimmer… Kim is hurt.”

      Must be bad if his brother used Kim’s full name. Mum, Margaret Kristine, might be enamored of all of them having the same initials—Mathew Kameron (Loki), Martin Konner, and Mark Kimmer, not to mention the missing Mari Kathleen—but everyone else got confused.

      “Do you want control of this ship back or not, Loki?” Konner shouted. The cut on his back burned sharply with the effort of speaking, breathing, and hauling himself through the conduit.

      “I can’t get back to our last jump. IMP’s blocking the path. Gotta jump blind.”

      “No, Mathew Kameron O’Hara. Loki. Don’t jump! I’m bleeding. Kim’s hurt. The inertia dampening field is compromised. A jump will kill us.”

      “Would you rather die in jump or in prison?”

      Reality blurred.
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      Kim’s entire body ached. Especially his head. It felt as if he had gotten stuck in the inner workings of the Sirius. He couldn’t hurt more if crystals gouged his eyes and sanitation pumps pounded his skull. He dared not let his stomach turn itself inside out. The pumps might throw it back inside him. Instead, he tried to find the core of the pain, isolate it, and then figure out why he tasted blood.

      His fingers found a bloody mess along one side of his head. Another inside his mouth where he’d bitten it. He stared at the red dripping from his fingers for several moments, trying to decide what to do.

      He clamped his eyes shut again. He felt like a Denobian muscle-cat hiding from the mice it was supposed to catch. Of course, the muscle-cats were the size of Earth lions with fifteen-centimeter fangs and would tackle any living creature up to twice their size. But they practiced invisibility when confronted with a Denobian mouse about half the size of one of their fangs.

      Kim wanted to shrink away from the pain, become invisible to it. Easier than dealing with it. But the ship’s warning klaxon, which signaled the Sirius was about to jump, screamed through his nervous system. He couldn’t think. Couldn’t remember why he curled in a painful heap against the bulkhead.

      He opened his eyes. The familiar images of the ship’s circular bridge looked fuzzy. What should be close to him appeared distant and vague while equipment on the opposite side from him remained detailed and sharply focused. He blinked. The blurring remained. Instinctively he clamped his hand over the wound on his head, careful to keep his fingers pressed tightly together and over the wound.

      The klaxon paused, then started up on a louder, sharper command to prepare. Automated systems took over. Humans couldn’t compute jump navigation fast enough. Once the sequence was engaged, no one could abort the alarms or the jump. Within a star system most pilots commanded their vessels manually. What lay between the stars remained unknown.

      Kim curled tighter into a fetal ball, chin tucked tightly against his chest. He couldn’t do anything until the ship finished rearranging time and space at some distant point.

      “St. Bridget! Let the computer put me back together right, with my blood circulating in my veins and not in the ship’s sanitary system,” he pleaded. “Please, St. Jude of lost causes and lost wanderers, add a wee bit of boost to this prayer.”

      If he had cashed in his ace before this last run, he’d be safe on some nice bush planet growing watercress or cucumbers (both exotic cash crops) instead of bleeding all over space. But Mum had taken him aside before this run and made promises. Once they found his missing sister, Katie, Mum promised him a farm and no more black market runs. No more hiding. No more…. Any sane male knew better than to argue with a woman of Irish Catholic heritage.

      Besides Mum always kept her promises. He and his brothers had a responsibility to keep their promises to her.

      The klaxon stopped beating at his headache. His awareness of his body and his pain ceased. Only his mind existed, and he wasn’t sure sanity remained. He counted the seconds, willing his heart to keep beating as the ship phased from real space to jump space. He sensed his molecules streaking through the space/time continuum faster than light, faster than thought.

      Hold on, a disembodied voice ordered. It reverberated deeply, like it had to travel out from the center of the galaxy to reach his mind. We’ll keep your identity intact no matter where you end up, or in which body.

      Not a completely reassuring thought. He wanted his own body with his own mind inside it.

      “One hundred eighteen, one nineteen, one twenty.” Kim counted. If he counted, he didn’t think. If he didn’t think, he just might come out of this whole and sane.

      Unlikely, his hindbrain reminded him. That unevolved lizard part of him gibbered in fear, wanting to jump up and run screaming through the ship. He needed to bury his head in Mum’s lap, as he had when he was six and had his first skirmish with the law. Twenty years on the run. One year too many.

      He had to stay put. Had to count. “One twenty-five, one twenty-six.”

      Soft communication bells filtered through to him. He kept counting. “One thirty-eight, one thirty-nine, one forty.”

      “Kim?” Someone shook his shoulder.

      “Wha-aa-aht?” He risked peeking beneath his arm. Loki crouched beside him, fingers pressed tightly against Kim’s neck pulse point.

      “You’re alive. Are you whole?” Loki whispered.

      “I think so.” Kim had trouble forming words around his swollen mouth.

      He felt a tremendous sigh of relief from that strange disembodied voice that spoke to him during jumps. Only then did he have the time to wonder who or what existed in the surreal space between here and there.

      “Your head isn’t bleeding as much, thank God. I need your help.” Loki sounded worried, calm but worried.

      “Help,” Kim muttered, not certain he could do anything at the moment. But he needed to explore those voices, needed to satisfy his curiosity and sense of wonder.

      “Can you sit up? I found your planet. But…”

      The klaxon blared again. Kim ducked his head, trying to muffle his ears and endure yet another jump.

      “Shite!” Loki dove back to the pilot’s console through null g. “That’s the proximity alarm. We jumped into the middle of a damned asteroid belt!”

      They had found an uncharted planet! Kim’s mind raced with possibilities. Mum and Katie and pearls be damned.

      “IMPs?” Kim dragged himself back to his own chair, trying desperately to balance action and reaction. He didn’t have Konner’s grace and precision.

      “I think we left the IMPs behind. This jump was wild.”

      “Hope the computer remembers the coordinates so we can get home, in case the king stone can’t reach the mother stone from this far out.” Kim slid into his chair. He pulled up engineering as well as his own sensors and weapons. He blasted three small chunks of ice and rock in quick succession. The next speeding planetoid headed their way was big enough for Loki to steer around.

      “Where’s Konner?” Kim asked, wishing he didn’t have to divert his concentration. Those asteroids were thick and fast. They flew at the Sirius almost as if they were directed. Impossible!

      There were just too damn many of them to fight a path through.

      “Konner’s still in the rabbit hole. I hope.”

      “What do you mean ‘you hope.’” Kim nearly came out of his chair in protest. “You could have killed both Konner and me with that wild jump. You didn’t even check or ask if he was in a position to survive it?”

      “Look, little brother, I know what I’m doing. Getting all three of us, this ship, and our cargo home safely is my responsibility.” Loki stood up. “I’m the one Mum will blame if anything goes wrong. And, frankly, I’m not eager to incur that woman’s wrath!”

      The klaxon blared. They both whirled back to their stations, bitterness forgotten.

      One quick cannon blast, barely aimed, merely tore a few chunks of mass off the rock hurtling toward them. Kim took a deep breath and found a target closer to the center of the asteroid. It absorbed the energy. A third shot had no more effect upon it either.

      “Holy Mother of God. That thing’s as big as a moon!” Loki stared at the looming asteroid.

      “Steer, damn it! Get us away from that thing,” Kim ordered.

      “Crystals balanced. You can steer, Loki,” Konner gasped over the intercom. “I’m rerouting sensors for a full view. Focus will be fuzzy in places, though.”

      “Konner, you okay?” Kim asked.

      Loki fired thrusters and put the Sirius into a dive below the chunk of rock big enough to create its own gravity field—a weak one, but strong enough to make the ship shudder as it strained to pull away.

      With a jerk and a popping sound, the ship slid beneath the mountain of rock.

      “Dammit!” Konner yelled over the intercom. “We just lost a thruster! How you gonna rotate to new horizontals if you aren’t more careful with my ship?”

      “Do you need help, Konner?” Loki asked, dodging between two obstacles.

      “No.” A long silence.

      Kim concentrated on eliminating the obstacles in their path. If he thought about the loss of thrusters that allowed rotation so the ring of directional crystals could forge a path through the inertia field, he might just give up.

      “Secondary thrusters on-line. But go careful. They aren’t as powerful and have a delayed reaction,” Konner sighed over the intercom.

      “What about you, Konner?” Kim asked. “Are you okay?”

      “As long as you keep the gravity off, I think I can climb out of the rabbit hole. Don’t know after that.” Konner’s breathing sounded heavy, his words slurred.

      “He’s hurt. Hurt bad. I’m going after him.” Kim started away from his station.

      “Not yet,” Loki ordered. “I need you on those sensors and cannons. Can’t dodge ’em all, especially with a backup thruster. Heaven help us if we lose another.” The ship jerked upward suddenly as he avoided yet another asteroid.

      Reluctantly, Kim sat down again. His little bush farm with a tidy house where he could celebrate changing seasons seemed farther away than ever. He scanned the asteroid belt looking desperately for a path through the mess.

      “Incoming!” he screamed. “Hang on, Konner!”
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      Loki ran through complex patterns on the helm. Six asteroids passed them. A seventh struck them aport. The Sirius careened in a new direction.

      “Port hold breached,” Kim reported as if instructing a class in arcane history.

      “Another thruster gone!” Konner yelled.

      Loki’s hands shook, and his eyes wanted to clamp shut. If only he could curl up and sleep until this all went away. But he couldn’t. He was the oldest and the captain. He had to find a place to land and repair the ship—with both his brothers intact. Damn the cargo.

      Good-bye, Cyndi, he whispered with his mind. He couldn’t plan on getting home in time to prevent her marriage to another man. He dared not hope that this run would be his last or be profitable enough to bribe back his citizenship.

      “Is—Konner—” Loki’s voice came out a strangled gasp. He swallowed heavily around a large lump in his throat. No sense in panicking the boys by showing his own fear. “Is Konner in the port or starboard rabbit hole?” This time his words sounded normal, authoritative.

      “Starboard.” Kim heaved a sigh of relief as he checked the engineering sensors.

      “Konner?” Both brothers asked through the communication system.

      “Hanging on,” came the weak reply. “Can you park this damn hangar queen someplace?”

      “Working on it,” Loki replied. With his jaw set in a stubborn clench, he rummaged beneath his console. His hand curled around a heavy shaft with a knob on one end and sensor slots on the other. He flipped open a port at his knee, then jammed the rod into it. The joystick rested comfortably against his palm. He flipped another switch and the viewscreen morphed from tactical displays to real time images—mostly points of light against a black velvet background. “I’ve had enough of letting the computer make decisions. I want control!”

      “Loki, no,” Kim said wearily. “The joystick is archaic. It can’t interface with…”

      “I damn well interface with it!” Loki shouted.

      As Loki shifted the stick up and down, right and left, the ship responded seamlessly. No delay while the computer thought about it, no questions, just himself and the ship working together. The way it should be.

      “One gas giant planet and three frozen rocks in the outer system,” Kim reported. “We seem to be clear of the asteroids, for a moment. Fourth planet from the sun is Earth-class with atmosphere, landmasses, and water. Smaller gas ball and two boiling rocks between it and the sun.”

      “Found us a place to land, Konner. Let’s hope there’s a doctor and a spacedock down there,” Loki reassured his brothers and himself.

      “Fat chance, big brother.” Konner crawled up the passageway. The back of his red shirt was dark and moist. Blood? “We don’t know where we are and what, if anything, lives on that planet.”

      Kim rested his head in his hands. Blood, as brightly red as Konner’s shirt, trickled from the rapidly bruising gash at his temple.

      Loki felt faint for a moment. He’d failed to protect his younger brothers. He’d been thinking about Cyndi—not his mission. Damn!
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      Konner hauled himself into his chair and took over the engineering data feed. Kim didn’t look too good. His face was as pale as his collarless shirt. A slight flush rested on his high cheekbones in stark contrast to his pallor.

      “You look like shit, little brother,” he whispered.

      “So do you. How much blood have you lost?” Kim slurred his words. His lower lip looked swollen into his left cheek and jaw. The beginning of a bruise darkened half his face from temple to chin.

      “I’ve lost more blood than I want to think about. Too much,” Konner replied tersely. “What about you?”

      “Leprechauns playing horseshoes in my head—and the shoes belong to draft horses, not tiny fairy ponies—and all I want to do is sleep.” Kim rubbed his face hard with his fingertips.

      “Concussion. You won’t be much good for much longer.”

      “I’ll manage. Loki is whole and hale and surly as ever,” Kim added, sotto voce.

      “Crystals stable for the moment,” Konner said loudly enough to break through Loki’s delighted concentration. He loved that joystick. “But they won’t take another jump. Don’t know how long they’ll stand interplanetary speed either. Some crystals are cracked. Some just dead. Three of the twelve thrusters are gone.” He heaved a deep sigh. The chatter of the crystals in the back of his head had turned to a mournful dirge about the time he awoke after the jump. He wondered how the computers had managed to keep him intact while spreading their molecules across the space/time continuum. Maybe he had Kim’s blood in his veins and his was in Kim. Lucky they were the same type with most of the same antigens.

      “Pooling my sensors with yours, Kim,” Konner said tightly. Every breath made his wound seep and his ribs burn. But it was time to get back to work and find a safe haven to repair and recover.

      Together they compiled data on their destination, a point of greenish light in the distance. Kim seemed to absorb the information through his fingertips. Konner gave up reading the numbers, concentrating on using Kim’s interpretations to keep a balance of energies flowing through the ship.

      Loki jockeyed around the missing and damaged thrusters, flying seamlessly.

      Slowly they drew closer to the enticing green light. They all stared for long moments at the awesome green planet growing to fill the viewscreen. Konner didn’t have the energy to break the silence with more than an occasional grunt. Kim seemed to pass in and out of consciousness but remained upright in his seat. The bleeding at his temple became sluggish, nearly stopped. Scalp wounds always bled heavily at first, not a true indication of the depth of the hurt. Loki hummed happily as he steered the Sirius closer and closer to the planet.

      “Computer coming through with our coordinates,” Loki announced. “Can you figure out where we are, Konner?”

      “The back of beyond,” he replied after a cursory comparison of the numbers with the known starcharts. “About three sectors off the normal shipping lanes. Only cursory surveys from far distances before this. This star isn’t on the maps. No one has recorded actually being here before.”

      “Uncharted territory,” Loki breathed. The light of greed flitted across his face. “Big bonus from the GTE for discovering new bush worlds. We’d have to use a fence to collect the money, but, even less his percentage, this is big money. We can be legitimate citizens again! I’ll sue that damn IMP for unwarranted damage to private property when I get my papers back. Someone’s going to pay for hurting my ship and my brothers.”

      “Money only comes if we can get something to grow here. The GTE needs food more than it needs pearls or more IMPs. Food: that’s the only reason for finding new bush worlds.”

      “This place is very green and lush,” Kim breathed. “Lots and lots of organics in the readings. Just don’t know if the soil and light spectrum are compatible with anything humans can eat.”

      “I’m cutting off communications between our king stone and the mother crystal,” Konner said, flatly, as if that was standard procedure and didn’t cleave him in two.

      Loki rolled his eyes like he didn’t truly believe the action necessary.

      Konner wanted reassurance they wouldn’t be followed. “That IMP had time to read our comm signature and trace registration. When they discovered it’s all forged they will follow if they can.” Konner made the necessary adjustments, apologizing to the crystals in his head for the instant loneliness they must feel. They wouldn’t need a connection to the crystals’ home until time to leave the star system. Then the king stone would work with the ship’s computers and the TG web to guide them back into charted space. For now the crystals were alone, just as Konner and his brothers were.

      “Putting us into tight survey orbit,” Loki said around a huge smile.

      With each passing femto the planet glowed greener and more enticing.

      “Unmapped star MKO. The computer has assigned a name with the family initials. It’s a little bigger than Sol, redder, too. Atmospheric readings on the planet not coming through yet.” Konner interpreted the numbers while Kim rubbed his eyes. “Our planet is a little farther away from solar radiation than Earth, but temperature compensated by increased size. Probably a younger system than Earth by a millennium or six.”

      “MKO-IV could be more landmass than water, judging by the green. Earth looks blue from orbit because of all the water,” Kim added. “That doesn’t look good for agriculture. Not enough moisture to generate rain, presuming we can breathe what’s down there.”

      “You aren’t thinking straight, Kim.” Loki flicked Kim a concerned glance. “If that were the case, wouldn’t our new planet look browner—as in desert?” Loki added. His eyes returned to the viewscreen. “I think I’m in love. A pristine planet ready for us to exploit.”

      “Still, we’d better activate breathing adapters now. Let them warm up before we try breathing that air.” Konner pressed the implant alongside his Adam’s apple. Kim did the same. The artificial filters would separate out the varying elements in the atmosphere then recombine them into either breathable or inert components. Truly nasty toxins, viruses, and bacteria wouldn’t make it past the filter.

      Unfortunately, the adapters only worked for short periods before they needed cleaning and recharging.

      Loki didn’t bother with his adapter. “I believe in my planet, brothers.” He grinned at them.

      “Single moon. No sign of man-made satellites,” Konner continued his toneless litany. The numbers kept him from thinking about the burning pain radiating from the stab wound around his ribs and the warm stream of blood that continued to trickle down his back. The rest of him was cold. He needed a stiff drink and a warm fire.

      And his mother. Mum would know how to fix him up. Mum would have kept Loki from jumping wildly into the unknown with two men bleeding. Protocol demanded that all open wounds be pressure bandaged or in a stasis field during jump.

      “No pollution indicating industrialization,” Kim added. “This doesn’t look good for doctors and spacedocks. Atmosphere coming through as dominantly oxygen. Nitrogen and helium present. We can replenish the nitrogen fuel tanks. A little ammonia, but not enough to hurt us. Turn on your damn adapter, Loki, at least until we know there are no nasty bugs in the air.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll find a way to fix both of you and the ship, just find me a place to land,” Loki insisted.

      “You can’t fix everything, Mathew Kameron O’Hara,” Konner whispered.

      “Well, I’ll give it my best shot, Martin Konner O’Hara.”

      “I’m getting strange readings,” Kim said. A puzzled frown added a little color to his wan face. “Sensors are picking up an odd mixture of familiar and alien DNA in the plant life.”

      “Let me look at that!” Konner slid his chair along the track so he could look over Kim’s shoulder—as if his brother’s readings might be different from his own. He peered long and hard at the anomalies.

      “My God, this place has been partially terraformed. Maybe we’re saved after all. A lost Earth colony. Humans, that means doctors and medicines at least, if not spacedocks.”

      “Bigger bonus for lost colonies than for pristine worlds.” Loki bounded over to the console to see for himself.

      “Wait a minute, brothers. Partially terraformed. That means they started adapting the landscape to Terran biology and then abandoned the project before it took over completely. Something made the colonists flee this place before they finished.” Kim added cautiously, “We could be looking at some really poisonous and dangerous flora and fauna.”

      “What could make Terrans abandon a bush colony?” Konner asked his younger brother. Kim was the scholar, the historian in a family of addicted readers. Konner absorbed engineering texts. Loki tended toward adventure fiction and detailed reports of explorers. But Kim read everything from classic literature to history to religion and spiritualism. He’d earned the equivalent of three doctorates—of course the universities were unaccredited since Kim didn’t have citizenship to get into a real institute of higher learning. Surely he’d put together a reasonable scenario based on this data.

      “I think we’ve found the home of dragons,” Kim whispered, staring blankly at the planet that now filled their viewscreen.

      “There is no such thing as dragons. Just some oversized lizards here and there. A few even fly,” Konner scoffed. “Dragons aren’t aerodynamically capable of flight.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. Bumblebees aren’t supposed to be able to fly, but they do, even on heavy gravity worlds. Let’s get the shuttle and go look. I know there are dragons there.” Kim was out of his chair and halfway down the passageway in one bound.

      “There’s no such thing as dragons!” Konner and Loki shouted after him.
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      “It’s a long trip dirtside, can’t we do this on the way?” Kim wiggled under Loki’s heavy-handed application of Bruise Leech®. The gadget used electromagnetic and ultrasound waves to speed healing while it drained off the excess accumulated blood around a wound. If the thing worked under Loki’s very ungentle administration, his face should lose discoloration and swelling within the hour.

      Konner’s stab wound didn’t look quite so easy to fix. Kim had hooked up an IV with a blood transfusion and additional saline to rehydrate him. Supplies of both were running low. He just hoped they wouldn’t need them again until they could resupply.

      “Mum will have my hide when she reads the log of this run,” Loki grunted. “I’m not allowing you two to go anywhere until I fix you.”

      “At least let Konner and me fix each other up.” Kim grabbed the palm-sized unit away from his brother. “You’re likely to cause more damage than you fix.”

      “You two fight about it, I’ve got a ship to fix.” Konner rose stiffly from the crash couch in the living quarters. He paused halfway up, clutching his right side.

      “You aren’t going anywhere.” Kim pushed him back down. He double-checked the IV to make sure Konner hadn’t loosened it.

      For once Konner didn’t protest. He must really be hurting. Weak, too. Kim added a second transfusion to the mix.

      “Maybe I should take the Rover dirtside alone while you two recover and figure out the extent of the damage. I’ll scout for a crashed colony ship and its satellites. Terraformers had to get here somehow. If we’re going to find spare parts, it will be there. Konner can work on the drive system and you, Kim, can continue looking for people from a survey orbit.” Loki edged toward the hatch.

      “You aren’t going down there without me,” Kim protested. He stood in the hatchway, hands on hips, feet spread. Loki could easily knock him down, if he really wanted to.

      “Fine, then. We all go together. But not until both of you are in better shape.” Loki glared at Kim for several long moments. Then he grabbed a larger ultrasound from the emergency kit and started examining Konner. The middle brother yelled in protest at the unnecessary pressure Loki applied.

      To Kim’s half-trained eye, the readout looked good. He couldn’t see any internal organ damage or broken bones. Just a lot of bruised and torn tissue. Too much for the Bruise Leech® to handle, and too deep to just hold everything together with surgical glue.

      “This is beyond me,” Kim muttered, shaking his head. He grabbed the US unit away from Loki. “I can start the healing process with the Leech and patch you up, but it’s going to take time before you are up to par.”

      “Just glue me back together enough to let me get into the guts of my engines,” Konner returned. Fierceness glazed his eyes.

      “Maybe we should go down to the surface, do a couple more survey orbits on the way,” Loki suggested. “The longer we keep Konner quiet, the better chance he’ll have to heal properly. Another IV won’t hurt him either.”

      “I agree,” Kim replied. He felt strange actually agreeing with Loki. “We need to know why a colony ship and its five communications satellites are now corroding away to useless scrap.” He applied the Bruise Leech® to Konner’s open wound.

      “That will wait,” Konner protested. He batted the Leech away and tried to stand up again.

      Kim held him in place with one hand while he pressed the gadget against the open wound. “This is going to hurt whether I do it gentle or hard. Keep protesting and it gets harder,” he threatened.

      He and Konner locked gazes for several long moments. Finally, Konner looked away and settled back against the crash couch.

      “Let’s make a list of what we need.” Loki pulled out an electronic clipboard. “Nitrogen first. Can’t go anywhere without more fuel.”

      “We’ll need to clone three crystals from shards and submerge six others in the bath to let them grow repairs,” Konner said around a grimace. “I checked the crystal bath starter kits. The omniscium has become unstable. The ones we bought in Nautilus must have been outdated and repackaged to look new. We were cheated.”

      Something about the way Konner said the word “cheated” alerted Kim. Before he could puzzle out the hidden meaning beneath the word, Konner continued.

      “The key ingredient to the crystal bath might as well be missing. We’ve got to find more.”

      “Omniscium? That’s pretty rare, Konner.” Kim voiced his musing out loud. “And until it crystallizes, it goes inert pretty quickly.”

      “That’s why it’s rare enough to be the only thing in known space more valuable than food,” Konner admitted. “It doesn’t occur naturally on Earth, and rarely on solid planets. It’s found most often in gas giants. We haven’t the equipment to mine something that volatile. We can only pray there is more than a trace on this bloody planet.”

      “Readings indicate omniscium occurs naturally here,” Kim reassured him.

      “I’ve heard that one before,” Konner snorted.

      “Presuming we can find the right mix for the crystal bath, we should be out of here in three standard months. If we send a sub-light message to Mum now, she’ll get it about the time we break orbit,” Kim added.

      “And risk the IMPs picking it up and tracing it back to us? No way,” Loki insisted.

      Konner ignored Loki’s protests and grabbed Kim’s reader off his belt. “Lots of copper and copper sulfate embedded in everything. That will taint the solution. I’ll need extra filters and a real still to separate out the components. With the colony ship and the satellites gone, we have no idea if there’s a civilization with what we need down there. The colony ship’s probably been cannibalized.”

      He paused for breath while he read the survey reports. “Hey, that hurts!” Konner clamped his hand over Kim’s wrist, keeping him from pressing any harder with the Leech.

      Kim let up some of his pressure. When Konner relaxed again, he began working over the wound. He watched the readout as a lot of smaller blood vessels rejoined, and the muscle tissue looked less shredded. The Leech would die of old age before they finished, though.

      “We’re stuck here for at least three standard months,” Kim sighed, feigning disappointment. Excitement began to bubble up within him. Three whole months to explore a new planet. Oh! the discoveries waiting for him. “You don’t have to go dirtside, Konner, until you’re healed.”

      “What about the thrusters?” Loki asked. “I can’t rebuild one.”

      “We need whole new units. The asteroids sheared them off.” Konner revived enough to take an interest in the readings on the Leech. “Aren’t you done yet?”

      Kim shook his head and kept working the Leech. It was getting sluggish, bloated with the excess blood and serum that it drained off.

      “Anything else?” Loki asked.

      “Won’t know more about repairs until baby brother here lets me get off this friggin’ bed and go look. But those are the big things. The essentials. Anything else, I can probably cobble together replacements. You couldn’t blind jump into a civilized system, could you, Kim?”

      “If we’d jumped into a civilized system, or even into a bush colony, the IMPs would have us in custody now and we’d be making the dreaded call to Mum.”

      All three brothers stared at each other in silence.

      “Okay, so we have to make the best of a bad situation.” Loki rubbed his hands together. “Let’s load Rover with supplies and get going.”

      “First stop is the colony ship,” Kim called to Loki’s retreating back. “I want their data files.”

      “I want their thrusters,” Konner added.

      “I want… it all.” Loki’s eyes gleamed with greed.

      “Can we slow down a bit, brothers?” Kim asked suddenly. His head buzzed the way it did so often as they came out of jump. “I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”

      “Okay, we’ll be as cautious as if Mum were here.” Loki slapped Kim’s back.

      Somehow Kim didn’t think Loki intended to follow through with that statement. And Konner groaned as he aimed for the loading bay and their shuttle. Kim threw as much of the emergency kit as he could into his carryall. He wanted to be able to stay a good long time once they landed.
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      “Trash.” Kim kicked at the canted hulk of the colony ship. The magnetic boots of his SealedSuit clanked against the ceramic/titanium alloy. Flakes of the nearly indestructible hull drifted to the ground. One saucer edge rested in the reddish desert sand. The opposite side stood hundreds of meters in the air. The central hub with the loading bay doors was partially buried.

      “Not enough moisture in this desert to cause this much corrosion,” Konner mused. He, too, kicked at the looming hulk. Then he ran a sensor over the patch of raw alloy exposed by their mistreatment. “I’m getting organic readings. Mostly dead and mummified. Looks like that layer of diatomaceous plants in the upper atmosphere ate the ship until the lack of moisture mummified them. Those plants are the only reason I can figure why the planet looks green from orbit and why this ship is such a mess.”

      “We’d better give the Rover a bath as soon as we leave this area,” Kim muttered.

      He walked over to one of the downed satellites, about one half a kilometer from the colony ship. It showed the same pattern of decay.

      “With so much of the copper sulfate embedded in all the organics, fire is going to burn green here,” Kim said, returning to Konner’s side. Scorch marks on the tilted hull evoked many horrible images of the ship’s last moments.

      “I’ve breached the loading bay doors,” Loki called from the other side of the ship. Kim and Konner trekked under the vast saucer—one hundred times the size of the Sirius—to the central hub.

      They climbed over a pile of boulders—many as high as their shoulders—to reach the exposed bay. Konner had to take it slow. Kim helped him over the roughest spots. Loki bounded ahead, barely waiting for them to catch up.

      Together the three turned on their helmet lights and sidled into the wreckage. Loki had only pushed the bay doors open as far as necessary to accommodate their bodies. Inertia, debris, decay, and some serious dents from the strewn boulders conspired to keep those doors shut.

      Kim kept a close eye on Konner. He walked steadily but slowly, partly due to the bulkiness of their SealedSuits, partly due to conservation of energy. Would a StimPatch help or hinder the healing process? Maybe later, when Konner showed signs of gross fatigue.

      Their footsteps echoed hollowly as they made their way to the first hold. The resounding booms sounded vaguely like the belling voices that spoke to Kim during jump. He wondered if the noise would wake the ghosts of the departed passengers and crew.

      “Foolishness,” he admonished himself.

      “What?” Loki asked, tearing himself away from his fascination with the first hatch they encountered.

      “Nothing more important than my imagination.” Kim shook his head trying to clear it. Bad idea. The helmet of his SealedSuit limited his movements.

      “Empty.” Loki played his portable torch over the bulkheads of the first cargo bay. Shadows danced eerily.

      “I hate ghost ships,” Kim muttered to himself, careful to keep his suit speakers on mute.

      “We’d expect the colonists to take all their supplies,” Konner replied. He moved deliberately toward the inclined passageway to the ship’s interior. “We don’t need cargo so much as mechanicals.”

      Hold after hold proved as empty as the first. Then they reached the cabins. Departing passengers and crew had left behind a little more evidence of their presence. A dirty sock, a broken comb, a worn-out sonic dental brush. Nothing more useful. Mattresses, sheets, and blankets, mirrors, even the framework for the stacked beds had been stripped away. Kim paused to run his fingers over each of the few remaining items. Lives had touched them. He wondered who. His imagination tried to create a connection between those people and himself. He failed. Not enough data.

      Closer to the center of the giant saucer ship they found the crew quarters. Smaller cabins, more utilitarian. Here there was more evidence of life, and a more hasty departure. The beds remained intact, as did the woven metal blankets. Sheets and mattresses had deteriorated to shredded strands. They looked intact until he touched one. It crumbled to dust. Not even mice lived in this desert to cart away the fibers to make nests of the detritus.

      “Here’s why they left.” Konner’s voice sounded sad and distant over the helmet speakers.

      Kim hurried to catch up to his brothers. Loki and Konner stared at the shattered king stone. Once bright shards of blue crystal littered the drive compartment. No glimmer of life shone beneath the layers of thick dust. Dark streaks in the dust showed Kim the obvious cracks in every one of the green driver crystals. Even the net that kept the stones bathed in energy-producing nitrogen had shredded.

      Konner hurried away as if an urgent errand propelled him.

      “Halt,” Loki commanded.

      Kim froze in his tracks as did Konner. They’d flown together too many years to disobey a direct command from the pilot, the captain of their ship. Survival often rested on instant obedience.

      “Think, Konner,” Kim pleaded when the shock of obedience began to fade. “The crystals are grown as a family, all at the same time in connected baths. When the king stone shattered, all the others went dead. That’s the way it always happens.”

      “But… some of them are still alive. I can hear them.” Konner took three steps along the passageway.

      “What good will reviving them do?” Kim asked. “Without the rest of the family, they have no purpose, they’ll drift in limbo aboard our ship as well as here.”

      Konner hesitated.

      “They will not interface with your beloved crystals. No one can regrow a king stone and twelve drivers from this mess of shards,” Loki said, maintaining his authoritative voice. “Tend to your living family of crystals, not a shattered and scattered one.”

      “He’s right, Konner,” Kim added. “Give them the dignity and solace of staying near the remains of their family. Leave them and scout the rest of the ship with us. We might be able to salvage the thrusters.”

      Head hanging, Konner pivoted and started back the way they had come. “I’ll collect the thrusters and meet you at the Rover.” Silently he retreated.

      “Kim, go with him. He’s still weak from the wound and blood loss.” This time Loki’s voice sounded concerned, more hesitant.

      “I think we all need StimPatches. This place is depressing.” Kim turned to follow his brother.

      “Kim?” Loki asked. A tinge of his usual brightness colored his tone. “Can we shed the suits? I want to breathe real air again, feel the wind on my skin, hold dirt in my hands.”

      “My readings say the air is breathable. Make sure you use your adapter.” Kim reached to press the chip beside his brother’s Adam’s apple the moment he lifted the helmet off.

      “That’s better.” Loki shook his head, and short-cropped dark red hair sprang free of the inner hood. He breathed deeply.

      Suddenly Kim’s heart started beating double time and his breaths came short and sharp. The claustrophobic pressure of confinement within their survival suits robbed his senses of input.

      He broke the seal on his helmet and gulped in the hot dry air. It smelled fresh and alive despite the emptiness all around them.

      “We’ve been breathing canned air and eating tanked food too long. Let’s go explore,” he said.

      “Yeah, we won’t find anything useful here. The place has been stripped.” Even so, Loki poked his nose into the bridge.

      Gaping holes greeted them at each
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