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THE MORNING CRUSH ON the promenade forced Ensign Nivpul Exavent to slow his pace. He’d forgotten today’s mall-wide sale when choosing this route over the service corridors. Once the centre of a cargo space able to handle heavy transports two abreast, the makeover had made this module too popular for its own good. A tight knot of milling shoppers forced him closer to the busy store fronts on his right.

The urgent summons to his Grandfather Roggi’s office hadn’t given him much time to consider what it could all be about, and the surprise call from his mother right after had only served to distract him further in his rush to get out the door. Even now, the way she’d felt the need to explain his dad had already left the house for an early meeting at station admin kept coming back to mind.

The mouthwatering aroma of pastries wafted from the bakery, only to be replaced by the salty planet-side simulation scents from the aromatherapy boutique two doors further down. Up ahead, the banner above Outcasts Clothiers, white lettering on deep green, read, “Best Deals on Motherload. Clothing almost too good for life on a Deep Space Station.”

Niv had to chuckle. Purnam never missed a chance to poke fun at his old life of, as he would say so often, dressing up the Imperial Court.

“Did you hear?” Niv saw Jeev Cowtier among a group of this year’s Academy Seniors gathered at the entrance of Crob’s Cafe. “Rumour has it, Noble House Argodr just lost a destroyer to the raiders.”

“If it’s true, that’s going to chafe Argodr’s ego something fierce.”

“So long as he doesn’t direct his ire against our people this time around.”

The best path through the throng took Niv closer.

“Dream on. Of all the nobles, Argodr detests the very idea of the League the most, and would have wiped us off the map long ago if we didn’t exist outside of court by direct imperial charter.”

“You’re preaching to the choir, Talwin.”

“But a destroyer? You expect us to believe mere raiders have what it takes to trash a destroyer?” Niv didn’t recognise the charming brunette.

“Why not?” another senior said. “These raiders have already proven themselves tougher than anyone in recent memory. I mean, even our own traders have reported a growing disquiet among contacts beyond the Imperial boundary.”

“Do you think that it’s true then?” Yet another member of the group leaned in. “What they say? About these raiders being scouts for a new power? One previously uncharted by the Nine Kingdoms?”

Jeev glanced Niv’s way. “Hold on. Ensign. Ensign Exavent.”

The shock of being acknowledged by a member of this group caused Niv to falter.

Jeev motioned for him to come closer. “Ensign. You’ve spent more time in the Operations Zone than all of us combined. What do you think?”

“I bet I know more than Red does.”

Niv spun to find his arch-nemesis, Ensign Coren Vancord, almost on top of him.

“And what would you know?” The brunette folded her arms.

“When am I due to ship out on Marhail?”

“In about two days,” Jeev said.

“Wrong. We detach in an hour, I’m on my way there now.” He looked down his nose at Niv as he brushed past.

“They’ve accelerated their plan to expand the picket line?”

“I didn’t think much of it.” The name Hingus came to Niv’s mind when he looked at this speaker. “But this morning, my sister, the one posted aboard the tug Siensaw, told me their trip to Azkeel had been put off.”

“Azkeel is towards the Argodr frontier,” the brunette said. “But it’s just as likely the Hull Workers Guild has raised yet another grievance to a used module being sold to the League of Freemen without their getting a cut of the action, assuming the Duke’s officials haven’t intervened yet again, of course.”

A number of the cadets voiced their agreement.

She looked about the group, then gave Niv a head to toe glance.

“Well, well, well,” Vancord said. “Looks like our very own lovely Boaraly would like a proper introduction to Red.”

The tiniest of gasps escaped Boaraly’s lips and a hint of red touched her light brown face as she turned away. Jeev and a second cadet traded intent glances before closing ranks between her and Vancord.

Almost as fast, another brunette closed on Niv. “I think you’d better move on.”

Niv didn’t need a second prompt. He headed off.

Not ten paces later, an elderly lady stepped into his path waving her dark fist at him. “You should be ashamed of yourself. Exciting a young lady like that.” She’d continued on her way before he could formulate an answer.

“Never mind Missus Fugelcar.” A gentleman put his hand on Niv’s shoulder. “She didn’t see the whole thing. I did. You have nothing to worry yourself about.” He too moved on.

Niv stood frozen on the spot as he sought to make sense of everything. He’d never even got the chance to speak up before Vancord scuttled any possibility of making a good impression. He stifled a desire to glance back in search of Boaraly. Still, he couldn’t fault them for pushing him away, or Missus Fugelcar for acting on what she had witnessed.

A hurried passerby jostled him into remembering where he needed to be.

~~~
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NIV TOUCHED THE ANNOUNCER panel and said, “Grandfather Roggi, it’s Nivpul.”

The door opened to reveal a moderate-sized office made to look smaller by the presence of two large desks and shelving on every wall. Hundreds of pieces of memorabilia filled every horizontal space not needed for actual work. A fist-sized silver-blue globe embossed with the words, ‘Roggi Exavent, Scripture Memorisation, Most Verses this Term’ held a place of prominence to his left. At the far end of the room, sat the cherished scale model of the merchantman Loabaycle, lost so many years ago. Below this, in the place of highest honour, sat the last recorded image of his Grandmother, chiselled nose, deep-set eyes, olive cheeks, touches of white offsetting her black hair. Niv had heard the story behind every item in this room at least once, and these three more than half the others combined.

The clink of porcelain against porcelain caught his attention. “I’ve just finished steeping a hot brew, would you like a cup?”

“Yes, Grandfather, thank you.”

Once again, he hoped he’d be as spry in his eighty-fifth year.

“And a touch of milk just as you like it.” Grandfather Roggi handed him a steaming cup on its saucer.

A faint hint of the perfume he’d long been told his Grandmother loved exploded over him as Niv met his grandfather’s gaze by looking a little lower than had once been necessary. Those grey eyes, a shade lighter than his own, didn’t waver, now, or ever. They also shared the same chiselled nose, olive skin and oblong face. The greatest difference between them lay in the contrast between the brown hair of his grandfather’s youth and his own flaming red fuzz.

“Did something happen on the way here this morning?”

Niv shook off the impact of his Grandmother’s perfume. He never could keep a secret from his Grandfather under normal circumstances. “There was an incident on the promenade. A group of senior cadets asked my advice on something, and, well, this lady, Boaraly, she was looking at me when Ensign Vancord made a suggestive remark about the two of us.”

“I see, and what did you think of Miss Boaraly?”

He sighed, the dream of becoming a husband and father with a family like his Grandfather had before the tragedy seeming further out of reach than ever. “What does it matter now?”

Grandfather Roggi paced to the far side of the room, then turned around. “Your father’s right. I have indulged you too much.”

“Indulged me? How?”

His grandfather picked up the Xiangqi trophy Niv had won at age twelve. The bronzed elephant sparkled in the full spectrum light from the overhead illumination. “You were always so much like me. Shy, alone, yet when you put your mind to something, you excelled.” He set the trophy down. “I gave you too many excuses and not enough encouragement when it came to spreading your social wings.”

“I don’t understand.”

“And that’s the point.” He closed the gap between them. “Take this thing with Miss Boaraly. Because Vancord saw another opportunity to take a stab at you, and there are things you should have learnt about that too, you think that door has closed.” He fixed Niv with his gaze. “That may even be true, but you’ll never know if you don’t try.”

Before Niv could get past the impulse to deny, his Grandfather picked up his Grandmother’s picture. “I almost lost my sweet Ssilsnia the same way, but oh the joy I knew the day her smile led me to ask for the privilege of courting her affection.”

Niv knew that tone of voice, where this would go, and not to interrupt until his grandfather was ready. Surely, one day, he’d meet the right girl, and likewise court her affection.

“That which we call Interstellar Dynamics can be as fickle as any romance.”

Niv couldn’t believe his ears. His Grandfather rarely strayed in the telling of this story.

“Oh, how I pity those societies that remain system bound, that have never reached beyond the dampening effect of their star’s gravity well.” His Grandfather had skipped the intro and exchanged the picture for a model of one of the oldest known interstellar vessels.

“But others remembered. They knew how to interact at the interstellar level. Oh, mass was always an issue. The bigger the ship, the more it took to move it, but they could lay in a direction, a speed, and a distance to traverse the stars via such fixed flights.”

Niv hoped to put his Grandfather back on track by handing him the next model in this story.

“That’s right. The day came when we began to understand. We still had to fix direction and speed, but we could open up the flight by gaining control over when to engage the Maast generator, and when to stop.”

His grandfather put the model in the middle of the desk and went back for the Loabaycle.

“But, for all we thought we understood, we remained powerless when the forces inherent within interstellar dynamics are revealed in the fullness of fury. I lost them all to that one storm. Your Grandmother, your aunts, your uncles.” Once again he fixed Niv with his gaze. “You would not be here today if your Grandmother had not insisted it was time to have the talk with your father.”

Such a blunt, and personal, deviation from the story left Niv speechless.

The elder Exavent sipped his brew, and said, “Forgive me. It’s been a hectic morning. And I did tell you I had something special in store.”

~~~
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“OH LORD, THIS BLESSING we pray in your most holy name,” Grandfather Roggi said.

“Amen,” Niv said before opening his eyes.

The assembly deck loomed large before him. Overhead catwalks with their heavy lifting cranes sat silent. Storage and workshop hatches remained shut. The hull of the most remarkable ship ever built caught the muted lighting, making the space seem even darker.

Christened Konhor, though still lacking its official emblazons, Niv could never look upon this ship without his breath catching. This is where he had spent so many of his formative years, in and out of the Academy. With his Grandfather’s life’s work. Some even said only his Grandfather knew more about this vessel than he did..

Konhor had the sleek shape of a delta wing atmospheric craft, except these wings continued to thicken until they created a ripple free seam with the main body as seen from the rear as was common for short range craft of this nature. Then the wings began further aft than on other ships of this general design and spread wider to the tips. When asked why he’d designed this ship to stand out so much, his Grandfather would only say, “Trust me.”

The ship rested on a trio of squat landing struts. On the port side of the nose, beginning where the wing merged into the forward section and reaching forward, the gangway stood open, an airlock ramp that would lift and fold into a seamless seal when it came time to launch. Beyond, tight but comfortable living quarters for five occupied less than a quarter of the ship’s volume.

To help justify the cost of building a ship capable of testing the revolutionary Maast generator within, his Grandfather had agreed to incorporate other developments slated for general production in the near future. The pair of drives that gave Konhor the ability to travel at Mega Metres Per Second could generate twenty percent more power for their size without any loss in manoeuvrability. Likewise, the hull contained fifteen percent more defensive nodes, each capable of reacting nine percent faster than any deployed to date.

More obvious, to the casual observer, improved shock absorption techniques allowed each wing to take two missile launchers, each able to hold six missiles. Standard power management systems had always limited a ship of this size to a maximum of nine Maast enhanced lasers, one heavy and two lights on each wing tip and the nose. Such an observer would note the second nose-mounted heavy, but would never guess that these weapons also packed a bigger punch and cycled faster than their contemporaries.

Continued silence caused Niv to look around. “Grandfather. Where is everyone?”

“Waiting for you to suit up.”

“Suit up?”

“You don’t think I’d let my favourite grandson pilot the most coveted flight he’s ever looked forward to without requiring every conceivable precaution be taken?”

His Grandfather would never joke about something like that, would he?

“Independent confirmation came in just two hours ago. The storm tracking between us and the nearest Argodr listening posts has rendered them blind in the near term.”

This didn’t sound like a joke. “What about my crew?”

“There isn’t one.”

It had to be. “But the council spoke. Forbade a solo first flight.”

Grandfather Roggi placed a hand on his shoulder. “And I convinced them to reconsider that ruling. The Council of Elders may be the final body of leaders, but even they are bound by the higher ideal that we are all freemen and women. Fortunately, I am old enough to get away with pushing points the younger elders would never think of voicing. Now, the Siensaw is standing by to tow you to the test zone where Marhail will be in position to observe.” He gave Niv a light shove towards the locker area. “Don’t keep us waiting.”

Niv stumbled forward, making it halfway across the hangar before it hit him. The punch line had to be waiting for him on the other side of the hatch. He slowed and did his best to appear calm as he tapped the open switch.

That ventilating fan they had yet to replace hissed. The faint odour of suit disinfectant wafted from the room. Half energy lighting created shadows too nebulous for anyone to hide in. His suit hung ready on the outside of his locker. His hand trembled as he reached out to touch it. Could this be the real thing? Him, solo, at the helm of his dream flight?
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NIV CONFIGURED Konhor’s main monitor to supply an enhanced colour display of the Maast field surrounding them and focused the view on Siensaw’s underside. The shimmering energy dance of deceleration back to the world of MePS had already begun. His stomach threatened to join in.

Measured breaths helped him to maintain something of the composure he’d attained during the flight out. He could almost envy the techs aboard Marhail, with their scientific distance, and their front row seat to Konhor’s entrance into the history books. He glanced at the empty co-pilot’s seat and shivered. His entrance into the history books.

The spectacle outside had begun to fade when the screen refreshed to a link with the tug’s captain. “Konhor. You are free to proceed. Good luck, and Godspeed.”

Niv heard a quiver in his voice when he said, “Thank you, sir.”

The captain gave him a questioning look, one that conveyed doubt about his ability, before closing the channel. The screen went back to a view of the tug, now moving off.

Niv took a deep breath and willed himself to relax in the knowledge these preliminaries would be over soon.

The rightmost of his six sub-monitors snapped on. Professor Quiggly’s radiation-scarred face filled the screen from his station aboard Marhail. “Control to Konhor. Initiate Marhail data link and begin pre-flight checklist.”

Niv stiffened to attention. “Command received. Initiating data link and pre-flight.”

Three of his sub-monitors flickered as the data link came online, while the remaining two flashed through the checklist. From helmet and gloves being properly stored under the panel on his left to the establishment of precautionary battle seals throughout the ship, all checks came back green. He’d never been more ready.

The professor nodded. “You are free to initiate stage one.”

Niv’s hand hovered over the control panel. “Beginning baseline fixed flight, now.” With the flick of a finger, he took Konhor to Maast.

The slightest of tremors came from the deck plates beneath his feet. He found himself holding his breath as Konhor accelerated to interstellar speeds for the first time. Updated displays relayed near-textbook examples of how a Maast generator should operate in this mode, and smoother than anything he’d ever experienced on other ships. At its core, the interlink channelled the power flow as the exert-converter regulated the flux with a level of efficiency few other configurations could match.

Marhail’s long barrel form first appeared as a dot on the main viewer. In an instant, it had grown to the point he could make out details on the main screen as the observer ship swung about to keep its primary sensors on him. A switch to aft view showed the picket ship disappearing as fast as it had appeared. Flight end decelerated Konhor back to MePS.

“Konhor to control, coming about and awaiting your orders.” He took his ship into a lazy one-eighty. Everything looked good. They’d never call for a delay now.

Professor Quiggly said, “Konhor, you are free to Maast, standby to initiate Stage Two. On my mark.”

He tightened the turn to put Konhor on course. Any other ship would have required a maintenance cycle to the generator before he could act.  A touch returned him to Maast.

“Stage Two, now.”

“This is for you, Grandfather.” He tapped the board, and for the first time in recorded history, the Maast generator began a controlled alteration of its field. The star field on his viewer fell off the right side of the screen as Konhor went into a roll. “Grandfather, it’s everything we ever dreamt, and more.”

“Easy, Ensign.” Professor Quiggly’s voice cut through his reverie. “Initiate evasive pattern Gargoyle.”

Properly chastised, he turned his attention back to the task at hand. The pilot enhancement monitors read his slightest move and Konhor began a new kind of dance, one guaranteed to tax even Marhail’s ability to track.

“Konhor. You’re clear for Stage Three.”

“Acknowledged.” He placed Marhail in the centre of the screen and took Konhor out of Maast in a mock combat run.

Marhail shared the same basic hull as a standard patrol cruiser. The thought of what the improved weapon systems could do to such a ship under these circumstances made Niv smile.

The two ships passed close enough to set off proximity alerts before he took Konhor back to Maast once more.
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THE TEST HAD GONE JUST as Niv had always dreamt it would. Marhail had once more been reduced to a dot. A couple more passes and they’d be calling him back to the hangar, and the end of this experience. The flash of a sensor contact off to starboard caused him to sit forward.

The all-ships alarm whooped, the comm crackled, and the staid voice of Hangar Overlord Jiznda filled Konhor’s bridge, “This is a Class One Interstellar Alert. All ships are to avoid Sector thirty by forty-three by thirty-seven until further notice. I repeat—”

Niv’s breath caught. They were at the centre of that sector!

A sensor sweep revealed nothing but Marhail, and an unidentified contact. With one hand, Niv told Konhor to get them out of there. With the other, he focused the main viewer in the direction of the blip. The tiniest of points, too small to even be a probe, became enhanced, tinted into Maast field oranges and reds.

He’d never seen anything like it.

It grew, hints of yellow appearing along the outer edges.

He couldn’t detect any sign of movement from the anomaly.

“Marhail, are you getting this?”

Blue and green tendrils flashed in and out of existence.

Touches of purple at the epicentre painted a more ominous picture. The anomaly pulsed. A series of tendrils came together, became a jet aimed at the spot Konhor had just vacated. The comm cracked, “Nivpul... Hiss...”

“Grandfather?”

Static. The data link with Marhail became garbled. The jet intersected his wake, split, part of it coming straight at him. The data link screens flashed “Signal Lost.”

What could he do?

A vibrant green tendril touched Konhor’s Maast field. Sensors indicated all forward motion had ceased. A blue-green kaleidoscope filled the screen. The attitude sensors jumped as if Konhor had flipped hard over. New readings suggested the possibility of forward motion after all. The range of colours exploded into a blinding rainbow, transformed into bursts that started in the centre of his screen, then flashed off the edges.

The image dropped to a sub-monitor, leaving the main viewer blank and releasing him from its power.

Niv looked at his hand on the controls. When had he thought to do that?

A notation on another of the sub-monitors caught his eye. His jaw dropped. It contained detailed analysis of the computer’s success in dealing with a series of acute variances in the Maast field. Another sub-monitor flashed the signal “Location Unknown. Error: unable to resolve Star Fix.”

Niv’s gaze darted back to the sensor image. The pattern of bursts flashing off the edges of the screen remained unchanged. His pulse pounded in his ears. He clamped his eyes shut and gave his head a shake. It didn’t help.

His hands flew across the controls. Report after report flashed before his eyes. Every last one of them pointed to a single conclusion, Konhor’s systems continued to operate flawlessly.

He glanced back at the sensor image. How could that be? He gave his head another shake. Concentrate. Someone had recognised the nascent form of this anomaly, knew to issue an Interstellar Alert, and no one knew more about Interstellar Dynamics and Maast theory than his Grandfather. That’s where he’d find answers. He accessed Konhor’s complete copy of his grandfather’s research library. His search came up blank.

Out of options, he fell back in his seat.

A head tilt brought his helmet and gloves into view. Would it make any difference if he picked them up and locked in?

His chest grew tight. He found himself fighting for breath. The sub-monitor continued to flash with colour. What hope did he have of getting out of this? How could he have been so naive as to think he could handle anything thrown at him in the course of this flight?

A change in the colour pattern drew his attention. A new wave of colour bursts sliced through the old, flashing from the screen edge to its centre. The pattern fell apart, the colours shifted blue-green, pinpoints of light pierced the black of space.

He threw an aft image up on the main viewer. The anomaly filled half his screen. Yellow-red flares erupted from its core in all directions. A touch of purple at its core faded from view. He could just make out a handful of muted blue and green tendrils. They were gone before he could react.

The flares became less dramatic, more transparent. The core shrank, its colouration moving into the oranges. A translucent red engulfed the screen. When it cleared, he could see nothing but a trail of particles between him and the anomaly’s last known location. By every standard available to him, it had disappeared just as mysteriously as it had appeared.

Hands shaking, he brought Konhor to station keeping and initiated another full systems check. While he’d have no idea where the anomaly had left him until the computer established his position, he could be sure his Grandfather had already called for rescue ships to be dispatched.
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“LOCATION UNKNOWN. SEARCHING for Star Fix...”

“Computer.” Niv fought to keep his voice from shaking. “Elapsed time since test mark four.”

“Three hours, thirteen minutes, twenty-three seconds.”

That couldn’t be right. “Computer. Verify time log.”

“No errors found in time log.”

He sat back. Three hours? Fifteen minutes, twenty, tops. That he could believe, and his independent suit time would confirm that fact. The numbers matched Konhor’s clock.

“Reference found,” the computer said. “Probability of accurate identification, ninety-nine point six percent.”

He blinked. The star’s angle of contact appeared so far out of line he knew it had to be another error.

Three new points registered, all in line with the first. By the twelfth point, he could no longer argue with the computer’s assessment. Konhor’s position had been identified as far beyond the edge of mapped space. The impossible made irrefutable.

He stared at the star display before him. “Computer. Identify the nearest Imperial outpost.”

A summary description of a settlement named Curlob appeared on the screen. Founded by Noble House Argodr on the extreme edge of mapped Imperial space, the distance between them stood at five times Konhor’s maximum range.

He slumped forward. As if the Overlords of Curlob would welcome a League ship, from any direction. They’d never listen to anything he had to say, and the Duke would be sure to take news of his appearance to the Imperial Court as evidence his people were working with the raiders against the best interests of the Throne. One more strand in the web of lies he’d woven against the “Cursed Freemen.”

The weight of such thoughts drove him to release the flight harness and stand. Legs that had sat unused too long protested the sudden call to action. Other parts of his anatomy took up the chorus, demanded their due. The idea of having sat for over three hours began to seem reasonable. A reach down cancelled the battle seals and opened the hatch behind him.

He stepped from the bridge into the common and stopped. He’d waited a long time for this space to truly become the core of his world, but it now felt cold, limited.

To his right, a trio of forward-facing comfort seats separated by small tables, presented him with the spectre of more time alone than even he’d ever craved. He looked away, to the dinette on his left.

A hasty check of his hip pockets produced the regulation two meals’ worth of emergency rations. At least they’d left enough water in the system after the recycling unit tests to keep him hydrated for a while yet.

One of the stronger urges drove him to continue across to the door aft into Konhor’s central corridor. Going through the door halfway down on his left, and left again, put him in the forward hygienics stall with its mirror, sink, and toilet.

What of all the other consumables? He should have thought to check how much fuel he had left before rushing from the bridge. He told himself to stop it, that he’d have his answers soon enough.

Energised by the need to follow through, he rushed forward, and almost missed the message being flashed on the navigation display: “Warning! Class Two Stellar Storm detected.”

“No!” His hand shook as he called up details he should have seen much earlier. The Maast-enhanced image put the storm some distance ahead. Supporting data showed it as losing strength and posing no immediate danger.

A blip appeared just inside the storm’s near fringe. A ship?

Whatever the object, it looked smaller than Konhor, and pitched about in a way suggestive of no power or drives. His grandfather’s story leaped to mind. Another storm, another ship. Disaster. Despair. Until the vision that became Konhor gave his grandfather a new lease on life. He couldn’t hear the story of this turnaround without experiencing a chest-tightening rush. A touch of that thrill took hold of him now, demanded he act, do whatever he could to find out more. Navigation put the storm’s fringe forty-five minutes away at maximum cruise. Engineering revealed his time in the anomaly had used up a significant amount of fuel. Whatever he did he couldn’t push it too hard.

Further data about the contact indicated it would soon get left behind as the storm moved on.

A ship might have survivors. Could he ignore that possibility? He set course for that point on the storm fringe closest to the contact, and Konhor purred beneath his feet as they accelerated to Maast.

If only he had a way to tell his grandfather how well Konhor continued to perform. His throat went tight with this reminder of all he’d left behind. Did anyone back home even know what happened? What of his family? What of his grandfather? What of the family of whoever was aboard that ship ahead of him?
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NIV STOPPED FIDDLING with his attempts to improve sensor resolution. Five minutes to fringe and he still didn’t know enough to make an informed decision about how to proceed.

He returned his attention to the most relevant sections of his grandfather’s log, the many times he’d taken a survey ship into the fringes of a storm. Back then, he’d been forced to stop for adjustments before he could commit. With Konhor, Niv could do the same in flight.

Storm interference continued to deny him the level of detailed sensor data he needed to make that decision and promised to reverse what little progress he had made when they came in contact with the first wisps of the storm’s fringe.

A frustrated sigh escaped his lips. The contact was too small to be Maast flight-capable. At best, he’d found a long-lost derelict shuttle.

The computer isolated the edge of another gravity wave moving towards the object. Once again its pitch, attitude, and trajectory changed ever so slightly.

Yet another thing he’d rather not have to deal with.

A flash obscured the object for a split second.

“What?” He called up details of the flash on Konhor’s main screen. “A Maast-enhanced energy discharge?” He stared at the screen. Such a display could only mean the ship still had power to its comm or weapons systems, and might contain clues to the local civilisation.

The deck beneath his feet shuddered.

He glanced at each of his displays and froze at the sight of the engineering monitor logging a myriad of micro-adjustments similar to those made during his time in the anomaly. A touch of the controls reduced their speed to increase system flexibility.

The deck vibrated from a more sustained encounter.

He adjusted course to account for the latest changes in the other ship’s attitude.

The whoop of an alarm accompanied a more severe jump in the Maast field readings, demanded he correct the situation.

He wiped his brow and remembered to think about his own welfare. A tap put Konhor into Battle Mode. Helmet and gloves completed the package.

With a click heard through his suit’s audio pickups, the safety straps locked into place. A final check of his helmet’s heads-up display confirmed his connection to the ship’s power and life-support systems.

Sensor imagery improved incrementally but a visual on the ship would not be possible until arrival. One thing he did know, he’d done it, achieved another history-making marker for his Grandfather. The time had come to decelerate from Maast.

A spike in the Maast generation outputs caught his attention seconds before the alarm whooped again. A lurch put the safety straps to the test. He made out just enough of the jumbled engineering data to know the Maast generator no longer controlled anything. External monitors recorded the impact of Maast energy on the hull. Stale air assaulted his nostrils before the straps dug into his shoulders. Everything went black.
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BUBBLES, VISIBLE ONLY because of the diffused light off to his left, filled his field of vision. Cold pressed against him on all sides. His lungs felt ready to burst. A kick of his legs brought the light closer. He used his arms to add an extra push against the compliant medium he found himself in. The pressure on his back increased, caused him to tumble away from that light. The need to breathe grew overwhelming. He pushed, kicked with all his might towards the light. He gasped fresh air when his head broke through the surface. A wall of green slipped past on his right.

New pressure on his torso threatened to drag him back under. A surge of water crashed over his head, left him choking, sputtering, flailing hands and legs to keep his head free.

“Hold on!” The voice came from all around.

An arm appeared through the mist. “Take my hand!”

He fought to get closer. Reached up. Touched the person’s wrist. Grabbed hold. His grip began to slip. The other’s hand twisted around to grasp his wrist, creamy pink against his olive skin.

The current changed. Threw him to one side. When his head breached the surface again, he discovered himself in the midst of a calm spot. Before him, water foamed to each side of a giant rock. A great hand reached through the rock and encircled the grip he shared with the other. A wave hit, tossed him from the water, and thrust him back into his seat aboard Konhor.

Lights above his eyes flickered into a pattern he recognised, telling him his suit-to-ship connections had been restored. Dim lights illuminated the controls panel before him, while the main viewer resolved to a mottled grey field. A section to the upper left appearing much darker than the rest. The computer announced, “Emergency life-support restored.”

The meaning of those words got lost in his struggle to understand what had just happened. The imagery, still burned into his mind, came from nowhere he’d ever been. Or had it? He had seen something like it, from another view. From the shore. In a teaching vid. Where a trek had taken the creator beside a fast flowing waterway, a whitewater river.

That didn’t make sense either. Not here, in deep space.

He reached for the controls and could do nothing more until the pain that engulfed his left side had subsided. His gasps for air began to have some measure of success. The mind-numbing pain localised to his left shoulder and the entirety of his arm. Bleary eyes looked upon displays that overflowed with confusing amounts of data until they came upon the list of kernel boot messages.

Which one of them hurt the worst? He flexed the fingers of his left hand and gasped when the pain engulfed his left side once more.

One of the sub-monitors switched to a structural view and began displaying the results of internal integrity checks.

The raw number of secondary systems that reported “okay” gave him a reason to fight past the pain.

He used his right hand to select a location out on the hull. A stream of errors, punctuated by random bits of incomplete data, met his gaze. How could he hope to make sense of this without the help of his Grandfather? Of any of the people he had been cut off from?

He switched back to the internal diagnostics to find the list of good news still growing. Could it be true? Had Konhor’s core survived? What about atmosphere? Life-support? A significant part of the collapsing Maast field should have been driven inward and wreaked havoc on the bulk of these systems. His survival should have left him with little hope outside of a timely rescue.

He fought past another spasm from his shoulder to narrow the sub-monitor’s focus, and began to scan. Zero air loss from main sections. Emergency systems operating at minimum levels. Gravity field at one percent. Estimates indicated emergency maximum of fifteen percent attainable within the hour. All too good to be true.

He switched aft to discover engineering had been isolated. Atmosphere within, questionable. Caustic substances, no. Radiation, no. Special protocols, respirators required.

The atonal buzz of a proximity alarm shattered his concentration. One more stupid error to keep him from his work.

A refresh of the main viewer produced a tactical display showing the outline of a small ship off to port within grappling range. Only the fear of more pain kept him from sitting straighter. How was that possible? Insets began to fill with sketchy amounts of hard data. His crippled arm throbbed in counterpoint to his shoulder.

It dawned on him that any hope of getting past this lay in the infirmary. He fumbled with the strap release, then, looking up, discovered an inset displaying the words “One Life Sign Detected.”
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Chapter 3
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“NO, NO, NO.” THE PAIN of his shoulder froze out Niv’s burning desire to pound the controls with his good hand at every word. “How could I have come all this way to be rendered powerless to finish the job?” He couldn’t blame his Grandfather, his family, the Council of Elders who approved this mission. Only one entity in all of creation had the power to speak into a situation of this magnitude. “Oh Lord, why did you bring me to this place when all I can do is watch this person die?”

He found his gaze drawn back to the good news about Konhor’s internal condition. If only he could get the survivor aboard. Give him at least that much of a chance. Could he live with himself if he didn’t try? What hope did he have when his shoulder took control every time he tried to act? As a certified EMT, he had the training to help others in this state. He looked down. He would lock the joints of the suit to immobilise the arm until they could get to the infirmary. No. That would leverage the weight across his shoulder. A better plan would be to let his arm hang straight then lock the joints.

A sudden chill swept over him. He recognised the first signs of shock. He had to act now. He took hold of his hand and pushed it from his lap.

Each of the joint locks made a satisfying click that cut through the mind-numbing pain. Before the added shock could stop him, he unplugged his suit, swivelled in his chair, and stood.

Wrong compounded with wrong. His head spun. His boots exhibited an unnatural affinity for the deck. He stopped to override the hatch’s battle seal, took a leg-jarring step across the threshold. It hit him that the magnetic soles of his boots had activated the moment gravity failed. With an adjustment to accommodate this truth, he continued past the dinette table and stepped lightly across the threshold into the infirmary’s high-priority gravity field. A cabinet on the left side of the bed contained nothing but a standard first-aid kit. He knew what to look for, but not if he’d find it. A small box tucked to the back of a top shelf caught his attention. What did he have to lose? Inside, he found an eclectic, and useful, mix of opiate and non-opiate pain relievers. Of these, only one small vial proved suitable for his present needs. A new wave of pain brought him to a standstill. No hypo, either. The first-aid kit. It could have one. His search left half the contents on the counter, but he had what he needed. His hand shook to the point he had trouble loading it with the correct dosage. The thigh port on his suit proved equally difficult to open. At last, he succeeded in sending the promise of relief into his veins.

Back in the common, he headed left past the aft hatch and utility lockers to the control panel situated to the right of the gangway inner hatch. A single touch brought the controls online and gave him his first visual of the other ship’s central section. The sight of buckled, torn, and popped hull plates that spoke of a frame wrung out of alignment caused him to gasp. Zooming out revealed a stark misalignment between bow and stern. A large opening just forward of the twist caught his eye.

He zoomed in on it to find a hatch sprung open just enough to grant him entry.

A vibration in the deck plates forced him to seek extra support from the wall. The medication seemed to be working, but he’d better get this done before the ships got hit by something big enough to undo everything.

“Clamp Servos not Responding on All Channels. Proceed?”

He tapped “yes.”

“Manual Control of Some Functions may be required. Clamp Bay Opening.”

The display refreshed to tactical mode with the emerging tri-jointed arm anchored to the bottom of the screen. A yellow star warned him to keep a special eye on the centre elbow.

He searched for a point that wouldn’t tear when he locked on. A red dot marked his chosen target as out of range.

No! His hand had become a fist poised to pound the controls. His arm shook. His shoulder tensed. The pain drove all else out.

Head against the monitor, good shoulder against the wall, he felt the river, heard that voice, saw the hand, and found himself looking at the window marked “Thruster Controls Online.”

He pulled away from the wall without taking his eyes from those words. How could he have overlooked the availability of something so basic?

The centre elbow generated multiple errors when the grapple added the other ship’s mass to the mix. Each of these reset back to warnings within seconds of their appearance. With growing confidence, he set about to line the sprung hatch up with the gangway.

A sudden jolt forced him to step back. A faint shimmer roiled along the length of the shuttle, which had begun to bounce relative to his position. The leading elbows of the arm took on a sparkle that progressed down the length of each segment. Another jolt rocked him sideways as the energy wave passed beyond the centre elbow, and a cascade of errors filled the screen.
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“COME ON,” NIV SAID, “Clear.” The grapple servos returned yet more gibberish. He slammed the wall with his fist. How could he get to the survivor now? Float a tether across and pray nothing else hit them before the two of them could get back? As if he had a choice.

He turned to the locker nearest to the gangway hatch. All but two of the cubbyholes sat empty. Under the circumstances, Marik couldn’t fault him for borrowing his tools.

He attached a selection of them to his utility belt and looked at the second occupied cubbyhole with its emergency oxy kit. To think he’d been the one to leave it there more than three weeks ago. He clipped it to his hip.

Next, he turned his attention to the middle locker, then stopped and turned to make sure there would be no problem with gangway deployment before donning his EVA pack.

Back at the controls, he prayed the gangway would clear the first time and fretted about what he would do if it failed. He tapped the control. The exitway opened without a single glitch. “Thank you, Lord.”

Two EVA packs hung in the middle locker. The heads-up display in his helmet switched to deployment mode when he palmed the nearest loader remote and turned his back to the pack it controlled. Fear of the pain this would bring tempted him to hesitate.

He gasped when the additional mass pressed against his shoulder, then concentrated all of his attention on the heads-up display. Main connection complete. Topping up onboard power and air. Ready for disconnect.

The outer wall of the gangway lent him much-appreciated support as he watched the airlock’s atmospheric pressure gauge crawl toward vacuum. Stabbing pain in his shoulder caused him to worry he’d under-dosed his chosen opiate.

The gauge began to flash green, and he tapped the outer hatch control. The double doors swung inward to reveal the aft section of the other ship off to the left.

The sprung hatch became visible when he reached the lip and turned. He’d jumped across larger gaps, and the tether would make a big difference on the way back.

This presented a new problem. The tether waited behind the small door at the end of the outer wall, also on his left. He solved this dilemma by turning until he could reach it with his good hand and attach it to his right hip, after which he spun the two-seventy needed to put the line behind him. He adjusted his aim to put him to the left of the opening and pushed off.
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NIV’S HAND MADE CONTACT with the ship’s hull. His injured shoulder erupted with pain as the stress of bringing his body to a stop spread across his back. His elbow buckled, but he somehow managed to keep from slamming into the surface. An attempt to take a steadying breath only reinvigorated the pain. He had no choice but to hold out until it let him go.

A quick look around for a place to attach the tether led him to a rupture at the edge of the hatch. Once clipped in place, a snap on the line activated the retract mechanism and pulled it taut. He floated himself below the tether and back up the other side to discover a tighter space than he’d been hoping for.

A flicker of light inside spurred him forward.

All concern over keeping his pack from catching at any point evaporated when his helmet light revealed a seated figure slumped across what he took to be the flight controls. An air hose ran from the left side of the survivor’s helmet to an EVA pack on the seat beside him. Another hose connected this pack to a second leaned against the hull. Closer to him, a third pack completed the chain. Straps held each pack and the survivor in place. The survivor’s left hand moved enough to be deliberate. He could only hope that meant the survivor had enough strength to offer some assistance on the way back.

The shock of his pack making contact threw his shoulder into a spasm. The forward momentum of his upper body made it impossible to plant his boots for a solid lock until he’d staggered more than halfway across the shuttle’s beam. Good thing the deck had been clear to that point. One trip and he would have slammed into the far wall for sure. The EVA pack nearest the survivor drew his attention. A look at its gauges would give him an idea of how much time he had to act.

The pack moved in and out of focus. He tried grabbing the strap. He couldn’t see his hand any clearer. He squeezed his eyes shut, then looked again. It hadn’t helped. He tried once more. Only, this time, he performed the shallow breathing exercise they’d taught him in his early years at the academy. The pack remained in focus when he’d finished.

Above the hose connect linking this pack and the next in the chain, he found a pair of indicators. Tiny orange lights sat within a millimetre of the far left side of both bars. He took this to mean near empty and turned his attention to how the second hose connecting the pack to the survivor. A quarter turn to the right allowed it to pop free. No air escaped from the pack.

A closed inner valve promised to make his task easier. A glance at the survivor caught a slight hand movement that suggested he had time to do this right.

He disconnected the other end of the hose to find it also sealed and looked for a place to secure it while he worked. A job that wouldn’t require a second thought two-handed would demand all the control he could manage under the present circumstances. After a moment of thought, he chose the simplest option of wedging it between the first pack and the seat back. He found a little knob just inside the rim. When he touched it with his fingertip, a small cloud of air escaped as the seal opened inward. The job had just gotten easier.

He took the emergency oxygen pack and clipped it to one of the chair straps. A quick release on the end of his short hose allowed him to pop the standard coupling off and create an end small enough to fit inside the survivor’s hose. A snap squeeze near the end of the emergency tube caused a grey foam to seal the gap between hoses.

After a few seconds, he released oxygen into the hose. The gauge of the emergency oxy pack wavered during the fill then brightened to indicate equilibrium had been achieved. He waited another moment before accepting that the seal would hold. If he didn’t move too fast he could have the new air supply in place without inviting his shoulder to hurt any more than it already did.

Connection made, he looked to see if the survivor had other issues that needed to be accounted for. A discolouration on the survivor’s right shoulder drew his gaze. The dimple of an impact point. Possibly acquired while chaining the EVA packs together. Similar dimples could be seen on other exposed surfaces of the suit. He traced a deeper crease across the small of the survivor’s back. Each could represent the site of a serious injury, though the unfamiliar design made it harder to ascertain.

The survivor moved. Placed hands on the panel. Sat up. The shoulder straps fell away. They hadn’t even been secured!

The survivor then reached for the emergency pack, only to be stopped by the clip.

Niv worked past his shock to detach the pack and pass it over. In the process his light touched the other’s visor and scattered, cheating him of a chance to see within.

The survivor took the pack and clipped it to a chest attachment, then reached for a pair of vials nestled in a crook at the top of the panel. These disappeared into a pocket on the outside of the left arm.
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NIV EMERGED FROM THE hatch with a minimum of new pain and straightened to find the equally slow survivor stopped, one hand on the tether, looking at Konhor. When he turned to follow the other’s line of sight, the full power of his light caught the underside of the wing and highlighted a jagged line of mottled discolouration that led from the leading edge back towards the Maast emitters. His breath quickened as he looked further aft and saw more of these lines.

Splays along the wing’s leading edge led him to believe he’d find the same above. A couple more ran along the hull towards the bow. He’d never seen anything like it. Not in his academy years, not in person, not in his Grandfather’s library. The hull should have been shredded, ripped and torn, the spaces below exposed to open space.

A tap on his helmet startled him into looking at the survivor who pointed across to the gangway. Before he could respond, the survivor had slid a hand down the tether and started across. A good sign, unless such apparent strength consisted of little more than bravado in the presence of a stranger. Only time would tell.

Not knowing how much he could do if the latter were true, Niv left a minimum of safe distance between them as he followed. What would he do if he became the one who needed the help?

One rivulet ran above the gangway close enough for him to get a good look at the strange patterning. Once again, he’d never seen anything like it. The survivor entered the gangway. Niv needed to catch up.

He gasped from the pain of stepping into the progressive gravity field of the gangway. A sudden weight fell on his shoulder. The shock drove him to his knees. His pack! He fumbled for the release.

The survivor grabbed his hand and reached past him. The crushing weight fell away. The survivor’s hand under his arm helped him to his feet. They seemed close in height.

He reached for the nearest handhold and found himself tumbling forward. Strong hands caught him, manoeuvred him so his good shoulder rested against the wall.

He fought back tears as the survivor got down on one knee and pulled the EVA pack in far enough for the hatch to close before moving past him up the ramp.

A tap to the control sealed them in and began the pressurisation cycle. He needed to get this stranger to the infirmary right away. There he could initiate proper quarantine procedures and, at long last, get a look behind that visor.

The gauge flashed green. The inner hatch slid open. A tremor ran through the deck plates just as they stepped into the common. A sudden jolt threw Niv off balance and into the lockers.  He dared not move until the pain let go. How could he continue when every little bump sent him reeling?

The survivor’s strong hands lent him much needed support, then moved towards his neck. The heads-up flashed the emergency shutdown signal and his helmet came away from his suit. The first taint of burnt circuits tickled his nose as the survivor dropped Niv’s helmet to the deck, then took considerable time to face him once more.

The shock kept him frozen until the survivor took his head in steady hands and held it up so that he found himself staring into the visor. Even here it seemed to refract the light in a way that kept him from making out all but the general shape of the person’s face.

He caught a movement that could be the survivor talking. He pointed to his ear. “I can’t hear you.” As if he’d understand anything if he could.

The survivor let him go and tapped a control on the back of his left hand. A helmet light flickered on, only to fade just as quickly.

The message couldn’t be clearer. They’d delayed long enough, but before he could move them onward, the survivor grabbed Niv’s good hand and inspected his wrist. A touch at just the right point caused a familiar click before the glove came away.

This person knew tech, but that told him little of the bigger picture. Though the core of the League came from the same general stock, their existence on the edge of Siclian society put them in contact with many people whose isolation resulted in distinctive differences. What traits would a people so far outside even that range of experience exhibit? He pushed on toward the infirmary, and answers.
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Chapter 4
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A SHARP SNAP BROUGHT Niv to a stop halfway across the common. He spun towards the survivor, and the pain would have driven him to his knees if not for the sight before him. Fine cracks splayed out from a shatter point on the left side of the survivor’s visor above the cheek. Faint crackles accompanied their continued spread. They had to hurry.

The survivor pulled his arm away and reached for the base of his helmet. Too slow, Niv watched the seal break.

A hairnet filled with brown tresses flopped below ears to frame an angular face marked by high cheekbones and narrow eyes. Small red dots marred the starkly pink tone of the left cheek and forehead. The first words were gibberish and spoken in a timbre too high to be a man’s. Niv found himself looking into the greenest eyes he’d ever seen.

A trickle of blood started down her forehead towards her chiselled nose. It didn’t belong. He snatched a gauze pad from his personal med-kit and raised it to her face.

She grabbed his wrist and snapped at him with a vehemence he couldn’t mistake, then froze, her gaze directed at the gauze.

He gaped at the place on her forehead where the trickle of blood had been smeared. How could he have been so stupid? The bloodstained gauze slipped from his hand to reveal a pair of red stained fingertips. He’d blown the last quarantine barrier in one unthinking moment.

The sound of ripping fabric drew his attention to where the survivor performed the awkward task of opening a slim packet with gloved hands. The tissue she removed gave off a mild antiseptic smell.

Her intention could not be clearer and might be his last line of defence. He held his hand out.

She spoke, more gibberish, as she wiped the stained fingers then wadded her garbage up and stuffed it into a pocket.

Niv wanted to shrink back into the lockers. “At least one of us has kept their head.”

She shook her head and made another short remark.

He sighed in frustration. “I can’t understand a thing you’re saying either, and, quite frankly, I’m so far from home there’s little likelihood of finding even the roughest of matches.”

She put a hand to her back and grimaced.

He remembered the large crease across that part of her suit. “That I should be able to deal with.” He motioned for her to continue following.

Beyond the treatment bed to their right, the diagnostic terminal blinked ready for action. Maybe the best news he’d received yet. He turned to see the survivor deposit her gloves on the far counter near the unpacked first-aid kit. She looked at him and made another unintelligible comment.

How were they going to get anywhere if they couldn’t communicate? One faint hope came to mind. He moved to the terminal and called up Konhor’s language base system. A best match search might, just might, come up with a starting point.
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A WINDOW POPPED UP on the infirmary’s main terminal showing nothing but a straight line across its middle.

“Now,” The line erupted into a digital waveform of the word as he turned to the survivor. “I need you to keep talking until the computer comes up with something.” He pointed at the waveforms of his statement as they progressed across the screen.

She looked from him to the monitor and began to speak. The terminal beeped to signal the search had begun.

Caught in a moment of uncertainty, he looked at the cabinet holding the medical scanners. The blown quarantine made it imperative to develop a baseline from which to compare the state of their health as time passed. Then he needed to determine the severity of the trauma she’d suffered to her midriff.

Her banter faltered.

“Keep talking please.” He turned to find she’d begun to work on the upper seal of her suit.

His gaze locked on her hand. He knew those fingers. He’d seen those calloused knuckles before. A wave of vertigo forced him to lean on the bed. How could her hand be the one that had reached out to him in the midst of his—what? Hallucination? The memory remained strong as ever. Him, caught in the current, her calling out, reaching with that hand. He looked down at the only object that didn’t sway, the sheets. This couldn’t be. He caught a movement out of the edge of his eye and looked up to see her at the corner of the bed.

She pointed at his injured arm and spoke in a more forceful manner than she’d used to this point.

The terminal beeped. “Accessing language base for the Commonwealth of Planets, Pycol Tongue. Engaging translation mode. Last words spoken were, ‘What exactly have you done to yourself?”

“What?” He swung towards the terminal and reeled from the spasm that engulfed his shoulder. Strong arms offered him support.

“...just what I’ve gotten myself into?” the computer translated her last statement.

He focused his blurred vision on the translation window. “How is this possible?”

The computer responded with a reverse translation.

She loosened her grip as he straightened.

“Computer,” he said with a clarity of mind he’d been missing until then. “Please identify this Commonwealth of Planets.”

The system supplied a translation of his question, then beeped and said, “Searching...” In Siclian, then as a translation.

The computer beeped again. “The term Commonwealth of Planets found in active language base.” Translated. “Search Ended.” Translated.

He wanted to say something, anything, but nothing came out. She spoke first, and the computer translated, “Does it matter? Isn’t our ability to communicate bigger than the details?”

He fumbled past his need for an explanation to a recognition that she had it right. “No, it isn’t.”

She released him. “Lieutenant June Trynamour, of the Samafm Diplomatic Mission.”

The term Diplomatic Mission sounded wrong. The result of a glitch in the language base? He’d deal with it later. “Ensign Nivpul Exavent. Welcome to Konhor.”

He felt the chill in the way she looked at him. “Ensign.”

New questions clouded his thinking. He concentrated on the basics. “Where does it hurt the most?”

She pursed her lips as the computer relayed his question. “My back. One of my instruments struck me when everything broke loose.” Her gaze settled back on his arm. “But I am not the one who has had trouble with uncertain footing three times now.”

He bristled at this overt attempt to reverse their positions. “That’s my business, and I have a duty to see you looked after first.”

The chill in her eyes became an ice wall on her face.

How could the situation have gotten so out of hand so fast? What could he do to prevent it from escalating any further?

She looked down. “Very well. Help me get this suit off.” The ice had melted. “But first, I have to ask if your sensors have detected any other ships in the vicinity.”

The image of a mothership minus a lost shuttle popped to mind.

“Ensign?”

“Sorry. No. Yours was the only contact.”

She pursed her lips again, then hit him with another icy stare. “Very well, Ensign, may I inquire as to what qualifications you bring to this medical suite?”

At last, a question he could answer
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