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      Dev Camber loved the smell of a new EVA suit. Maybe it was strange thing to like, but that odd combination of vinyl, aluminum and, yes, his own body odor, gave him a real lift. Perhaps it was that sense of adventure. That thought of stepping out onto a new world.

      Even if, as in this case, the world had a fully breathable atmosphere. Absolutely friendly to human activity.

      Protocols. A descent from orbit to the surface meant suiting up.

      Just fine with him.A tiny display in the bottom corner of the visor showed him his heartrate, blood pressure and brainwave levels. All nominal. Of course that had caused jokes back in his training days, if your brainwaves fell below a certain threshold. Didn’t matter that everyone’s brains were different, and that the medicos and shrinks pointed this out numerous times. Good-natured ribbing was beneficial to a crew.

      Apparently.

      Camber sipped from the drinking tube that poked up from the helmet’s inner ring. He was rewarded with a mouthful of a milky, nutty liquid. Kind of tasty, in a practical way. Not a meal replacement—the meals on the trip out had been fine, and once the team were on the ground, they would have real food again. Most likely it was as much for reassurance as anything. The shrinks suggesting that lack of access to food was tough on the psyche.

      In front of him, there were panels dotted with readouts. Each telling him the status of various parts of the vessel. He was just a passenger, really. Meide and Houghton, facing away from him in the confines of the bridge, were in control.

      There were jerks and tugs as the ship’s attitude jets made minor corrections, preparing for their descent and landing.

      Never much liked this part. This was his fourteenth planetary recce.

      If he’d listened to Kim, he would have stayed at home. Back in the country village, enjoying the peaceful life. Avoiding responsibility. Avoiding adventure.

      Maybe just a couple more. Fifteen offworld adventures ought to be enough for anyone.

      Camber shifted in his seat, the suit rustling around him. The waist ring dug into his back a little.

      “Comms check, three minutes,” Meide said. Ira Meide, silent e at the end. She was of middle east descent and had traveled from northern Siberia to St Kitts-Helena overland, and water, solo. A journey of many months. She’d written a text about the trip and made pots of money.

      Real deep intelligence. Now she was a landing ship pilot. She’d been to nine planets, including Ruthel and Caska, which were much more frontier worlds than here at Ithlova.

      Who came up with that name?

      “Brodie Houghton, comms check,” Houghton said.

      “Dev Camber,” Camber said. “Comms check.”

      “Copy that,” Meide said. “Houghton and Camber. Comms good.”

      There was a research station on one of Ithlova’s many atolls and they had several tons of supplies aboard. Houghton was staying on for six months, and one of the current team was returning with Camber and Meide.

      Camber enjoyed Meide’s company. She didn’t talk much about her big overland experience, and then only in a distant way, if asked. Almost as if she’d given enough media interviews and had a neat set of answers to give.

      They’d played Mah-Jong and Rhummy plenty of times out on the translight ship. Medusa. Quite a spectacular piece of engineering. A spun filigree that from the outside looked almost like a chandelier. A thousand times the size, though.

      Smart enough to look after itself for the two weeks while they would be on the ground.

      Hardly what Kim would have called the simple life. She had an orchard on her expansive property. Close to a thousand trees, with something like fifty varieties. A dozen different apple types, a huge range of citrus, kiwi, passionfruit, mangoes, bananas. Walking through the forest of them was a brilliant assault on the senses. The smells, the colors, the buzz of insects and the chirrup of birds.

      It would be nice to get back there. Maybe even to settle.

      All depended on Kim, of course, and what she thought.

      “Two minutes until atmospheric entry,” Meide said. “Make sure that you’re both⁠—”

      A blast of light cut her off.
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      Sparkles played around Camber’s vision. He was spinning.

      Had he blacked out for a moment?

      What was going on?

      “Hello?” he said. “Comms check.”

      No response.

      Around him was just darkness. Even the little data display from his HUD had vanished.

      Something bad had gone wrong. But he was still breathing. That was positive. He didn’t feel cold anywhere, so the suit was probably still intact. And the ship’s integrity.

      Spinning.

      But he was still in his seat. The special couch that took a whole lot of the deceleration force as the vessel descended through the atmosphere.

      “Meide?” he said. “Houghton. Come in.”

      Still no response.

      The spinning was coming from a feeling through his body. Centripetal force. Or centrifugal. Always got those mixed up.

      Whatever, it wasn’t him who was spinning. At least, not alone. It was the whole ship.

      Assuming that the ship was still whole.

      He was strapped into his seat. The straps were pulling against him. That kind of made sense. If the ship had been sent spinning it would be doing so around its center of gravity, and he was a long way from that.

      The landing vessel was around twenty meters long. As tall as a six story building when stood on its tail. Most of that was the engine, fuel and the supplies compartments. The crew cabin was a tiny thing right at the top, with not even enough space to stand up. They’d been squashed in like those proverbial sardines.

      The spinning was unnerving. Parts of his body were tingling.

      He’d spent plenty of time in centrifuges, practicing take offs and landings. And plenty of those runs had been for when things went wrong.

      He’d never done especially well at those. Houghton was the one. He’d ridden the thing as if he’d been just out for a casual bicycle ride in some leafy, warm park.

      Fully able to concentrate. To push the buttons and make everything work again. Pretty brilliant mind, even if he was a bit aloof.

      Camber took a deep breath. He reached up, which kind of felt like down with the spin force pulling on him. His gloved fingers bumped against the console. That would be the edge of the displays.

      Still in the vessel. The suit wasn’t stiff against him, so they were still pressurized.

      What he needed was some light.

      He brought his left arm around and tapped at the little portable console mounted on the sleeve. Even that was dead. No response from it at all.

      “Meide,” he said. “Houghton. Come in.”

      Nothing.

      There were procedures, of course. A checklist of things to work through to figure out what the problem was.

      Stabilize the ship. Shut off non-essential systems—though, what, in a spaceship, could be considered ‘non-essential?

      There were manual lights somewhere. In the kit under their seats. To get to it, he would have to clamber out of his seat and get around and under.

      Which would mean fighting the spin.

      It wasn’t that strong—maybe a quarter gravity. If that. But he couldn’t go flying around the cockpit.

      “Meide? Houghton? I can’t hear any response from you. I’m assuming that all our comms are out. Just saying this on the off-chance that you can actually hear me.”

      He listened for a moment. Nothing came back.

      “I’m going to unstrap and try to retrieve one of the portlights. See if we can’t get eyes on some of this.”

      Camber reached to his belly, to the fastener that held all the straps in place. With his left hand he held onto one of the shoulder straps.

      He pushed back against the spin. Tried to make his body rigid in the seat.

      With his right hand he twisted, then pushed the release. He felt the click through his chest.

      He threw his right hand forward. Grabbed the console.

      The spin was faster.

      Threw his whole body into the consoles. Something dug into his thigh.

      He lay for a moment. Pressed against the awkward shape of the consoles. Still blind. No light at all.

      They were dead in space.

      The Medusa would be looking at them and trying to figure it out. Their separation wasn’t that great at this point. They were maybe a few hundred kilometers apart.

      There was a back-up emergency vessel. Maybe Medusa could launch that and come get them. The ship was pretty smart.

      Landing the supplies was moot at this point.

      Just needed to work this thing out.

      Camber took another breath. He pushed up from the consoles. Overhead consoles, now underneath him.

      None of this should happen. The landing ship had a good set of multiple redundancies. If a system went down, the next one should take over. They were sufficiently isolated that any cascading failure was impossible.

      So, something else?

      Time to think about that later. Right now his simple focus had to be on finding a light.

      Camber managed to roll over. The EVA suit had a small backpack. The powerplant scrubbed his waste—air and liquid—and replenished the tiny tanks. Some of the bigger suits would have been impossible in this kind of space.

      He reached up again. This time, back toward his seat. He felt one of the straps, hanging down.

      He grabbed it. Used it to pull himself around and up. His helmet thunked as it bumped against the armrest.

      Crouching, he felt his way around. To the side of the seat. There was some room there and he was able to almost stand.

      He moved his hands along. The seat’s side had a small door that gave access to the little cache of equipment. Like most spaceships, the actual space inside was at a premium. Nooks and crannies, created by the structural demands of the ship, were filled with all kinds of useful things. Emergency food, spare stationery, portlights.

      The door opened easily and he reached
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