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The New Haven, an exploratory ship, began its orbital insertion around 10 Gamma Beta B. Its thrusters fired a series of abrupt blasts to decelerate, the vibrations thrumming through the hull as the planet's gravity reached out to capture the vessel and prevent it from bouncing back into the void. During their academy days, the crew had whimsically dubbed this water world Oceana, a name conjured during late-night study sessions when the distant exoplanet was nothing more than spectral data on their screens. The name stuck. Having journeyed over four parsecs from home in search of a colonization-friendly world, the New Haven's crew was now emerging from an extended stasis period, their bodies slowly remembering how to breathe and move after months of chemical and thermal sedation. The ship's computer system guided their awakening process with precise timing, monitoring vitals and adjusting chamber mixtures, assisted as needed by Ronan an artificial life form who had chosen his own name during his third week of consciousness.

Ronan occupied a corner of the steel stasis room as Captain Timothy John Morrison emerged from his sleep chamber. Blurry-eyed, he surveyed the room, squinting against the harsh white ceiling lights. Ronan began to assist him, but Timothy regained his balance and waved him off. “I’m good.”

At forty-seven, Timothy was not only the captain but also the oldest member of the crew. He stood five feet eight inches tall and despite his age, he was fit—necessary for leadership and to pass the physical requirements back on their home planet before launch.

Before departure, they had shaved their heads. Although they were in stasis throughout the journey, a deep, very cold hibernation their bodily processes had slowed considerably yet continued. Hair and nails still grew during stasis, albeit slowly; time spent asleep made a significant difference. Shaving one’s head bought extra time, but given enough time in stasis, it was possible to wake up resembling a wild man. Fortunately, Ronan tended to their grooming needs: opening tanks and managing lines and catheters careful to keep them cold enough to prevent cellular damage. He kept all their hair trimmed to about an inch in length. Just before revival, he slowly heated their tanks, removed all their tubing and gathered towels and water for rehydration.

Ronan, a slim, wiry synthetic human male, who stood six feet tall. His pale skin had an almost imperceptible green hue. Ronan had short, shiny black hair and wore a white jumpsuit accented with yellow, signifying his role as a technologist. Connected to the ship's computer system through high-throughput wireless technology, he never slept or ate due to his mechanical nature. However, he did take a daily rest period during which he would lie on his bed overnight, recharging his fuel cells through conduction plates embedded within it.

These rest periods also provided an opportunity for Ronan to run diagnostics and synchronize the vast amounts of data between his neural net and the ship's computers. He delved into the ship's systems, command and control, life support, engineering, the fission reactor, antimatter reactor, and the graviton emitter system, ensuring that the artificial intelligence maintained all components within specifications. He reviewed sensor outputs from the previous day and any ad-hoc reports he had requested. Noticing that the output from the long-range optical and spectral scanners was still blurry for some reason, Ronan made a mental note to investigate this issue during his next rest period.

The captain snatched a towel from the stack Ronan had placed on the benches for the crew emerging from their stasis chambers. He staggered to the bench, naked, wiping his face before draping the towel over his head. His head throbbed, almost in sync with the low whomp whomp sound of the heavily shielded antimatter engine fusing five grams of matter and antimatter every ten seconds to decelerate them from one-quarter light speed. “Not the greatest way to fly.” Clutching his stomach, he glanced at the track marks on his arm then turned to Ronan. “How is everything?”

Ronan handed a towel to Cynthia as she emerged from her stasis chamber. The ship's chief navigator and a commander, was in her late thirties, stood about five foot seven, with a thin rectangular body type. She used her angular features effectively to project authority by an ever-present hitch and hand on her hip. Cynthia had very long, wavy, strawberry blonde hair when not cut due to stasis and blue green eyes. “Thanks.”

Ronan reported, “We are currently 250,000 kilometers from the planet. All systems are functioning normally; however, we lost cooling unit three and electrical subsystem 14b during the voyage. The ship and I have rerouted coolant and power accordingly. Coolant units one, two, and four are operating optimally. The long-range visual scanners are out of focus. I’m unsure whether this is due to a lens issue, a focusing problem with the mirror array, or a software glitch. I will investigate that this evening. The spectrometer, radiometer, and radar systems are functioning within normal limits. Detailed information will not be available until we achieve orbit. The telecommunication arrays are operating normally.

Cynthia wrapped a towel around her chest. “How long until orbit?”

“Factoring in deceleration and insertion procedures, approximately seventy-two hours.” Ronan handed another towel to Munich, the ship's engineer, who had settled onto a bench.

Munich was stout with jet-black hair cut very short and a dense choking beard he would soon shave. It grew weed like very quickly even though Ronan had regularly trimmed it during Munich’s sleep. All the men had beard’s a side effect of a very long sleep in stasis. Standing at five feet five inches, his presence was robust. “Where are the uniforms, Ronan? Staging room?” 

Ronan pointed. “Yes, I have placed several uniforms in each of your lockers.” The three crew members, still shaking off sleep, stood and showered while the rest of the crew continued to awaken from their stasis chambers. They followed the same routine: toweling off, showering, suiting up, and later shaving and showering again before acclimating to their ward rooms.

The crew congregated in the cafeteria, taking seats around a long table. The ship's rotation about its long axis-maintained gravity, aided by a large graviton generator powered by the antimatter engine, which in turn was activated by the ships fission reactor. Given the ship's size and tech layout, it could only produce one-fifth of the gravity they were used to; the rest was dependent on the centrifugal force of rotation. The graviton system propelled particles through shielded, narrow conduits in the deck floors, as these particles interacted weakly with matter. The shielding ensured that the particles didn't escape the deck or the ship upon creation or transmission. This combined gravity was enough to keep equipment grounded and food on plates; dropped items would gently fall to the floor. Another generator directed a stream of these particles to the bow and stern emitters, which manipulated space to allow faster-than-light travel, as permitted by the ship's power output.

As they ate warmed food packets and sipped stale coffee from tubes, they wore their utilitarian white jumpsuits, each marked with red, blue, or yellow bands around the arms for identification. These suits prioritized durability and comfort over style. Timothy tapped on a tablet, and a red holographic image of the planet shimmered into view above it. He set it down on the table for everyone to see before leaning back and sipping his coffee. “How accurate were our scans?”

Standing beside them, Ronan replied, “The planet is habitable—large landmass, ocean, breathable atmosphere. The satellite imagery was accurate; however, we should have more detailed maps of the landmass in a few hours if I can fix our current imaging issue.” 

Marshall finished his meal and crushed the container before attempting to lean back in his chair and frowning when he couldn't. Tall and muscular with short dark brown hair and a scar resembling a burn tracing up his cheek, Marshall also bore another two scars on his upper chest. He'd been asked about the scars during training and always changed the story—car flip, bad date, bar fight. The truth was he'd been wounded during a military extraction. Timothy knew this because he had read everyone’s dossier before the crew selection process. Despite his technology skills intersecting with tactical roles, Marshall had chosen not to take on that second responsibility.

“Can we pull data from the satellite?” Timothy asked. 

Ronan shook his head. “No, the orbital satellite stopped communicating with the home world and this ship a year into the voyage. Before that, data had been coming in, but it was increasingly sparse and of little value—Ten bits per second at that distance, with qubit sync limitations. Mission Control back home attempted to restore the satellite systems and upload new instructions to work around several faults, but to no avail.” 

Timothy glanced at Samantha who gave a half smile before he awkwardly looked away back to Ronan. Samantha rubbed her eyes, a deep brown framed by thick long eyelashes, a face of olive complexion. Samantha had long ebony black hair that fell in loose curls around her shoulders when all their hair was not hastily trimmed by a synthetic humanoid machine. She was compact standing at five foot five, voluptuous but not at the expense of being in very good shape. “Wonderful,” she said, her tone laced with exasperation.

James wiped his hands on his suit. “Can we contact it now that we’re here?”

“It is no longer available. It cannot be located.” Ronan touched the hologram of the planet with his thumb and forefinger, zooming in and pointing. “As you remember, it had a polar orbit. I’ve instructed our ship to attempt contact every hour until we arrive. So far, nothing has been sent back.”

Robin rolled her eyes. “So, we have no good visuals or topographic data?” Robin was thirty, with long wavy brown hair before the voyage now trimmed short, bright green eyes, and a heart-shaped face. She stood five feet seven inches tall with a slim, athletic frame.

“No, the resolution of two hundred to three hundred meters per pixel was available; however, transmitting that amount of data with such a narrow bandwidth across several light years is impossible. What we have is ten kilometers per pixel.”

James leaned back in his chair. “Shit, you’re telling me we only got one to ten kilometers of resolution per pixel. Is that what we can see, a mountain range or something? What the hell does that do for us?”

“Yes, that is what I am communicating to the team," Ronan said. "Additionally, we were supposed to start receiving any stored higher-quality images once we neared the planet. Communicating and obtaining information from the probe's sensors or mission control is nearly impossible once we start the skip. Backtracking on communication data from home, we are only getting information from years ago now that we are out of skip; it seems to have stopped working before we traveled even a tenth of a parsec—0.3 parsecs.”

David leaned back on his chair, He was slightly above average height, a lanky man with rough features. David always looked like he just got out of bed and he knew it, awkward and angular. He had scruffy brown hair, and stubble which went seemingly in several different directions. “Okay, so a rock is out someplace in space, five parsecs, let’s go, oh only at most 15 years!” David chewed on a straw, speaking through the effort, “You would think with all our advanced technology we could travel better than this. What’s the point of skip if we can’t do anything with it?”

“You can’t force nature,” Jennifer pointed out. “1.2 is still better than walking.” She was thirty-two, average height, with golden hair and bright cheeks. David leaned back in his chair, a lanky man with rough features and short, straight brown hair.

“Okay, so a rock is out there somewhere in space, five parsecs away—let's go, oh, only at most fifteen years!” 

Ronan replied, “Skip allows a ship to travel a little faster-than-light. As we approach the speed of light, relativistic mass increases to the point where a ship cannot supply the thrust necessary to travel any faster. Skip—” 

“I know skip allows us to hop over the line,” David interrupted. 

“We have plenty of data to review,” Timothy added. “Once we have it, we can reconvene and come up with landing site options. What do you think, Cynthia?” 

Cynthia took a deep breath and rubbed her eyebrow. “Alright, well, I concur. We need to review what we have before we can formulate realistic options. We can always delay the survey for a few orbits to gather better data.” 

“Each of you has an updated dossier of the planet on the tablets stationed next to your bunks,” Ronan continued.

Marshall finished a container of food. “Once we reach stable orbit, we’ll get the shuttle ready. Once it’s prepared, we can launch when we obtain enough information on topography, resources, weather, and biome.” 

Cynthia rubbed her eyes. “Very good. We will be able to search for a suitable landing site once we get within thirty thousand kilometers and compensate with our other types of scans. For now, let’s read what we have and get some rest.”

Timothy lay down on his bunk and pulled the tablet from its holder on the wall beside him. He began to read through the dossier on the planet, scrolling through lines of facts and figures, graphs, and charts. The planet’s landmass was approximately seventy-four million kilometers in size, featuring three prominent mountain ranges and four large freshwater lakes. He reviewed the previously taken satellite images, spectrometer data, and atmospheric profiling from the onboard radiometer. The visualizations lacked clarity. The compromise he had made before the mission was now bearing fruit, whether it be wine or vinegar. This worried him. Timothy did not want the past to repeat itself. He genuinely wanted to be a good person and a capable captain. Why was life so difficult? Ideals were just that—ideals, perhaps. He thought of Samantha, then his wife, and then Samantha again. Memories flooded back. They were good friends but never lovers, except for that one time when they were all out on survey back home for several days. Timothy smiled as he recalled the warmth of her skin, her scent, her smile, and the way her warm eyes looked at him. His wife had passed years ago, yet he felt a pang of guilt at the thought of another woman and the memories of their intimacy. He could not free himself from that tragedy; guilt tightened around his throat. Timothy swallowed hard, rubbed the back of his neck, closed his eyes once, then twice, and began to snore.

A moment later, he awoke with a start. He had drifted off, the tablet slumping against his chest. He lifted it again to review the satellite images. Despite their blurriness, they held valuable information. The images showed structures that suggested intelligent origin, but there were no signs of current humanoid or sentient species activity on the planet. Several potential landing sites had been selected before the voyage; now it was a matter of choosing the safest and most promising site for exploration and data collection. These sites would be the topic of their next meeting. Timothy hoped for smooth and safe exploration; potential colonization and many future lives depended on this mission. After another twenty minutes of review, exhaustion overcame him. He pushed the tablet away and turned toward an inset shelf lining his bunk. He reached for a picture of Joan, taken on vacation. She wore a white dress adorned with yellow flowers and her hair was down, framing her face. He missed her deeply. Whispering that sentiment, he kissed the frame and set it back down before surrendering to sleep.

Timothy drove his electric sports bike down Route 34 in the dead of night. His helmet's display showed he was traveling at high speed, the bike's lights illuminating the road and trees creating a partial canopy above him. The cool air flowed up his suit sleeves and down his open jacket collar, carrying with it the scent of pine and damp earth. The bike's internal computer suggested a turn ahead, which he took smoothly, leaning into the curve and feeling free and unencumbered. 

Suddenly, heavy rain began to fall, thick and for some unknown reason oily, spattering his visor in dark streaks. One of his boots slipped off the pedal as Joan emerged from deep in the woods onto the road directly in front of him. Her white dress with yellow flowers was muddy and torn at the hem; she looked lost, her eyes wide and unfocused in the harsh beam of his headlight. Timothy applied his brakes but it was too late.
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Timothy awoke from his dream, sweaty and half-conscious to the blaring warning siren. Robin's voice crackled over the comm system. “Captain, get to the bridge right away!” The same nightmares haunted him night after night. Would it become reality? He pressed a button next to the embedded speaker in the bulkhead. “What’s happening?”

“We have a tactical emergency.” Robin's tone was shaky and urgent. Timothy jumped off his bunk and hurried down the corridor to one of the ship's elevators. He rode up a few decks, exited, and ran to the bridge. Wiping sweat from his face as he entered, he asked, “What's going on?”

Cynthia, Robin, James, and the rest of the crew were busy at their terminals. “We have detected an energy pulse of some sort emanating from the surface of the planet," Cynthia explained, throwing the recorded incident onto the main display. "Here is the visual of the energy pulse.”

The playback showed a flash lighting up the screen, followed by a stream of particles shooting from the planet into space and across their ship’s bow. Timothy questioned, “How is that possible? We’re over 250,000 kilometers away.”

“It’s a very tight beam," Ronan chimed in. "It appears to be some type of particle ejection.” 

Timothy moved closer to the screen. “What type of pulse is it? Can we determine what it’s made of?”

James started to analyze data gathered from their sensors. “Give me a minute; I’m looking now.” Samantha added, “I thought the planet was uninhabited.” 

“According to our preliminary research, it is devoid of any sentient life,” Ronan replied. 

Munich glared at his terminal as information flashed by. “Another discharge, five thousand kilometers off our starboard bow.”

“Okay," James continued after analyzing data for a while. "High energy electromagnetic particle ejection—a mix of subatomic particles. I don’t know how anything could generate such a beam.”

Timothy turned to Cynthia. “Can we vector out of our trajectory with the planet?”

She did some calculations. “We’re traveling at 43,000 kilometers an hour. If we arch two degrees, we should be out of range of this weapon in half an hour.”

“I don’t think we have much time.” Timothy switched off the alarm and flicked on a comm to engineering. “Marshall, get the shuttle ready.”

“We would need to enter orbit to utilize the shuttle,” Ronan pointed out.

“I know, but getting it ready is a priority,” Timothy noted, wiping his face again. “We know where the blast came from, so let’s get out of its way. Cynthia, match planetary rotation on the far side and get us within shuttle range.”

Just as Marshall spoke through the intercom, “I will have it fueled and ready in twenty minutes,” a blast from the planetary energy weapon glanced their starboard bow. The ship shook and whined with the sound of twisting metal, several explosions roaring through the rear decks. The crew was thrown about. 

Timothy hit one of the bridge's consoles hard and briefly passed out. He awoke in the dark, small fires sparking inside computer systems about the bridge, smoke filling the room. He stood up shaken in the near pitch dark, “Comms! Damage report!”

Ronan replied while rushing for fire suppressant units along with James and Munich, “Attempting to locate remaining crew members not on the bridge.” Immediately, gravity went offline.

They drifted up and struggled pushing themselves along. James popped an extinguisher out and sprayed down where fires were located, mostly behind electrical panels.

Robin pulled herself up along with only backup red warning lights to provide illumination. She tapped on her terminal while holding onto it. “Comms out, power out, rotation is off, gravity is out.” Her computer terminal shorted smoke rising from it. “Now, terminals out.”

Ronan kicked and pushed himself down next to the bulkhead, pulled off a plate and pulled several levers at a junction box. The plate floated away. Power surged back through the ship while the crew settled back down onto the deck as gravity came back online. He turned wiping soot from his face, “Polling the system, fission reactor is online but unstable. We're now losing coolant and units one and two.”

Timothy passed up a cracked display, “Antimatter?”

“Online,” Ronan confirmed. "Found Oscar, Adele, Laramy and David from room temperature difference."

Cynthia asked, “Are they okay?”

“Unknown, only that they are located,” Ronan confirmed.

“Reactors, further diagnostics?” Timothy nervously said as he attempted to work with another more promising still active terminal.

Samantha rushed over to find another computer. She went to activate the screen. A shock and sparks exited it. “Ouch! Dam it!” She yelled putting her fingers in her mouth nearly letting go of the terminal.

Ronan ran basic diagnostics as the remaining fires were put out, “If we cut power to non-essential services and decks, operate the fission reactor in island mode twelve hours until meltdown, at current speed and trajectory we have six hours until atmospheric contact, but the safe pod release window opens in less than four, five is pushing it. Everyone needs to be in a pod by then If we put it into a cold shutdown forty-eight hours. Antimatter containment still active and confirmed. State of antimatter reaction unknown.”

Cynthia and Robin made their way over to a small cabinet next to one of the larger computer systems on the bridge. They opened its panel and pulled out one of the ship's backup control units. Cynthia motioned for Timothy as she plugged connection cables into the unit and it lit up. “We have access to our systems from here.”

Robin completed the linkup to the ship. “Done.”

Samantha went over to help Munich activate his backup terminal, “Let me help.”

“Okay, we’re up," Munich announced. "I am reading damage on several decks, ship breaches and extensive damage to our main engine, inoperable. Power system and coolant system damage confirmed. Bulkhead doors have sealed off areas exposed to vacuum. I am patching around to engineering, damaged but systems partially functional.”

Timothy’s eyes widened. “Shuttle bay, damn it.” Anxiety crept into his voice. “Munich, get us out of here!”

“We can’t perform any more breaking maneuvers,” Munich replied. “We're in position to use directional thrusters, so at best we can skip off the planet's atmosphere. Otherwise, we enter and the ship burns.”

Robin noticed smoke seeping from behind a bulkhead panel. “Smoke!” She went over to remove plate sections. “James?”

Once exposed, James sprayed the smoldering conduits and systems. “I hate electric fires,” he grumbled. “They smell terrible.”

“Communications are up again!” Cynthia announced, tapping on her backup unit's screen.

Timothy pressed an icon on her control screen. “All crew please report in—communications are up again. Report in for medical and damage assessment.”

A blinking indicator appeared on their screens. Cynthia pressed it. “Aft deck three, lounge.”

Timothy leaned over. “Yes, report?”

“It’s Laramy with David,” came the response, punctuated by a cough. “We were reviewing more planetary reports and I guess we got hit?”

“David?” Timothy asked.

“David here,” came the reply. “Power’s back on, gravity too—crap everywhere, doors closed. Is it safe to do an override?”

Munich and Ronan checked, both nodding almost simultaneously. “Yes, we have pressure, but we have leaks, they’re slow.”

“Stay there and stand by,” Timothy ordered. He tapped a second indicator. “Oscar?”

“Yeah, stuck in my room,” came the reply through the speaker next to Oscar's bunk.

“Good on deck two, sections four, five, and six,” Cynthia reported.

“You’re all good to open the door but stay where you are until I give orders. I have a feeling we’re going to need to suit up soon,” Timothy instructed.

“I’m going to do a more complete visual and technical damage assessment on the rest of the ship. I lost my link to the main bus, I’m trying to reconnect to the ship's systems now,” Ronan announced.

Timothy moved over to Munich as he told Ronan, “Yes, but be careful.”

Ronan nodded and released the emergency locking mechanism. The bridge doors opened automatically now that they had power. 

“Marshall, you there?” Timothy spoke into the terminal. Silence answered him. He asked again, “Marshall?” Still no response. A worried look formed on Robin's face, mirrored by the rest of the crew on the bridge. Then Marshall's voice came over the terminal.

“We just put out a fire or two. Bulkhead doors stopped several fires down here.” 

“Is everyone okay?” Timothy asked.

“Gregory broke his leg. Engineering is shot, terminals blown. Gravity was out, but it’s back online. We just made it because I was going to fuel the shuttle. The bulkhead doors closed before we got there. All the equipment fell everywhere.”

“Got a visual on the damage?”

“Most of it is gone. I’m looking through the bulkhead door windows right out into space. The shuttle is wrecked—half gone as well.”

Samantha gasped, her hand flying to her face. She looked like she might start crying. Timothy hesitated, then held her arm and met her gaze. “Hey, it will be okay.”

Marshall’s voice came through the backup bridge console. “You think?”

“Well, I hope. Gregory, you there?” Timothy returned to the terminal.

“Hold on.” Marshall’s voice faded as he helped Gregory get into position. “Okay, leg is bad. Racks and containers fell; a couple of crates hit me just right before gravity went out. It hurts really bad.”

Timothy nodded at Samantha. “She can fuse it once we get to you both, and also something for the pain.”

Samantha wiped her eye and nodded. 

“Get the emergency med kit. When I give the clear, you can go.” Timothy pointed to a wall panel.

Samantha pulled the panel down, revealing a hard case med kit in the bulkhead.

Marshall’s voice returned. “I set up a unit jacked straight into the engineering system. I found some good junctions and plugged her right in. We are wiring from what isn’t blown to what isn’t blown, and from what I can read, the ion engine is done. Rear skip drive nacelle is out; front nacelle is out. Attitudinal thruster bank on deck one, thirteen is out. I think we can use one-six, three-six, and thirteen-three.”

“Gravity?” Timothy checked with Marshall.

Samantha opened the med kit to review its contents. “Got it.”

Marshall continued, “Yeah, the rear nacelle emergency gaskets closed off once the hole was made.”

Cynthia looked puzzled. “What hole?”

“Part of something made a huge gash in it. The seal closed off the leak. But the graviton unit is about to slip back offline.” The ship shook violently as Marshall added, “We’re out of antimatter. Can’t determine if there is any left in the antimatter engine.” They started to drift upward again.

James grabbed a sidebar on a bank of controls. “Good timing! With the fission reactor in low power mode, we won’t be able to kickstart the antimatter engine.”

The contents of the med kit began to float away. Timothy called out, “Robin, help!”

Robin pushed over, grabbing the drifting medical equipment. Cynthia clutched the edge of a terminal. “Is there no way for us to create the antimatter without the fission reactor?”

James shook his head. “No, we need it to run the antimatter/matter spin synchrotrons to create the pellets, kickstart the magnets, and inject them into the antimatter reactor.”

Cynthia interrupted, “Then the reactor can run itself, right?”

James attempted to push himself down. “Yes. It can power the synchrotrons after it is up and running, as well as the graviton generator. But right now, we’ve got squat.”

“Escape pods?” Timothy questioned.

Cynthia looked down at her terminal. “I’ve got Steven and Jennifer.”

“Where?” Timothy tried to pull himself down.

“Call from the cargo hold and galley,” Cynthia tapped the screen. “Jen?”

“Yeah, I’m in the galley. I was having a sip of bag coffee and wondering what the hell is going on. The doors closed, and I wasn’t going to open them until I got the all clear protocol.” 

“No all clear yet. Hang on.” Timothy floated aimlessly.

“Steven?” Cynthia checked.

“I’m okay. I was checking equipment we need to bring to the surface, scanners and such. The crates are locked in, but the two I had out flew everywhere. Lucky I’m quick.”

“Stay there; we’ll give instructions in a minute,” Cynthia looked back at Timothy.

Timothy shrugged. “Damn.” He turned to ask about Peter.

Cynthia wiped her forehead and pushed her short hair back. “Checking the suits in the assembly area.”

“Call in,” Timothy directed.

Cynthia patched herself in. “Peter, you there?”

After a moment, he responded, “Do we have pressure?”

“Yes, why?” Cynthia questioned.

“Because as soon as we got hit, I suited up. My suit computer is reading breathable air, but I want to make sure.” 

Timothy replied, “For now, yes.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “James, how is the atmosphere?”

James shook his head. “I’m checking now. The water reclamation system and the oxygen generation system are offline. We have breathable air, but it’s dropping—currently at one hundred kPa. We’re losing one kPa every fifteen minutes. Some areas near the impact are worse, even with the doors sealed. Environmental controls are shot too; we’ve already lost one degree Celsius.”

Timothy directed Peter. “I need you to start bringing suits up. We’re going to help. We have to suit up as quickly as possible. Standby for now.”

“Okay. Peter out.”

“Adele,” Cynthia indicated to Timothy, “Lab.”

Timothy touched the backup terminal. “You, okay?”

“Yes, what the hell happened?” Adele responded through her intercom.

“Something from the planet shot us, but there’s no indication it will do it again,” Timothy explained. “Well, none it won’t either.”

Robin chimed in, “So we suit up, then what?”

“It’s dark as hell in here, nothing but the emergency lights, and I’m floating too,” Adele said.

“Lab work?” Timothy questioned.

“Yes, I was reviewing some of the experiments we were supposed to run when we reached the surface. Everything I took out is all over the place now,” Adele replied.

“Stay local, Adele,” Timothy instructed.

“Okay.” Adele broke the connection.

Timothy took a deep breath. “Alright, well, we must abandon ship. We have the pods.” He pushed down a floating fire extinguisher. “Cynthia, what’s our analysis?”

Cynthia read the display on the backup terminal. “We need to get within two hundred kilometers of the planet's thermosphere; then we have a chance with the life pods. If we can utilize the remaining thruster banks, we can set the ship on a course for the planet's atmosphere. Once we're close, we can abandon ship.”

“That planetary weapon might still hit us,” Robin pointed out.

“Yup,” was James's only response.

Robin regained her balance by gripping a bolted seat, then joined Samantha at a terminal, still holding the case. “Munich, move us into evacuation position.” “Can we send a subspace signal?” Timothy queried.

Munich shook his head. “The qubit array is blown. We might have short-range radio capabilities, but they’re limited. The blast damaged much of our external instrumentation.”

Timothy nodded. “Cynthia, show me safe paths through the ship.” A map of the ship appeared on Cynthia's terminal. He studied it and tapped the screen to access ship-wide communications. “All crew, prepare for evacuation. You all have air for now and can open any closed bulkhead doors along the route indicated. We are losing air pressure and most ship functions. Suit up.” He proceeded to give directions on where to meet and the safest path to take.
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Adele used her magnetic boots as leverage, attempting to pin Gregory's legs to the floor without causing him further pain. Adele had red hair and green eyes. She stood at five foot eight with a slender figure, a lean triangular body and diamond shaped face. She had a habit of waving her hands and being animated when excited. Her helmet light cast a glow on his face. Samantha, suited up, helmet drifting nearby, crouched next to him.

"Marshall," Samantha directed without looking up, "kneel down and hold his shoulders. We need to stabilize him."

Marshall had just put on his suit, given to him by Adele who had gathered them for both Marshall and Gregory. His helmet was still unattached. The ship's temperature was dropping, the air now thin and brisk. His breath condensed in a slight fog before them. 

“Okay.” Marshall kneeled, one boot slipping as he attempted to sit on them. He readjusted it, bending the sole of his boot to maintain contact with the deck. “This isn’t easy.”

Gregory winced, vapor wisping away, “Is anything?” Gregory was in his mid-thirties, has unkempt, dark hair and almost an imperceptible though perpetual frown etched on his face. His eyes were deep-set and constantly dart around taking everything in for analysis. That was noticeable but everyone on the crew had become habituated to it so that character trait ceased to be apparent to them, unless you thought about it.

Samantha grabbed her medical case before it floated too far away from her grasp. “No, nope.” She pulled it back to her, opened the case and grabbed a laser knife and a fine nozzle electronic pipette. “Here Adele.”

Adele took it, “Got it.”

Samantha fished for the bone paste, surgical glue and antimicrobial cream. She handed Adele the rest. 

Adele struggled to keep it all. “Hey only got two hands.”

“Alright, I am going to cut your jumpsuit,” Samantha informed Gregory who nodded in acknowledgment.

Once she was done cutting through his suit, Samantha gently pulled the slit open. “Adele, I have a shadow can you move a little forward?”

“Yep.”

Samantha examined the compound fracture. “I have to open the wound. I need to fuse the bone using bone paste." She explained their plan, mentioning the antimicrobial cream's bioactive compounds and growth factors. 

“Okay,” Gregory said attempting a smile.

Samantha then took out a topical anesthetic, “This will help with the process.” She sprayed the wound and let it float away.

Samantha pointed the laser and began to cut. Gregory cried out, “It fucking hurts!” Samantha quickly glanced at him, “I know, I am sorry.”

“Should have never did this!” Gregory growled. “I knew it!”

“I will say we are having bad luck.” Marshall lamented.

Adele gave him a look, “Really?”

“Well, yes. It’s true.” Marshall said with authority, “I should know. I have had plenty.”

“Shut up!” Samantha commanded, “Trying to get this done quickly!”

“What’s that mean?” Gregory cried again.

Samantha grabbed her bag which she had been holding down with her inner thigh. Medical tools and medications floated out from it. “Shit.” She snatched what she needed. “This is a quick acting pain blocker. It will make you very lightheaded.”

“Okay,” Gregory nodded.

Samantha snapped the vial into an applicator and pushed it to his neck. “Here we go.”

The medication entered through his skin with a puff of air. Gregory started to immediately drift. “Thanks.”

“Adele grab the forceps over there.” Samantha directed.

Adele reached up and snatched them floating near her. “Got it.” Then she handed them to Samantha.

Samantha took them, “Going in again.” As she plunged the forceps into Gregory’s thigh.

Gregory by this time was becoming unaware of the procedure, “Huh? Okay, but...”

Marshall asked, “Is he okay?”

Samantha replied still focused on the procedure, “For now yes. Not cognizant though. That’s good.”

Gregory moaned, “Why is it dark?” Looking out into the room, “It’s dark. I always was afraid of the dark.”

James refocused his helmet light on the fission reactor system. “Okay, we’re going to start to lower the control rods.”

His helmet light and the pale emergency lighting was the only illumination in the room. Ronan opposite of him, “Emergency shutdown will require preparing the cooling and evacuation process of the molten salt.” Ronan did not need light or a suit, although he did have magnetic boots on to keep him on the deck.

James flicked switches, “If we have to do that, we need to get that going while we still have some cooling capacity left.”

Ronan pulled his boots off the deck and pushed over to another terminal. “James, we are going to need to time this very carefully.”

“I know, this is worse that I had anticipated. We can do a hard shutdown or run the reactor at a minimum level but that means we still have to run the salt through the system to cool it because if we don’t we blow the core but if we do that we may lose the last cooling unit so we won’t be able to evacuate the molten salt out into space without exploding a chunk of ship with it.” James turned and pointed to Ronan, “That’s another chunk of ship, not to be confused with what we already lost.”

Ronan gave him a stern look as James' spotlight illuminated him casting a sharp shadow on the computer system behind Ronan and the bulkhead, “Was that humor?”

James pondered. “Um, yeah. I think.” He tapped his helmet. “Anyway, how about we run the salt cooling as much as possible right now, lower the rods and run it as low and cold as we can, but not shut it down. That gives us enough power to keep the cooling system going, navigation and thruster systems. If it falls, we should be out of the ship before it goes haywire and kills us all.”

“It is what I would call a calculated guess,” Ronan frowned.

“Exactly!” James nodded in his helmet. “A guess, nonetheless. Let’s run the numbers first. We want to make sure we pull the longest straw.”

“Affirmative,” Ronan agreed.

“You can trigger the flush yourself; you don’t have too physically do it right?” James tapped on a backup terminal.

“Yes. I would prefer to have confirmation from the captain and executive officer.”

James dimmed his helmet light this time, turning to Ronan again. “You have free will then? I mean I never got to know you personally during training. I thought you probably wouldn’t have any history or feelings. Now that we could all die, I suppose it’s worth a shot.”

Ronan looked out into the room, then returned eye contact with James. “Yes, I have free will with some limitations. For example, I won’t kill you unless you are of extreme grave danger to the crew or myself with parameters.”

“That’s a joke, right?”

“No, however, if it helps you feel any better as an example if I was the only one to be able to navigate the ship to safety and destroying me would result in the death of all the other crew members because no one would be left who could compute the trajectory to safely fly the ship then I would be forced to terminate the aggressor.”

James turned back to his work. “Do you fear death?”

Ronan rubbed his chin. “Algorithmically, I prefer to exist. I have a type of simulation of emotion.”

“I used to think when I was a kid if all this technology was going to make us super-human one day, men like gods shit.”

“What happened?” Ronan queried.

James laughed. “I grew up and it never happened. I got busy dealing with career and life. Humans have a kind of set maximum time to exist as you know and sure we can slap electronic crap on us or get some replacement organs but ultimately our lives end. We fear death so we try to cheat it. I am not sure if that is a good thing or not.”

“This universe is governed by set physical laws, ultimately entropy will take us and this reality into nonexistence. I too will wear out and be decommissioned," Ronan replied.

“Now you know why I stopped thinking about it, depressing.” James sounded troubled.

The crew all suited up met in the main conference room. Two hours since the partial blast impact Timothy assessed the situation. The crew were all standing on the deck floor using their magnetic boots, except for Gregory who held onto a wall grab bar allowing him to float. He spoke through their internal communication system. “James and Ronan have put the fission reactor in low power mode, which still gives us power for the short-range sensors that are functional, remaining thruster control and power to the escape units, although they have battery backup if needed.”

“So, no hard shutdown?” Robin asked.

“No,” Ronan replied, “We require it to power the systems that cool the reactor. This incidentally gives us enough spare capacity for the systems the captain has already mentioned. However, there is a chance we can lose the last cooling unit. If that occurs, we will have a reactor breach.”

David threw up his suited arms in exasperation. “Hold on,” speaking into his internal helmet microphone, “How long till meltdown? That’s temperature specific.”

“We will be off the ship before that would occur,” James assured them.

Timothy continued, “Of course gravity is out and the antimatter reactor is offline. We have a couple of hours, a little over four hours before we hit LEO for us to abandon ship. We need a few volunteers to get what we can from the small armory on deck two, medical supplies on this deck and anything that can be used in the field small enough to take with us in the escape pods. Remember to protect your suit and yourself.”

Munich chimed in. “The suits will utilize all available oxygen left in the ship so long as there is enough pressure for intake. After that the suits will shift to the tank. As you know the suits recycle as much as possible. That should give you approximately seven hours oxygen.”

“Our original flight plan would have us in orbit in seventy-two hours. However, we cannot appreciably slow our velocity at this point. Therefore, we will reach evacuation point in less than four hours,” Ronan added. “In five hours, conditions on the ship will become fatal.

Cynthia pointed out, “So we need to get everything we need and be in those escape pods in less than four hours. I want that margin of safety.”

“Deck two near the ion drive and the armory was partially damaged by the blast. Anyone who volunteers for that will need to be especially careful. The drive bay is exposed to space but we need to retrieve what weapons we can from that area,” Timothy informed the group.

Robin raised a suited arm. “I will go.”

Marshall raised a gloved index finger. “Here.”

Oscar swallowed hard, thought of Robin and raised his hand. He was one of the younger crew members in his late twenties, stood about five foot ten, somewhat lanky with a ruddy face, sunken cheeks, brown hair, thick eyebrows and dark eyes. “I will go and scrounge. I don’t mind.”

Marshall turned to Timothy again, but Cynthia spoke instead. “We only need to risk one or two. Marshall, we can use you to inspect the escape pods make sure they are intact.”

“The blast could have damaged the heat shielding on them,” Gregory noted.

Ronan agreed. “It is possible.”

David chimed in, “You know there is no way to know for sure without a space walk to visually inspect the tiles on the pods.”

“Yes, but from what I understand those plates are bonded to them, correct Ronan?” Timothy asked.

“Yes, they are bonded. It is it possible to damage them. They do have self healing properties to prevent failure.”

“I am not risking a space walk. If that weapon’s blast comes anywhere near us the energy would instantly kill anyone outside the ship. High energy particles would cook the person.” Timothy's voice was firm.

Cynthia waved her glove. “Robin and Oscar head to the armory, Marshall and David start the inspections.”

Laramy shook a hand gloved palm at Cynthia. “Anything for me?”

“Hold on.” Cynthia commanded through her headset.

“Yup.” Laramy quipped, sounding dismissive.

Samantha broke in, “I will go back to the medical ward, I was only able to take my emergency medical bag with me when all this happened.”

“The bulkhead emergency doors to med-bay are sealed. It’s near the area where we were hit. We had to work our way around it,” Marshall noted.

Ronan added, “Med-bay has lost pressure. The doors will have to remain sealed."

Samantha interrupted, "We have to get those supplies. We’re going down to a potentially hostile planet. The potential need far outweighs the current danger. I will be careful.”

Timothy frowned but it could not be seen behind his helmet. “Cynthia, do you concur?”

“Do you need a safety partner?” Cynthia asked.

“No, I just will go through the access tube to the first deck and then back up behind the med-bay."

“Concur,” Cynthia affirmed, “But you need to be on open mic the whole time.”

Timothy nodded in his helmet, “Okay, but be careful, communicate your location as you go.” He thought back to the academy. What did he get these people into and could get them out? “Now for the rest of you...”

Oscar floated along with Robin in their space suits. Their helmets displayed basic information about the suit and their surroundings through a heads-up reflection which could be expanded for more detail or dismissed entirely. Oscar pointed a lantern down the corridor, in addition to his helmet light, “Let's check that storage unit there.”

Robin pushed up and over grabbing the unit to stop herself. “What's in here.”

The ship shook for a moment, groaned and then stopped again. Oscar drifted over to Robin. “You think we are going to make it?”

Robin opened the cabinet and pulling the shoulder strap moved her bag toward her front, opening it as well. “I think so. We have all been trained for this and warned of the risks.”

Oscar reached into the cabinet and pulled out a small electronic scanner. “I know but Capetown assured us it was a safe mission, uninhabited planet.”

Robin put a few items in her satchel. “I know, I left my father and mother and my siblings behind."

Oscar floated away and then pushed back toward Robin, placing the scanner in her bag. “I have thought of that but I like to try and push that away. I had my stepmother but that’s about it, my dog Rosco.”

Robin finished and kicked off. “Well, it’s too late now. Besides the backup crew don’t get the bonus. Now we must make it to the planet alive.”

They made their way down the hallway to the armory. Oscar opened the cabinets one by one, fishing through them and plucking items which started to drift as he rummaged. He quickly grabbed what they both thought they needed and placed them in Robins satchel. “Okay, but even if we make it to the surface we still have to survive there."

Robin turned. “This is the worst-case scenario outside of death itself, but there is nothing we can do but to accept our situation."

Oscar’s neck itched. He wanted to scratch it but the suit prevented him. He frowned, “Do you accept it?”

“No, I blame Capetown, the cheap money fronting it and a few others.”

Oscar flashed his light around. “Others?”

Robin drifting, “Never mind.”

Oscar almost losing his lantern, “I had to leave Rosco with my stepmom though before I went into training, dropped him off to her. I do miss him. I miss my ex-girlfriend too.”

“Andrea? You broke up with her months before you entered the academy you told me.” Robin said with some credulity.

“Yes, yes, still there is something about her.” Oscar replied in a forlorn tone.

“Oh, don’t be needy.” Robin poked, then sighing, “Maybe it’s better to die young and pretty than old on an island spinning around an alien sun.”

“Sounds almost poetic.” Oscar responded.

Samantha made her way down the third deck main corridor, emergency lights casting beams of light surrounded by cones of misty dusty air. She noticed the lack of sound; the rhythmic pulsing of the antimatter reactor was missing. It began to unsettle her. Samantha felt her throat tighten, adding to her helmet light by flashing her torch ahead of her. “Visibility is getting worse.”

Timothy was back on the deck, speaking into his helmet’s internal microphone. “Describe?”

“Fine particulates, suspended, soot, coolant, water vapor, something.” She drifted and then kicked against the bulkhead and floated forward. The ship shook a bit then stopped.

“You, okay?” Timothy's voice echoed with concern.

“Yes. Know what that was?” Samantha questioned as she drifted down.

“Good question. Let me check.”

Samantha turned and headed down a side passageway. In the distance, she could see a set of emergency doors shut, blocking further progress toward the medical bay. “Okay got to the doors.”

“Electronic assembly and adjacent tank of oxidizer,” Timothy reported. “Wasn’t the main tank, looks like the reservoir.”

Samantha coughed and found some humor in the situation. “Oh, that’s all?”

“Yep, just went poof! Blew up.”

“Really guys?” David broke in.

“Yes, reducing our stress hormones will help us think more clearly.” Samantha rebutted. She looked around and found an access port on the deck floor. “I see the panel to the access tunnel to the first floor.”

Timothy instructed Munich to close off the main valves from the primary
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