
Space Station Acheron

––––––––

F Stephan


Table of Contents

Title Page

Space Station Acheron (Human starpilots, #3)

Prologue

Tasha

Wilfried

Tasha

Andrew

Leopold

Wilfried

Boris

Tasha

Anaru

Susanna

Wilfried

Leopold

Tasha

Josh

Tasha

Anaru

Tasha

Leopold

Susanna

Wilfried

Tasha

Wilfried

Tasha

Anaru

Wilfried

Leopold

Susanna

Wilfried

Leopold

Anaru

Leopold

Susanna

Tasha

CPC forces

Andrew

Josh

Wilfried

Tasha

Susanna

Boris

Leopold

Wilfried

Tasha

Anaru

Susanna

Tasha

Josh

Wilfried

Boris

Leopold

Tasha

Susanna

Anaru

Tasha

Li Bao

Wilfried

Leopold

Andrew

Susanna

Josh

Anaru

Tasha

Josh

Leopold

Tasha

Wilfried

Tasha

Wilfried

Susanna

Anaru

Leopold

Boris

Andrew

Wilfried

Susanna

Anaru

Tasha

Wilfried

Tasha

Boris

Josh

Susanna

Wilfried

Tasha

Anaru

Leopold

Josh

Wilfried

Susanna

Anaru

Tasha

Wilfried

Tasha

Leopold

Anaru

Andrew

Wilfried

Josh

Wilfried

Leopold

Tasha

Wilfried

Tasha

Josh

Tasha

Josh

Wilfried

Boris

Tasha

Boris

Anaru

Leopold

Commander Grayt

Tasha

Wilfried

Commander Grayt

Wilfried

Boris

Leopold

Killian

Tasha

Wilfried

Leopold

Wilfried

Susanna

Tasha

Boris

Tasha

Human starpilots – Arc #1 – Become a starpilot

Human starpilot

Interstellar starpilots 

Human starpilots – Arc #2 – Build a for Earth and its future

Space station Acheron 

Human starpilots – Arc #3 – Explore the Federation

A child of the Federation (Fall 2020)

Human starpilots – Arc #4 – The Imperium

The shaman and the god (Short story)

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, events and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 

Copyright © 2020 F Stephan

All rights reserved.

––––––––
[image: image]


ISBN: 9798622947117

​​​​​​​​​

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Paris, June 04, 2134

Top executives in dark suits filed into the secure conference room below the old Ritz Palace in Paris. Few knew the underground place besides its current guests. They had gathered at the same location by what would appear to casual observers to be sheer luck. To avoid direct recognition, they wore bautas, antique Venetian masks covering the whole face. Italians had discarded them from their carnivals when the rise of the Mediterranean Sea had swallowed Venice. But today the beautiful pieces of art boasting gold, silver and jewels had resurfaced for this meeting, protecting their wearers’ anonymity. 

A woman in a black, expensive business suit and a mask boasting elegant eagle feathers focused the attention of the crowd just with her presence. Opposite her across the large round table, a single empty chair remained as if no one could oppose her. 

“Welcome, my friends, and again, thank you for choosing me as your leader. I am glad to see you here. Our meetings are far too rare and too short.” A mumble of agreement answered her simple yet elegant words. Her accent was Old NorAm, and her voice rang in the hall. “Yet we can’t afford to be exposed. The United Organization and their bothersome President dream daily of breaking our talks. One of our dear friends made the mistake of talking to them. She should face me today.” Others shot glances at the empty seat. A few sighs echoed in the uncomfortable silence. “Such an unfortunate event. Ecowarriors attacked her ship while sailing through the Caribbean arc. No one survived. It involved piracy, of course.” 

The words rang false. A shiver ran through the assembly. It could happen to any of them. The victim had probably traveled in a commercial liner and casualties would be in the hundreds at least. Ecowarriors were just another convenient scapegoat in the deadly game the crowd gathered on that night were playing. Assassins were their law enforcers.

Breaking the awkward silence, the woman slammed one hand on the table, bringing their attention back to her. Feathers ruffled above her head, a disturbing sound. She opened her other hand, and she pushed a picture in front of her. A dark metal ovoid hovering over the moon. “Now, what’s this new nuisance?” She spat out these words, her disgust obvious even with her face hidden by her mask.

The participants looked at one another, scared by her outburst, hesitating to answer. 

“Looks like there’s a new player in town,” said one of the masked figures, his Asian voice sounding amused. His mask was, in contrast to the woman’s, a very simple ivory face with no ornament. Humans had banned crafting ivory for over a century. The simplicity of the mask was in itself a statement of the power and wealth of its wearer. 

She threw him a dark look. “Aliens? Is this for real?” she answered with a snap, welcomed by grunts of approval around the table. “What do we know about them?” 

Another woman spoke up in a sweet and languorous Latin voice. “A week ago, an alien spaceship contacted our governments. It appeared a hundred thousand klicks away from the moon. No advanced satellite saw its approach.” Her voice betrayed her eagerness and her fascination with the encounter in space. 

The audience stirred, and some seemed to support her statement.

“Why now? What do they want? They are disturbing our plans.” Again, the woman’s words were spat in disgust. The woman withdrew into her seat, away from the table. “Don’t back off, my dear. You seemed interested. What can you share with us?”

“They’ve sent a message in all our languages. We come in peace. Your moon is a good place to set up a quarantine facility until we can check medical resilience and meet.” 

Again, people grumbled and sighed, still hidden by their masks. 

A male voice said in a steady but accented European voice, “Do we have people on the moon?” 

A small woman joined the discussion. Her heavy accent betrayed her origin in the Southern African Protectorate. “Not anymore, since we forced the United Organization to close operations there. The Diplomatic Corps is now sending back a team led by Don Mariano Della Vega. Jeanne de Savigny will support lunar operations for the duration of the talks.” 

The leader sneered, her words reeking with hatred. “That spider? At least up there she is out of our way.” 

“President Metre is no fool. And his ambassador is rather efficient. We could do worse for the first meeting with aliens. Even you can’t stand Jeanne,” the first man answered with a laugh. “Problem is, it’ll be hard to infiltrate on our side.” 

Tension crackled in the room. 

The woman turned her magnificent mask to look at all of them by turn. “One thing is sure. We must postpone our coup d’état. Let the President be blamed for this mess.” Once again, the woman took the lead of the group. “What do we do about it?” 

A laugh answered her, coming from her Asian counterpart. “We’ll get them to leave. Don’t worry, Lady. It may take us a few years.” His words seemed deadly serious, and the audience shivered as if a sudden cold wind had blown over them. “We’ll sow distrust among the population for these newcomers, whatever they want. We’ll throw them away, out of our playground. And then we will take the leadership we deserve.” 

A thunderous clapping welcomed his statement. 
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Adheek, June 14, 2140

“Thank you for inviting us today here, Master.” Tasha Podorovski bowed low to Kilet Namek, Pilot Guild master for the Adheek’s sector and Chief Master Trader for the Namek Consortium. Since her graduation from the Starpilot’s academy and even before she began piloting in earnest, he had become her superior in the Federation’s hierarchy. This was a strange turn of event, she reflected. She had left Earth three years before for the Academy and was still amazed by all she had learned. Humans traded the stars, genetic relatives to her own people on Earth, all descendant from the Ancient Empire which had crumbled ten millenia before.

The Guild Master had invited her with Don Mariano Della Vega into the personal lounge in the entertainment center by the Velan Lake. Their host sat opposite them, his back straight in his luxurious chair. Tasha loved the artworks displayed in the room and the rich carpets under her sandals. Both came from the planets around Adheek and only the most powerful of the families who controlled the space trade could afford to gather casually such wealth in one place. 

“Please, please, honored Pilot. And Trader as well. You and I have a lot in common, as you may see in future years. I’m truly glad to welcome you here.” Those words were said in earnest. And this fact alone troubled Tasha deeply. Honest words from a politician’s tongue meant she was missing something. Yet she bowed her head, acknowledging the compliment. “My dear Ambassador, I’m glad as well you could join us.” Beside her, the ambassador was a reassuring presence. He was a middle-aged man with olive skin and a large mustache, a leading diplomat on Earth, a brilliant mind hidden behind the facade of traditional Spanish nobility. More than that, she trusted him.

Kilet motioned to them and they sat facing the lake. Night was falling on Adheek and the city awakened slowly, the brutal heat dropping. She had often been to the official pilot lounge, and she knew the entertainment center would be quite slow for a while yet, but 3D holograms had begun to rise over the lake with giant tipols playing over the water. The monkey-like creatures were the true native inhabitants of Adheek, a divergent form of evolution Adheekens had protected through the ages. They were both very familiar and strangely disquieting. Tasha smiled. Soon the crowd would gape at the fantastic creatures. Many shows would follow, but the opening always set the mood for the night. 

“Dear Pilot and Trader, you’ll be back on your own planet within a few weeks with your first ship to command. That’s quite unexpected good news for your planet, but it doesn’t mean it’s going to be easy on you.” 

He was constantly reminding her of her titles. Six years ago, before the Federation contacted Earth, Tasha had been the heiress of the Podorovski Conglomerate, one of the biggest remaining industrial corporations on Earth. She had dreaded the time where she would have to take after her father. Then the Federation had come and offered its strange alliance, trading support for the planets against starpilots. When the result of the Choosing had been reached, she had jumped on the opportunity, the only chance she would ever have to flee her doom and learn a new trade among the stars. She had survived the nanites, the nano-robots which gave her the ability to lead a spaceship through hyperspace, at least as long as she kept them under control, and she had finally graduated. Now she belonged to the small group of humans who linked all the planets of the Federation to one another. Today, she only wore her simple pilot uniform as a statement. Yet Kilet, the most powerful pilot in this quarter of the Federation, wore the same outfit. False modesty for both of us?

Don Mariano frowned, drawing out a pen from his wallet. He was still using paper, an old-fashioned mannerism in this age of space travel. But she had to admit, it also gave him time to think. “What do you mean? No one expected us to have a ship so soon. You didn’t find any on the asteroid belt.” The Federation couldn’t build starships. They could only use abandoned ones, built by the Ancient, a civilization which had collapsed ten thousand years before. Kilet had had a ship in the solar system looking for one of the lost spaceships during three years before abandoning. “Before Brian stumbled on it last year, we had never planned for such a boon and we aren’t entirely ready for it; we do understand it, Trade Master.” 

Tasha added in her melodious but firm voice, “What we do understand is that a planet without a ship lives on leased material and cannot prosper. Our situation on Earth is dire enough. We make the best use we can of this opportunity. You wanted to tell us more?” 

Kilet slouched in his chair. “As you said, until now, you were very limited in space operations. No real way for you to exploit the asteroid belt, even with your mining operations there. No real way for you to reach the trade route. Just borrowing a little space on our ship. You’ll have to achieve a lot more to qualify as a full Federation member and keep the ship.”

What does he mean? 

“We know our limits, dear Trade Master. You’ve made them perfectly clear in our past encounters.” Before she could react, Don Mariano stepped in, annoyance simmering in his tone. “What do you mean by qualify? Another case of small print we didn’t understand.” He might be old-fashioned, but he was far quicker than Tasha was, and she had to learn this skill. 

“I didn’t want to offend you, dear Ambassador. And I’m not writing the rules. It’s the job of the Federation Council on Alkath.” Kilet bent toward them, as if sharing a secret. “You don’t have a support base for your operation. You can pilot the ship, Tasha. Wilfried and Leopold as well. But now you need more than that. You’ll need the backing of your planet, which may not be easy to obtain. You’ll need a working space station to transfer goods from Earth to orbit and back. You’ll need to man your ship and the station with adequate crews. And last, you need to create a schedule of work you can sustain over a long period. If you exert yourself too far, you won’t maintain your operation for any length of time. What the Federation wants is a long-term relationship. Maybe ‘requires’ would be a better word.”  

Don Mariano answered in the same tone, “I know Anaru, the President of the Earth United Organization, and I can assure you we’ll have all the backing we need. The beginnings may be rough, with the station still under construction, but we’ll get this sorted. The whole planet is behind us.” 

“Ambassador, your planet hasn’t yet signed a charter defining how your station will operate. This document is mandatory and still missing. This isn’t good news.” 

Tasha was stunned by his firmness. Anaru, yes. But the whole planet and all governments behind us, is it true? She knew the ambassador didn’t believe it either, but his face betrayed no qualms. Kilet would be forced to accept his statement. “Nikolai, my brother, still runs our family’s conglomerate. His support will open doors for us in the business world, which we will need opened to establish our operation.” Despite her assurance, she knew this would be far more complex. Her father had hinted that some among the wealthy and the powerful had opposed the Federation since Contact. She had been brought up in the corporate world of intrigue and she dreaded going back into that quagmire. 

Kilet rose to look over the lake. Night had fallen, and the giant 3D figures were now playing in front of a small crowd. “I hope it’s true. You’ll need the wholehearted support of governments and corporations and, beyond them, of the citizens of your world. To qualify as a full Federation member, you need to be able to stand on our own, not depending on any other member to link you to the stars. This should be your number one priority from now on.” Kilet was now firm, his gaze intent. 

Tasha had to ask. “And what if we don’t succeed? You’ll audit us regularly, is that it? What’ll happen then? You can’t take away our ship, can you?” A nod from Don Mariano showed he had already guessed the answer. 

Kilet wasn’t looking at her when he replied. “Yes, we can. Without the station, without the support of your planet, without trained crews, the ship reverts to the Federation. We can’t afford to have you waste it. The Federation will run it for you until you’re ready.” There are no ships except Ancient relics and no other way to link our worlds. The Federation’s aim is to connect humans and will let nothing stand in its path.

Still in shock, Tasha blurted, “We now need the ship and the trade to make a difference. I’ve run simulations. If our projections are good, we can finance a fusactor within a year.” The advanced fusion reactors were desperately needed to replace older power plants.

“And this is why we hope you succeed. This is also why I asked you to come here and deliver this message in person. I want you to succeed. I want a new trade partner at my door. I know how hard for you it would be to withdraw your ship when you need it.” Again, his words rang true, worrying Tasha deeply. Kilet continued. “The rules are hard, I know. Adheek has faced the same rule initially, as have all other worlds. But, we have succeeded, and we want to help you.” 

A Tourim had entered the room and had heard Kilet’s last words. He belonged to a mountain community in Adheek, and Tasha had met him in the last month at the request of Don Mariano, who had convinced their leader to send a delegation to the Earth mountain cultures, two years ago, and since then, traders had been going back and forth. The Tourim was a tall man with an eagle nose and was dressed in shining silk garb. Tasha had been fascinated by the members of the community, how they had mixed simple life and advanced technology, and how this isolated group had become a leading trading consortium on the planet.

Kilet turned toward the newcomer, rising along with Don Mariano to greet him. Tasha followed suit automatically. 

The Guild Master nodded in a strangely stern voice. “Welcome, Tourimkar.” Tasha glanced at the ambassador close to her. He was smiling openly. The Tourimkar was the highest representative of the Tourim community in the capital city. 

“Thank you, Trade Master. I’m happy to join you.”

“I am honored to be your host, Tourimkar. This is your home for tonight.” 

“We’re honored to share a moment with you.” Don Mariano seemed genuinely impressed. Tasha remembered how hard it had been for the Ambassador to meet this man. If Kilet ran the trade above the planet, the Tourimkar ran it on Adheek.  

Kilet turned toward Tasha and Don Mariano. “My son, Sonter, is leaving today for the central Starpilot Academy on Alkath. I would like a last evening together. Can you excuse me while I let you converse with our honored visitor?” 

Before they could answer, he was already out of the room and Tasha and Don Mariano were alone with the Tourim representative. Tasha wondered at Kilet’s sudden disappearance. Her friend Brian had explained the quarrels Sonter, one of their fellow students at the Starpilot Academy, had had with his father, and she was surprised Kilet would leave the room to dine with his son. 

The Tourimkar sat at their side, his ease indicating this was not the first time he had used the private lodge of the Trade Master. Behind him, fireworks brightened the sky. 

“Dear Ambassador, Pilot!” the Tourimkar said, “I’ll be direct. We’d like you to succeed. No one wants another Filb.” The planet had gone rogue and crumbled upon itself. It would now take millennia to recover. “We have a gift for you. An Ancient computer our forebears found in a derelict energy plant in the mountains.” 

Don Mariano had explained to Tasha how many planets still bore Ancient ruins and how their populations sometimes used them. All Ancient artefacts found after Contact were the property of the Federation, according to the Charter signed by all planets. After Contact. 

“It could help you to a tremendous degree to run your station. It performed that miracle for us initially.” The Tourimkar handed Tasha a heavy suitcase.

“Why? Why this gift? What’s the cost of it?” Don Mariano asked intently. 

Tasha didn’t like gifts when running her business. Too often, they had strings attached. 

“Just one. That one day you’ll help another planet. This console was lent to Pelor and has come back, now that everything is fine with them. You must agree not to hold this console forever but, to the contrary, to share it. Don’t make any mistakes. This isn’t the strongest one that exists, but it’s a thousand times more powerful than current computers. It can make a difference for you. Don’t lose it, use it well, and keep your planet in the Federation.” 

With Kilet absent, no one from the Federation was witnessing the agreement. These were only the words of two representatives, face to face. 

“And if we don’t?” 

“Accidents happen, Ambassador. This gift is free, and it will remain as such for all.” The Tourimkar’s voice was as cold as the mountain from which he came. 

Tasha shivered. 
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Adheek space station, June 15, 2140

Adheek space station was a perfect wheel on a geosynchronous orbit, positioned directly above Adheek’s capital city. Wilfried liked the quiet satellite, which was well managed by Nillimer, the station controller. This would be his last day on the station and he would miss it. Strange how we adapt.

“What’s on your mind, young pilot? You seem far away.” Althal’s tone was light, but their work wasn’t. The shapely brunette was Adheek’s main Observer, a key Federation official in charge of coordinating police actions against nanite smuggling. The nanobots could provide abilities beyond those that any human could dream of, and they were highly regarded. The drug was addictive due to the power it gave to users, and it was also very dangerous. Each action required the nanites to use some of their host’s energy. When the robots ran out of energy they could use directly, they killed their host and spread like viruses, looking for more. 

“This is our last night on board before we leave for Earth. Tasha and Leopold should arrive with the shuttle any minute now.” Wilfried smiled at the perspective of their reunion.

“And you want to meet your fellow pilots? Especially the blonde girl?” Althal said, a sparkle in her eyes. 

“What? No—” 

“Stop denying it. You like her and that’s clear for all to see.” 

Wilfried felt himself blush. 

“You’re so cute. Now, the last exercise before you can join her.” 

“Yes, Observer. What is it going to be?”

She became serious again. “Final exam’s special. You’ll get your sniffer and track a small plant used to produce the nanite drug – the one you have the most chance of encountering on Earth. I’ve hidden a replica in the station. There are no limits to your search. In three hours, I will remove it and you won’t qualify as Observer. Find it, and next time, it’ll be for real on your planet.” 

Wilfried nodded. Two years before, the first injection of nanites had nearly killed him. He couldn’t bear all the injections required to become a full pilot, and his skills as nanite-user would remain forever limited. Still, he could pilot and use nanites, if he was careful, and the Federation didn’t waste any skilled students. They needed an Observer in the Earth’s solar system. They had offered the job to him, and he had decided to do it as best as he could. A strange turn of events, considering his childhood. He thought grimly of his years smuggling in the shadow-wharves of Hamburg. He was switching to law enforcement now. What will my brother think? His parting words had been, “Take all opportunity and change!” I’m not sure he would have included such a radical transformation.

He ran to his cabin and fetched his sniffer, then activated it with a touch of nanites. Looking in the mirror, he confirmed that his eyes were not grey anymore but slightly golden, nanites having invaded his retina to amplify his sight. One of the more positive aspects of the nanites was that they repaired his body constantly. He had been nearly bald before entering the academy, but his hair had now regrown. He laughed bitterly. Not enough nanites to be a full pilot, still enough for a little vanity. Untested Observer, former slum boy. What am I really?

His bracelet chimed. It was the same standard black leather and metal band that was worn by every Federation agent. He moved out into the corridor. The sniffer didn’t return any signal yet. Nothing here. He had learned in the last months to trust the little pistol-shaped device. The nanites were airborne by nature and drifted through the air. They would leave confined areas to roam around. He decided to search the entire wheel methodically.

He took the corridor that linked the entire structure, and cleared section after section, saying hello to people as he went. Nillimer, the Station Controller, and Addel, the Master of operations, made a pretense of checking the main cafeteria. He knew the couple well by now, and they waved at him. He continued through the command center and the engineering bay, then checked the different hydroponics farms, but found nothing. 

An hour later, Wilfried had walked the two klicks of the hub without producing any results or leads. Althal seemed to be missing as well. Returning to his starting point, he stopped for a few minutes in the cafeteria to review the situation. She’s moving it. He began to jog, crossing the whole structure quickly, but after another thirty minutes, he still had no results. 

Think – did she hide it? No limits, she said. 

Wilfried crossed to the main ventilation network. No one could crawl through it, as Althal had demonstrated in training. It’s nowhere inside. Another hour went by. He had now his spacesuit on, searching the outer ring and the warehouse, before his sniffer caught a trace. Only two minutes remained when he found the plant, attached to a solar array. Just a small black box. Blackened. No radiation. So easy to hide. Why did I ever accept? 

He checked if anything else was hidden outside. He caught a few of nanites and tracked it along the hull to an outside locker where he found two bags of drugs. OK. I got your point, Althal. Anywhere. He returned with a heavy heart to the main airlock with his treasures. 

Althal was waiting for him, watching a 3D movie in front of her. “Congratulation, Observer. You’ve graduated. Mind you, it took you longer than I expected. They’ll never move drugs through the main concourse. Search everywhere but there. But even if they move nanites in the vacuum, they’ll leave a trail. This will be my parting advice. Do the unexpected.” 

“I’ve finished? I’m on my own now?” Wilfried gulped under the weight of his new responsibilities. 

“We all are. You’ve got good friends on Earth. You’ve got supporters at the Pilot’s Guild. Both will help. Come. Let’s throw a party in honor of your departure.” 

Later, after a quick shower and a change of clothes, Wilfried walked to the main cafeteria, still lost in his thoughts. A fierce hug from Tasha brought his attention back to reality. He liked the way she looked, with her blond hair loose and her blue eyes sparkling at him.  

“So, you finally caught her! I thought you didn’t want to see us.” She laughed and backed away from him to let Leopold, the massive man from South Africa, crush his hand in a firm shake. 

“Tasha, leave him be. Wil, do you know she has been tracking your progress all over the station with Addel? How do you feel? Not too hard with gravity changes?”

“Terrible. I crawled, jumped, and checked every place I could think of. The gravity is OK. They performed wonderful work here. The wheel is so wide, you don’t feel the differences that much.” In a wheel, rotation generated gravity, a factor of the radius and the speed. If it wasn’t managed perfectly, the changes rapidly became unbearable. 

“Well, you can rest now and enjoy. Addel has organized a fine celebration tonight.” 

The station personnel had gathered around them and a rare buzz had invaded the quiet cafeteria.

“Because of my hunt, I didn’t see it coming. Our friends leaving today for Alkath?” 

Six students from Earth had landed on Adheek three years before. Li Bao had failed and returned to Earth, forbidden to ever use her nanites again. Tasha, Leopold and Wilfried were flying back to Earth as pilots. And two of the group, Emily and Brian, had been allowed to go further in their studies, to fly to the Central Academy in Alkath and learn to jump between stars, a feat a hundred times more difficult than the short hops Wilfried could carry out within the confines of the solar system.

Nillimer had appeared at their side. “We are always proud when our students leave for the Core Worlds. Few can fly between stars, and we need all of them.” She was grinning, showing all her teeth. “But we are also glad to see you, my dears, returning to Earth.”

“Self-interest, I’m sure,” snorted Tasha with a grin. “Less work for you to support us if we can stand on our own.” 

Nillimer brightened. “Some planets have waited decades to have pilots of their own. This is a strain on all of us. Longer flight hours to link all the worlds. Tasha, we enjoy sharing.” 

Wilfried remembered a colder Nillimer, years before. The quick graduation of the students from Earth had changed the status of their planet for all people working in the Federation. 

“Come, come and watch!” they heard Addel shouting. The crowd that had assembled for their departure turned toward the Station Master. At her command, a 3D hologram danced in the middle of the room, showing a large spaceship, a black ovoid barely visible in the darkness of the outer Adheeken system. The iambignow was jumping away from Adheek, its departure tracked by one of the few Ancient hyper relays still in operation. A new image sprang to life beside the first, showing students – Brian and Emily from Earth, Sonter, Kilet’s son, and all their friends who went to the Core Worlds – waving at them. 

Wilfried felt a pang of jealousy. “They have such a chance. So many new worlds to discover!” 

Tasha laid her hand on his arm. “You don’t know what they’ll face.” 

“Sure. I only know what we will face.” A hostile planet collapsing under the ecological pressure. Corporations and governments striving to protect their own. Smugglers thriving on the chaos down there. The United Organization trying to keep order and to enforce a bidding Charter signed with the Federation.

Tasha looked at him seriously for a second and then laughed again. “Wilfried, you’re right. But it’s party time tonight. You can’t be serious and worried all the time. We will face it together, tomorrow. But now, we’ve got to get you in a better mood.” 

A rift appeared on the 3D and new stars shone from the other side. The ship dived into it, swallowed by the silent storm, abnormal and glorious. In seconds, the rift closed behind it and they were gone. The crowd toasted and cheered. Slowly, the general mood overcame Wilfried’s dark forebodings, and he enjoyed his last evening on the station. 

Later – much later – he found Leopold alone in a side cupola, watching the red Adheek below them, lit up by the fading light of the sun setting behind the horizon. 

“What a face, my friend!” Wilfried exclaimed, a bit too loud, angry at the doubt he saw. He continued in a more controlled manner, “What’s happening to you? Why such a grim mood?” 

“I’m not sure.” 

Wilfried stood next to him in silence, waiting for him to elaborate.

“Tasha is moving back home to run the station and our ship.” 

“Sure enough. She’s the only who is fully qualified.” 

After the first injection, Leopold had decided to leave the program. Like Wilfried, he could pilot a ship through hyperspace for small, controlled jumps, but he hadn’t the same endurance and competence as Tasha. She could have gone to the Central Academy like Brian and Emily, but had opted instead to come back to Earth and run the show, with the new status of a full pilot. 

“Do you want the job?” Wilfried said.

“Certainly not.” Leopold gave a sad chuckle. “I opted out two years ago now. You? You’ll hunt smugglers?” 

“Yes, but I don’t understand...”

“What is expected of me? What should I do? Where do I fit? Fly the ship back and forth to the asteroids and the outer trade route? Just that? Running back and forth on two routes until I die.” 

“I don’t know,” he answered, sobering up. “There are so many things to do, I’m sure you’ll find a place of your own. One we can’t see yet.” His voice grew firmer, replaying his older brother’s words in his mind. “Take all that is thrown at you and make the best of it. This is what we have been doing since the Federation came. Maybe we will take back some control of our life.” 

In silence, they continued to watch the sun setting over the foreign planet, then turned their attention to the strange starry sky. 
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Earth Solar system, outer routes, June 22, 2140

“Pilot, the ship is yours.” Captain Derantor left her seat at the main console and motioned to Tasha to take her place. Tasha felt Leopold’s and Wilfried’s gaze on her. A quick look confirmed the huge smile lighting up Leopold’s face, and the frown on Wilfried’s. The Filbian captain was a tall and thin woman, with pale skin and hair that gave her an almost ethereal appearance. Her piercing eyes scared Tasha a little. The older woman had guessed a lot about her in the few days they had spent on board. The captain would be the last examiner, the one who would allow Tasha to fly on her own. Or not.

“Thank you, Captain. Navigation, your status?” Tasha began her checklist, bent on following all jump protocols.

“The jump point is free, Pilot. Incoming vector is as expected. All clear.” The voice was sharp, polite, and professional, but Tasha felt the amusement behind it. This would be Tasha's first jump in the solar system, another test under Federation rules. And she would fly their own starship, the only one Earth could use for now. 

“Engineering, environment, status?” Tasha continued, excitement building. 

The other crewmembers answered in quick succession from the other consoles around the room. “Ready for jump.” The bridge was largely empty with a huge hologram in the center showing the area around the ship.  

“Then engaging jump in five seconds.” Tasha activated her nanites with a brief prayer that had become a mantra. Activation was different for each pilot, but for her, the ritual worked perfectly. In answer to her silent command, the nanobots woke up within her, boosting her perceptions, extending from her hands into the console itself. New information appeared all around her. She checked the thousands new parameters in an instant. 

Her ship hosted within its confines a singularity, an anomaly in space and time. Only the Ancients had known how to confine such a strange artefact into an enclosed space. She would now use it to force her way through the fabric of the universe. She had to wake it up as it lay almost dormant, with the tiniest energy twisting the space around it, accelerating the ship while providing artificial gravity in the inhabited part. She would need to unleash the beast fully to cross into hyperspace.

“Four.” She continued her checks, slow and steady. The nanites had created a physical connection to the console, linking her nervous system directly to the ship. All parts of her ship were now answering her commands in moments. 

“Three. Ready for the jump.” She linked with the singularity through the console and released its energy to force a rift to open in a small zone of weaker gravitational pull. She focused her attention and felt the strain of the nanites inside her. The nanorobots used her body’s energy to provide this incredible capacity and they were burning through her fast now as she controlled the singularity. Any spike had to be met and adjusted until the ship was through the right. If the energy exceeded the limits set by the Ancients, the confinement would break; if it dropped too low, it would turn into a small black hole that would collapse on itself in an instant. In both cases, they would die. 

“Two. Engaging.” She reached out to the rift, now fully opened, and pulled the ship toward it. The stars appeared on the other side, as well as a large planet with a huge red lake, which appeared immense on her screen. Jupiter. Home.

“One. Jumping.” She felt the universe tearing around her. The singularity was a wild beast, its energy flaring in all directions. Her body agonized under the strain. At the same time, everything was now so clear, her thoughts so immediate, her abilities beyond any normal human’s. It felt so good, so intense. At last, the ship crossed the threshold and reappeared on the other side. She closed the jump point behind them, and the singularity calmed itself, the beast settling once again for another sleep. 

She felt the tension in her body, the nanites continuing to ask for more, to push to do more. With an intake of breath, Tasha withdraw inside herself, recalling them, cutting the physical link to the ship, confining them again. She slammed back into reality. The colors were now dim and the sounds blurry. 

She sensed the captain behind her, murmuring soothing words. “Breathe. One breath at a time.”

“Captain, this is so great,” she answered while beginning a victory dance she had learned as a kid, decades before. “When is the next one? I’m ready for another.” 

“Ten hours from now. Look at me, Tasha.” Derantor gave her a maternal hug, blocking further dances. 

Seconds ticked by and Tasha quieted down. I was born for this. “Thank you, Captain. I’m feeling better.” 

Everyone filed out of the room, giving them some privacy.

At last, the older woman released Tasha and the backlash hit. She swayed on legs that were suddenly unsteady. Derantor handed her a small nutribar and waited patiently as she gulped it, then guided her to the lounge adjoining the bridge. 

When Tasha and Derantor entered, the crew began applauding around them. The captain walked to the center of the room. Silence fell. She turned back toward the younger woman and said in a crisp, formal tone, “Natalya Podorovski, I, as a delegate of the Federation, transfer the responsibility of the starship Acheron to you.” 

The clapping began again as the captain pinned upon Tasha a small golden insignia, a replica of the Acheron.

“Wilfried Bauer and Leopold Sengare, you are also confirmed as assistant pilots for this starship,” the captain continued. “Wilfried Bauer, you have also been named Observer, with all authority over Federation Marines and Personnel to fight nanite smuggling in your stellar system.” She handed over two more silver insignia. “Make good use of it and may the Ancient protect you.” 

As the applause exploded again, Tasha felt a new weight upon her shoulders. She was now in charge. 
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Space station Acheron, June 23, 2140

Andrew took out his welder from the side of his spacesuit and connected it to the lorry behind him. He attached his second security hook a yard away. 

“Station Controller, ready to go.” 

“Your security?” With so many parts unfinished, the outer ring of the station was a dangerous place to be. Andrew was an old-timer from the lunar station and the asteroid mine, and he had learned caution the hard way. Maricar, in the main bridge, shared the same background.

“Lots of debris after the incidents last week. The cleaning party made a good job with the bigger objects but there are still many flying parts.” An uncontrolled power surge had overheated a water tank. Its explosion had sent showers of ice on the ring and large chunks of metal everywhere. It was the second time that year, and the engineers didn’t seem any closer to fixing it. 

“Can you continue your job?”

“Yes, station controller. I am keeping close to the ring well below the debris. No immediate risks. But no possible work outward around here.” Tiny sharp metal objects flying fast were no friendly neighbors in space operation. They would spin out of range in time. But today, they remained too dangerous for anyone to cross into their range.

“Acknowledged. I will prepare a new cleaning party. Until then, go ahead, Andrew,” answered Maricar from the main control room. 

He began welding the communication array to the research module. This would improve their link to Earth. Many fellow crew members had complained of the lack of communications recently. Today’s work would bring smiles when he returned. His work progressed rapidly, and he checked in with Maricar every five minutes. Andrew liked her; she was always quietly in control of all operations aboard her station. The station’s construction wasn’t on schedule, wasn’t progressing anywhere as fast as it had been planned, but she didn’t let that pressure fall on her workers. Most of it wasn’t her fault either, as the work was hampered by being the most complex construction ever attempted above Earth, and due to the regular attacks of terrorists back home. Judging by the gossip, she had done a far better job than the previous two station masters. 

A bright light caught Andrew’s attention. It was opposite the sun, an abnormal thing. Immediately, he shifted his attention to it. The Jovian red storm had appeared in front of the station, hiding the moon. Something shiny shot out of it. And then, just as quickly, the image collapsed on itself and the moon returned.

“Station controller, we have emergence. God damn it. We have a spaceship on its way here.” He sighed into his microphone. 

“Thanks, Andrew,” Maricar answered. “You are a good spotter. Earth is processing the signal right now.” Space wasn’t a welcoming environment for computers and they still relied on Earth for most of the heavy calculation, with half a second delay. “Why such a big sigh? Wasn’t this why you signed up to come back into space?” 

“Yes, Madam, but we aren’t ready for them. I had hoped we would be.” 

“If not today, then it will be on their next visit. Soon we will have pilots of our own. They might be even on this ship.” 

“No advance warning, Madam?” 

“Still no adequate detectors. We’re working on it.” He heard her sigh. There was so much they had to create and invent to make this station work. 

“I know you are, Madam. We really need help. Anyway, I’m nearly finished here.” 

“OK. Please come back in as soon as you’re done. No one outside with guests visiting!” Tension had crept back into Maricar’s voice. They all had seen the difficulties she faced. Guests always meant celebrations, but the resupply shuttle wasn’t due for another week. They were on rations now, and that wasn’t appropriate fare for visitors. We do what we can. Not to mention extra paperwork and reporting to the United Organization. 

Andrew spent ten minutes checking his work and confirming with the crew that the array was working as expected. As Maricar always said, finished is when all is done and working. He didn’t want to make her more upset her more than she already was. She didn’t need it. 
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Earth orbit, Charon, June 23, 2140

We’re home. Leopold could barely suppress his glee. He had left for Adheek three years before and he was coming back at last. He felt this moment required some seriousness but couldn’t really muster it. He was on the bridge with Wilfried and Tasha, marveling at what he saw. 

In front of the Charon, on the second Lagrange point of the Earth-Moon system, a metal wheel turned in space. It wasn’t a perfect one like in Adheek, just a rough assembly of twenty cylinders, sixty yards long by twenty yards wide. Looking more closely, four gaps remained, where modules were still missing. Leopold’s pilot’s bracelet confirmed that the construction was four hundred and fifty yards wide, turning on itself two times per minute, and it should create normal gravitational conditions inside it. When the Federation had arrived seven years before, the lunar station and the asteroid projects were abandoned, derelicts of an unsustainable past. 

Leopold whooped in delight. “Look at that – a new space station has appeared, and it’s larger than anything Earth ever attempted before.” 

Tasha looked up from her console. “Leopold, would you get the shuttle ready? I’m stopping the ship relative to the station.” 

The shuttle had been a lease from Kilet, designed to transfer goods from the ship to the station. The boxy structure was designed to maximize internal space and was hell to pilot, with huge inertia and poor thrusters. Despite all its faults, they couldn’t work without it, as the space station was now too fragile to allow the starship to dock directly.

“Yes, sir,” he replied with a mock salute, before leaving the bridge, heading toward the adjoining main cafeteria, the true heart of the ship. 

“Droum, are you joining me?” The heavyset and jovial cargo mistress was sprawling on a sofa watching a 3D broadcast with two of the onboard marines. Around them, others were still having breakfast, according to Adheeken time. “We’ve arrived, everyone. Don’t you want to go and see the station?” 

Leopold couldn’t keep his joy in check and Droum laughed. “That’s your home, young Pilot. You might be excited; we’re slightly less. Still, let’s get your shuttle ready.” 

They went quickly down through the main helix, leaving behind the three main decks which housed the fifteen people on board and all the facilities they used in their daily life. 

“Are you ready to take over the ship?” Droum asked jovially. She had helped Derantor bring the ship to Earth and she would leave with the Captain. Leopold would miss her skills. 

They were now crossing the environmental decks, which contained the recycling machines, the food stores and the hydroponics farms. The floors vibrated slightly due to all the machinery inside. Already the gravity felt lighter. It was close to one-gee in the higher part of the ship, null in its mid-part and distorted in the lower part, closer to the singularity. That part of the ship, behind the engineering deck, was forbidden to everyone but the strange maintenance robots left by the Ancients. 

“I hope so, Droum. The Earth academy should have trained people to help us by now.”

“And Hawkeyes will remain as well.” Before leaving Adheek, Tasha had hired an engineer, Hawkeyes Noul, to help them. She was a strange woman from Raml, a planet in the Baol sector at the other side of the Federation. She had a gaunt face with piercing yellow eyes and a disdainful attitude which unsettled Leopold frequently. Droum seemed extremely amused by his reaction.

“Well, I still can’t see why Tasha has chosen her over all other candidates,” he said.

“Leopold, you’ll soon see why. Trust me on this. Charon still needs repairs after his long sleep and Hawkeyes is one of the best in this sector. She’ll get your ship back in shape in no time.” 

Leopold raised his eyebrows, unconvinced. “The Federation’s shipyard has cleared the ship for normal use. This looks like overkill to me. But we’ll see.”

By now, they were weightless in the central hold. They donned their spacesuits to enter the gigantic cavern full of crates. They were bringing back home ten radiation nanostations and all the spares required to keep them running for ten years. Many areas on Earth had become damaged beyond repairs in the last few centuries, particularly some water sources in the high mountains, during the Water Wars of the early twenty-first century. Earth scientists couldn’t clean the underground damage, but now they would be able to filter the water at their exit point, avoiding further contamination downstream. 

Droum looked at them appreciatively. “I can’t begin to imagine how much you’ve paid for those jewels.” 

“Two pilots qualified for flights within the solar system. One Observer. Two pilots on intersystem training. A commitment for ten more pilots in the next five years, Brian and Emily included. And fifty crew members trained in the Earth academy. We pay all of this in blood,” Leopold answered in a matter-of-fact voice. 

Droum shuddered. “We paid the same price once on Nelom. When you’ve nothing else, you can sell...” She sighed and moved on, uncomfortable with the topic. “Let’s get the shuttle out and begin loading the nanostations. We have a few hours of work in front of us.” 

Soon Wilfried and other crew members joined them to help move the crates from the spaceship into the shuttle, using a small crane deployed outside the ship. 

“Ironic, don’t you think?” Droum said, half serious, half laughing. “We fly spaceships though hyperspace and then we load and unload our goods manually. I fear unloading will be worse. The station doesn’t have proper cranes yet. Another of our challenges.”
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Space station Acheron, June 23, 2140

The airlock cycled, and air began pouring into the confined space. At last, the red light above the door turned green, and Wilfried unclicked his helmet. Immediately, the odor assaulted him. It stank of human sweat and breath and food and over-recycling. He gagged but managed not to throw up. Next to him, Leopold was ashen-faced and Tasha paler than usual. 

“It’ll pass in a few minutes,” commented Andrew. He had seen them off to space from the lunar station three years before, and today he had welcomed them outside, guiding them in. “Just focus on breathing normally until then.” 

Behind him, their three Marines bodyguard were grunting in disgust. 

They all removed their suits, folding them neatly to take with them. The suits were Federation-made and a lot more advanced than those produced on Earth. Such suits were a precious commodity now, and they couldn’t risk leaving them out of their sight, or so they had been warned. 

At last, the airlock door opened, and the applause began. In front of them, lining the walls, waited a crowd. Wilfried gasped and looked at Tasha. She smiled, a true queen, or so she seemed to him, and moved forward. She shook hands, clapped people on the shoulder, and waved to those she couldn’t reach. Leopold was just behind her, joking with everyone, the laughing face of their team. Wilfried came last, serious and subdued. 

A few yards away, a small Filipino woman waited for them. She wore a black-and-white uniform; her hair was drawn behind her in a knot which gave her a severe appearance. She smiled strangely, lips curled. 

“Welcome them, welcome them home!” she shouted to the crowd, and her words were repeated, echoing in the corridors. The small woman raised her hands. “Main cafeteria, everyone. You’ll all listen to them. Anaru will also be live for a speech of welcome. Let’s enjoy all of this. And afterwards, we’ve got the shuttle to unload. Come on, everyone! Today is the day this station was built for!” 

New hurrahs filled the air as they all moved forward into the module. 

Wilfried wasn’t won over by the exuberant mood as the crowd pushed him toward the cafeteria. What he saw around him were only the unattached cables running along the modules, the flickering lights hinting at issues in the electrical coupling. In one side corridor, he glimpsed water leaking from the ceiling. Later, in the cafeteria, with its stale water, canned food, and missing furniture, the situation seemed even worse. Even while recounting their adventures, he couldn’t get in the mood. This station was a formidable achievement for Earth, the first of its kind, but it was positively medieval compared to what he now knew. 
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European Confederacy, Berlin, July 1, 2140

The two men had already waited four hours. Sunlight was shining through the open windows and the murmur of the street became a low background buzz. Boris had chosen it carefully when he had been hired for the job.

“You’re sure you have seen no one leave?” Josh asked, pointing at the Federation Embassy farther along the street. He was a scrawny, pale-faced, sick-looking Irishman, who, according to Boris’s sources, had fought as a mercenary in the most recent wars. Except that, according to those same sources, he should have been dead and not just looking sick.

“Yes. And I was there within fifteen minutes of the call. He couldn’t have reached it that fast. No. He’s cautious, that’s all.” Boris sighed. Maybe our customer doesn’t have perfect intelligence on the Federation as he boasted.

“It’s vital we stop him. He has accumulated too much information on us. Remember, you’ll only be paid if we kill him before he reaches the embassy.” Josh’s foot tapped repeatedly on the floor. How long has he been waiting to strike? He’s like a coiled spring ready to push a jack out of the box. 

Boris remained motionless. “Look, he hasn’t reached the embassy yet. You’re in a nice and cozy room. At this height, we’ve got a cool breeze from the window. We overlook the two directions he could come from. And finally, we’ve got a good coffee machine.” He had bought it himself in anticipation of such circumstances. “Now, stand back from the window and sit with me. If you stay here too long, you’ll attract attention.” His voice was stern, and Josh seemed to resent his quiet words.

The windows were opened fully, the panes pushed back against the wall. Ten floors below, the small crowd moved undisturbed in the mid-afternoon hours of a normal working day. There were a lot of bikes and walkers and even a few electrical cars whizzing past. 

Josh sprang to his feet. “Look, there he is.” 

Boris moved to his rifle. Their prey was cautious blending with the crowd and taking his time, yet remaining protected from sniper shots by the surrounding people. 

“There’s no other way to shoot him. He’s too good. We have to go for plan B.” 

“Understood. Distance to the threshold.” It was the limit they had decided he might use his nanites to dash for the Embassy. Plan B – I wasn’t planning on using it. That’s the real problem. We don’t know how fast or how strong they can become when using those damn nanites. Boris had a job to do and a reason to do it, but it didn’t mean he had to like it. 

“One hundred yards.” Josh was now calm again, quieted by the arrival of their prey. 

“Good. Please move to the side and alert me if he’s doing something unexpected.” 

Josh obeyed sullenly. “Are you sure?” 

“Yes, I am,” Boris snapped, annoyed. “Quiet now.” Breathing came first, then focus. With his laser, he painted a pin on top of an isolated air duct to the underground network. “One, two...” His pulse sped up. The primer was now sending a series of small electrical bursts to the main controller below. Tiny, hopefully below the detection capacity of their prey. 

Josh called, “Our man has begun running.” 

Ten seconds more and all the underground controllers ignited together. During the night, Josh had set up all the detonation charges in the sewers below the street. 

“Too late.” Boris rolled back from the window as a cascade of flames erupted from the ground. 

Seventy yards of street vaporized instantly. The sound shattered all the windows in the surrounding buildings. Then came the shrieks. Pain, suffering, horror. Boris hated killing, and he knew those screams would haunt his dreams until the end of his life. We had no other way to get him. 

“Can you find him? Is he dead?” Boris asked, searching for his target. 

“There, look. I’m not sure.” Josh’s eyes were fixed on a corpse lying on the ground, shredded into pieces. “His nanites have begun to work.” 

The body trembled, trying to regrow, to reconnect its limbs. 

“As you warned me,” Boris reminded Josh. “And he nearly made it to the outer limit of our trap. Our informer was right.” 

“Do you doubt our mole?” Josh snapped, shaken. “Look, the Federation Marines.” 

Two Embassy guards were sprinting to the street at inhuman speeds. One drew a small grenade and tossed it to the dead body, while the other cleared the space around, pulling corpses back in a wide radius. The grenade exploded, and the body disappeared in a small plasma ball.

Boris gasped. “Interesting. They didn’t stop to reanimate or try to save him. They didn’t even check. They blasted him immediately.” 

“You had doubts?” Josh’s voice was a murmur. 

“Yes. In the Corps, we’d have tried to save him. In the Mercs, we’d have tried to save him. They didn’t. You’ll report it back, won’t you? Now, move back and let’s clear this room.” 

The screams had got worse now, bystanders moving in. 

He pushed himself back, dismantling his laser rifle and stowing it in his backpack. “You know your exit route?” 

Josh nodded, grabbing his own backpack. 

“Good, then we won’t meet in a while.” 

He didn’t stop tracking Josh until he cleared the door. Then, he rushed to the stairs, mingling with the agitated crowd. Two floors below, Boris was only a blond German guy panicked by a new terrorist attempt, like everyone else. Josh would flee on his own route. 

At least the second part of the plan had gone as expected. Now came the hard part: surviving the murder of a Federation undercover agent, the death of the innocent bystanders and obtaining the bounty he had demanded. If I can’t, it will all have been for nothing.

Two days later, Boris was heading east toward the Russian tundra in an antique land cruiser. At his side, his brother Igor was monitoring the skies. 

“The Zambian Ecowarriors have claimed the attack of the Federation Embassy as revenge against their lack of intervention over the disappearance of Lake Tanganyika. From several sources, they were helped by former mercenaries and seven were found dead this morning, shot in a firefight in the center of our town. This splinter cell was previously unknown. Its beginning have already changed our political life.” 

Boris cut the radio, certain their employer had activated the diversion. At least they kept one of their promises. Out of the extraction team, only Igor had made it to the rendezvous. Boris hoped any of the other crew that survived could reach the smugglers and find a haven somewhere. 

“What is it, Boris?” asked Igor in his deep, rumbling baritone. “Can you tell me why we took this commission? It’s not like you.” 

In his hands he held the two small objects that had been waiting for him in the secure box he had in the old Gedächtnis Kirche, the free bank set up in the antique church. Two of his crew were dead, along with five of their former employers who had been monitoring the drop box. After all, Boris knew too much about his customer.

In his left hand he had a small container filled with syringes. “Nanites for Sacha.” No doctor on Earth could save his daughter from her degenerative sclerosis. Maybe this could. “They said it will work. From what Maritschka has been able to verify, it may be true.” Before committing all of them, he had read all he could find about nanites, even stealing access to the Core Data Sphere, the knowledge base the Federation had offered the Earth.

“But in the other hand?” He heard the worry in his brother’s voice. 

“Anti-nanite grenade. I saw those Marines use one against the thing on the ground.”

“If Sacha can’t manage it?” 

He nodded, unable to speak. He’d done all he could to save his daughter. But he wouldn’t let loose another bioweapon on the planet. It had suffered enough. 

Igor’s voice drew him out of his thoughts. “She’s a strong teenager. She’s going to make it.” 

Who are you trying to convince, Igor? You, or me? But I hope she does, Boris thought as he drove into the wild, leaving civilization behind for one of the few places on Earth deserted by men. 
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Space station Acheron, July 2, 2140

Leopold, in the front of the main airlock, looked at the small figures riding up the cable from the antiquated Earth shuttle. Tasha had disliked the transfer from Adheek to space on their return trip, but now she remembered how scared she had been of Earth’s version. It was an old-fashioned vehicle with a design nearly two centuries old. How come we have done no better? 

She knew why. Wars – for water, for food, for arable soil, or against the weather. Earth had spent a long century looking inward, with just a token presence among the stars. Could she fault this? 

“Going back to the Cape?” 

“Oh, yes, as soon as we are cleared to go. Any idea when?” 

“Soon, I hope. There was a terrorist attack yesterday in Berlin and they announced it was connected to the Federation. Not sure they will allow us down after that. I have a talk tonight with the president, Anaru. I’ll know more by then.” The attack was a disquieting thought. Adheek had been a mostly peaceful and secure world. Earth wasn’t. 

Beside her, Leopold refused to let a grim mood mar the day. “There’s going to be a huge party there, you know. You should be joining?” He flashed a bright smile at her. 

“Nope. Big party in the Urals for me. Maybe a drink or two.” 

“In Russia? The return of the prodigal daughter?” He laughed again. “And you’ll take Wilfried with you as well?” 

She frowned at that. Prodigal daughter? The one who had left everything behind to see the stars, the girl whose father died fighting tigroids to help his family escape? Who was she? And could she truly come back?

“Yes. It seems he doesn’t want to go to Germany. Told me he had no parents he could visit since his grandfather died. I didn’t press.” She had felt a wound deep inside, without knowing what it was or how she could help. Leopold was usually so serious and now suddenly so touching. 

“One day or another, you will have to stop mothering all of us, you know?” Despite his bantering tone, there was more to it. A lot more. 

“Only if you grow up! Really considering?” She cocked her head quizzically while he laughed merrily. “There, in the airlock.” She pointed to the flat screen above them. In Adheek, they had used 3Ds everywhere but here on Earth they were too expensive to be sent to the space station. Something else to remedy. 

“Look, it’s Aysel,” shouted Tasha. She had missed the little brunette from Istanbul. She had had few friends in the Earth Academy not Emily, the brightest and coldest of all students, but Aysel had been one of them. 

Her friend waved from the other side of the airlock. Four other students removed their helmets. Georges, she remembered as well, an Irish Sectarist, too young to go into space before. It had been difficult to link with him. Maeva, Guylian and Xiaong, she didn’t know at all. 

“They are so young and unprepared,” sighed Leopold by her side. 

“Unprepared? Georges and Aysel have had three years more than us. They’re a lot more prepared than we were. And they’ve had feedback from Li Bao to get themselves ready.” 

Tasha saw a flicker of grief in Leopold’s eyes. He had been close to Li Bao before she had become addicted to nanite drugs. She had been exiled back to Earth when they had found out, forever banned from using nanites, forever isolated from her power and abilities, on pain of death. Her body couldn’t take any new nanobots and live. Leopold had never talked about it after her departure, but Tasha felt the scar was still unhealed. Time would tell more when they flew back down. 

She continued, “Come, let’s go to the cafeteria. We still have some time before they can join.” 

“Party meal! What a treat!” Leopold spat ironically. 

“Which is?” Sometimes, his jokes got on her nerves. 

“Same as yesterday? Stale water and canned rations.” 

“What? Do they ever eat anything else?” Tasha wondered. 

“No, everything comes from Earth. They don’t grow anything here. And on this flight, they took a lot of cargo for our future students. No delicacies today.”  

“And the water?” 

“The entire energy and fluid grid is unstable. We could have better water if it worked properly. It doesn’t.”

Tasha looked at him and caught his eyes. He nodded slowly. We’ll have to seriously upgrade the space operations if we want to build a real trade facility up here. She took him by the arm, leading him back to the module’s central room, used for lunch, research, engineering – everything happened in the same place. On the wall grew hydroponics farms, which released a mushy odor. 

In the corridor, Leopold murmured, “I’ve made a tour around the whole structure. They all live one upon another. But they don’t work together, Tasha. This station isn’t finished or complete, but it’s a lot worse than that. We don’t have a crew here.” 

“I’ve noticed. Great individuals. Great station mistress. But no team.” Tasha winced. Space was harsh enough without having to manage in-fighting. But another conviction was growing in her. This place might be antiquated, but this was her planet’s biggest achievement in space and she wouldn’t let it down. “Well, one step at a time. Derantor and her crew will leave soon, and we need to pick their minds about station management until then. Maricar will work on the team’s spirit in the meantime.” 

“She hasn’t succeeded yet. What will change now?” Leopold continued more seriously. “But, yes, I get the message. I’ll talk with Droum about cargo handling in the major hubs. And to Hawkeyes Noul. We need to use this time as best as we can
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