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Dedication

For my father

Never were the beloved words of my motto more prescient:

Per Ardua Ads Astra (Through Hardship, To the Stars).

Rest easy now. You are finally free to fly among the stars.



 

Sic itur ad astra

(Thus, you shall go to the stars)

In the last decades of the twenty-first century, ten founding families seeking to escape an increasingly apocalyptic Earth focused their attention on constructing spaceships that would allow a select few to leave Earth and colonize the planet New Eden in the Paradisi System of Andromeda galaxy.

In 2035, these Founders commissioned Reach Corp to design and build the near-Earth infrastructure required to meet their ambitious goals. Reach Corp agreed with one critical condition: upon the stipulation that they successfully retrofitted the original prototype ship, the Asteria-class SS Challenge, they would have full authorization to follow the Founding Families to the Paradisi System and settle peaceably in New Eden.

—Preface: The Interstellar Histories, Volume 1

The Paradisi Missions, 2025 to 2094


The Repairman

November 6

Outside Janua Station 

Paradisi Planetary System

“How many dead in the Cryo Sector?” Solomon Reach called out over the voices of his sector chiefs as they huddled around the Command Deck conference table aboard the SS Challenge. A mix of weariness, disorientation, and shock creased their foreheads and slumped their shoulders. It had only been thirty minutes since they had come to a full stop outside the wormhole, and Solomon, himself, felt the fatigue of the gravitational forces from the transit in every muscle of his body. When this was all over, he promised himself he’d float in the G Room until he fell asleep.

Crew Ops Chief Jamison O’Brien looked up, halting his sub-vocalized communications with the team of cryo doctors assessing the damage from their sector. “Dr. Campbell says hundreds, Commander.” He flipped his mop of brown hair away from his bloodshot eyes. He was obviously still recovering from the G-forces as well, and the worry in his eyes mirrored Solomon’s assessment of the situation. It wasn’t looking good. With so many lost and a breach this large, recovery and repair would not be simple or quick.

During the spaceship’s wormhole transit from the Solar System to the Paradisi Planetary System in the Andromeda galaxy, they had collided with what appeared to be a similar ship passing them from the other direction. It had seemed impossible when Solomon saw the other ship during transit, but the massive breach along the far bulkhead of Cryo Chamber 4 was real enough. If he remembered correctly from his ship’s engineering plans, Chamber 4 alone housed approximately one hundred cryo pods.

While localized within the Cryo Sector, he didn’t yet know how long it would take them to fully contain and repair the breached compartments. The last thing they needed was to get stranded far from the planets they needed to sustain them. Janua Station was a possible resource, but not able to sustain the nearly ten thousand souls aboard SS Challenge indefinitely.

“Were the adjacent chambers hit?”

“Chambers Two and Three?” O’Brien asked.

Solomon nodded, but hung his head when O’Brien confirmed.

My God. That put the death toll at a possible 300 souls. That was his crew in there. And their families. Founder family loyalists too. And he was responsible for all of them. But how could he have foreseen what would happen during the wormhole transit? How could he have prevented the collision? And what in holy hell was he going to do now?

Think, Reach, think! This wasn’t the time to give in to the shock of so many losses. This wasn’t the time to grieve. That would come later. He needed to focus on saving those he still could. And he needed to do it now.

His mind kicked into high gear as he listed off instructions in quick-fire succession for the various sector chiefs surrounding him.

“O’Brien, work with Cryo Chief Dr. Campbell to determine which pods in the damaged chambers are still intact. Everyone, priority number one: rescue the living. Priority number two: recover the dead. Make sure all are accounted for. All recovery efforts are to be made through the exterior breach itself. Interface with the engineering and medical teams to decide on a rescue protocol.”

“Sir…?” O’Brien asked, clearly finding it difficult to get the words out. “Where should we put the dead?”

“We will have a mass funeral when the danger has passed, so keep them on Deck Two in the Cargo Sector until then. Call down there and tell them to secure all cargo rigging. Then release the AGG. We want to make it as easy as possible on our rescue teams, and that means no artificial gravity. I know he’s busy but have the cargo chief contact me. We’re going to need the raw materials and 3D printers from his sector to start in on those breach repairs.”

“Yes, sir,” O’Brien acknowledged.

“Where’s Chief Engineer Exley Brooker?” Solomon asked, scanning the groups of people surrounding the table in the standing-room-only conference compartment.

“Here, Commander.” Brooker proceeded to the front of the large group of Reacher and Founder crew chiefs with a few grey-uniformed Janus Corp security personnel scattered among them. He looked tired, but Solomon knew he was firing on all cylinders. That was just Brooker. Always professional. Always old school. Given that he was twenty years older than Solomon and had been friends with Solomon’s father before he passed away, Solomon had always looked up to him as a surrogate father and mentor.

“Brooker, mobilize three engineering teams immediately. Dispatch them on a spacewalk and have them do a thorough inspection of the breached and lesser damaged areas. I need a recommended course of actions as well as a comprehensive estimate on repair time sent to my UiComm within five hours.”

“Understood,” his longtime friend and employee acknowledged, stepping back behind the other sector chiefs. He had promoted the always level-headed Brooker to his old position of ship’s chief engineer after Solomon had assumed command of the SS Challenge during a tense and hostile attempted takeover by opposing Founder crew factions. With the help of on-board Janus Corp security personnel, Solomon had retaken control of the ship. A fragile peace had kept the warring crews away from each other’s throats, but Solomon knew it couldn’t last. Too many among the Founder crew resented his elevated status. He might have built them the ship that would ultimately save their lives, but that tiny fact didn’t secure their loyalty to him. They would always serve the ten Founding Families, and he wasn’t foolish enough to believe he would ever earn their trust.

“Dextra Justice?”

She stood up in the center of the group, and the crowd parted so she could make her way up toward the table. He watched her move. Even having gone through a wormhole, she didn’t seem to show signs of exhaustion beyond being a little unsteady on her feet. Her hair was still properly tucked into her cloche uniform hat, her dark eyes shone brightly at him, and her lips still held a touch of rose. Even now, amid the chaos of this moment, Solomon wanted to pull her into his stateroom, lock the door, and never leave. But he had to focus, and her direct and focused gaze told him she was ready to do whatever was needed to assist in setting the ship to rights again.

“Dextra, please review Joint Procedural Group protocol for catastrophic ship failure scenarios as well as mass burials, though I can already tell you we don’t have enough burial shrouds to cover so many people.” When he met her gaze again, he could not mistake the sadness in her eyes. They had both lost friends and colleagues in the ship’s collision. And to lose so many at once… He wondered again if he could have done something—anything—to prevent it.

Dextra interrupted his thoughts. “I will review protocols immediately and send you a report ASAP.”

“Very good,” was all he could say. Of all the people in the room, he knew she alone would hear the crack in his voice as he attempted to regain his composure. She disappeared into the group of chiefs surrounding her as he held up his hand to quiet down the murmuring voices.

“Everyone: report to me directly via your UiComm or DOT with any new developments, anomalies, or questions but keep unnecessary chatter to a minimum. That’s it. Let’s move, people.”

As his crew chiefs scattered in every direction, Solomon glanced again at Dextra, who gave him a sad smile. They had been going nonstop since they had come through the wormhole. Everyone in the Command Sector was bone-tired. He tried to offer her a reassuring smile in return, but he knew it fell flat. What he wouldn’t give for a five-minute nap with her…

“Commander Reach, we have an urgent situation here in the Cryo Sector.”

The call came in from Cryo Tech Christine Yamato on his UiComm wrist device. Solomon excused himself from the argument his staff were starting on how best to patch the breach in Cryo Chamber 4.

“Report, Dr. Yamato.”

“We have a live passenger in the breached chamber.”

Solomon tensed, his gaze instantly drawn toward the nearest window, into that endless vacuum of space outside the SS Challenge.

“You mean one of the passengers is still inside a cryo pod in chamber four?”

“Confirmed. And there is no way to get to him unless we attempt a spacewalk from outside the ship.”

“He? Who is it?”

“Nanosilc Repairman Zander Marcks, Commander.”

“What?” Solomon shouted, drawing the attention of everyone still in the conference room as he jolted to his feet. He didn’t stop to watch their gawking. He took off at a run.

“What is it, Sol?” Dextra shouted as she rushed to catch up.

Still, he didn’t stop. The boy could have minutes to live. “There’s no time, Dex. Message Tavian Hunt and tell him to meet me at Cryo Chamber 4 with a shrink suit and portable suit expander unit.”

“I will,” she called as she slowed to queue up Tavian’s name on her UiComm. “I’ll meet you both there.”

On his way down the corridor, he called JCorp to request a security team to muster in the breached Cryo Sector.

By the time they all made it to Chamber 4, Solomon was ready to explode from all the adrenaline coursing through his body. 

Zander Marcks. My God. Why him?

As Tavian helped him don the compression suit, Dextra touched his cheek. “You don’t have to do this. We have any number of crew here willing to attempt a rescue. I heard through engineering comms channel they already have a team readying for an exterior spacewalk down on the Lab Deck.”

“There is no time, Dex. That cryo pod is running out of oxygen and the temperature is changing every time the power short-circuits. If that boy wakes up, he may attempt to open the pod in sheer terror.”

“Look, I know you feel responsible for him. I know—I know you regret threatening his life during the mutiny. But you’re a logical man. Think this through. You had to get those codes from Zander’s mother. The lives of three thousand of your crew were at stake.”

“I can’t believe you of all people are attempting to justify me threatening to release that boy’s spacesuit tether. You who were adamantly against it to begin with.”

Dextra shook her head. “You were right then. But I’m right now. If something happens to you out there, this ship will devolve into chaos. Mads Graversen will try to regain control and even more people could die. Don’t do this.”

“You didn’t see the look on that boy’s face when I cut his tether. You don’t know—”

“You can’t save everyone, Solomon.”

“But I can save Zander Marcks. And I will. Now go. We have to secure this compartment before I can enter the breach.”

“Sol—” Dextra started again.

“That’s an order from your commander, Dextra.” Solomon nodded at the JCorp security personnel standing by to escort her out.

Dextra shook her head at him, but she moved to join the guards. Then, without turning around, she called to him before she walked through the slider.

“You come back to me, Commander Reach. You still owe me a session in the G-Room.”

Solomon smiled at that. He did, indeed…

“Boss,” Tavian ventured cautiously, “Dextra’s right, you know.”

“Debatable,” Solomon said flatly. 

He wasn’t in the mood for counsel. He wanted to save that boy from what he, himself, had threatened not that long ago: an eternity floating through space. And he’d be damned if he’d listen to reason on this particular point. He was well aware his guilt was clouding his judgment. He didn’t care. He’d save Zander Marcks or die trying. He owed the boy’s mother at least that much.

Solomon pressed his hand to the glass of the slider as he looked out at the damage. The breach had penetrated through strong nanosilc shielding, multiple hull layers, several storage compartments, and finally the inner cryo chambers. He suspected the damage had stopped there due to the exceptionally strong metals they had used in the cryo chambers’ construction to protect those in suspended animation from solar radiation.

He addressed the JCorp security guys who had re-entered the compartment. “Station yourselves at both entrances to this compartment. No one in and only Tavian out shortly. Tavian, fully disable the sliders so they cannot be opened without my master code.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Also, tell Dr. Yamato to shut down all HVAC and plumbing in this chamber, save those tubes feeding Zander’s pod. We don’t need to be bleeding air and water unnecessarily.”

Tavian nodded, reaching up to put Solomon’s helmet over his head.

Solomon stayed his hand. “If something should happen to me out there—”

“It won’t, boss.”

Solomon glared at Tavian. “If it does, Brooker should take temporary command of the SS Challenge until there’s time for Dextra Justice to follow ship’s protocol on the change of command.”

Tavian frowned but as he secured Solomon’s helmet, he finally nodded reluctantly.

“Secure the compartment, Tav,” Solomon said through the bulk of his compression suit. “I have to hurry.” He turned back to the slider leading out to the breached cryo chamber and called over the suit’s comms unit for the HVAC system shutdown and oxygen flush to begin.

He held onto the emergency handhold near the slider as Dr. Yamato’s voice resounded in his suit.

“Dr. Yamato for Commander Reach. Confirm.”

“Confirmed. Go ahead.”

“You must hurry. Every minute that passes, the power outages to Cryo Chamber 4 grow more frequent. We know the boy is awake now too. His heart rate and blood pressure are rapidly rising.”


The Breach

“Commencing spacewalk now,” Solomon commed Yamato. “Have a medical team at the ready just outside this compartment. So, to confirm, I remove the hosing leading to Zander’s cryo pod, and then I can lift the pod out of its dock?”

“Shut down the panel first, Commander. Then remove the hoses and locking mechanisms.”

“Confirmed. Keep me apprised of the boy’s heart rate, Doctor.”

Solomon didn’t wait for the oxygen flush to finish. He tethered himself to the handhold and unlocked the slider with his master code. Instantly, he was pushed out hard by the last of the oxygen in the compartment. He sailed passed all the cryo pods and out past the twisted metal of the breach. For a moment, his adrenaline surged as he worried his tether wouldn’t hold. It took his breath away when the tether jerked at his midsection, launching him headlong back toward the SS Challenge. He reached out to grab at anything he could so he wouldn’t accidentally rip a hole in his shrink suit. He ended up hooking his arm around a cryo hose from a missing cryo pod that had been jarred loose during the collision. He pulled in close to the hose and used it to reel himself over toward Zander’s pod. Solomon could already see the boy’s hands flailing up against the clear, nanite-encased pod.

As he positioned himself to swing over the top of the boy’s pod, he realized that the last
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