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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            INTERVIEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Space smells like cold metal, oil, and rust. Plus piss and bile. That’s always present, even if the odor of disinfectant and bleach tries to hide it. Probably not that different from the smell on the old trains that crawled across the surface of planets, belching out smoke from burning hydrocarbons. Or the ships on the ocean. Stick messy organic humans (or xenos) into an enclosed machine for a long time and those odors will dominate. No matter how well the air scrubbers are maintained, space acquires the odor of machines and organics blended into something that begins to smell like home. At least for those of us living our lives in the airless and deadly spaces between gravity wells bombarded by cosmic and local radiation. Life adapts. It finds a way. The earliest components building life started on comets and asteroids when solar systems congealed in the leftovers of new stars. Those crumbs of stellar formation rained down into the shallow gravity wells created by planets and moons, adding to the mass and energy gathered, and in the process, bringing those elements together into the earliest forms of self-replicating molecules. Life. Tough. Adaptive. Destroyed time and again, yet reforming again and again until it persisted in every place it could manage. In some places that was a narrow window soon expired, but in others life had billions of years to evolve and adapt, reaching a point where it exploded out of the gravity well in a new radiation of complex molecules, both life, and the machines that are the product of life. Voracious as ever, life feasted on the unexploited bounty it found among the leftovers of star formation and proliferated at a greater pace.

      “Sure, ser. But I was asking how you got into this job?” The speaker was a small human (I believed they were human). Excuse me for being poetic. I would have thought she was a child, except certain, ah well-developed attributes, along with many white strands in her otherwise dark hair, and the presence of darker spots on her lined skin all suggested someone of a mature age. Not a fresh-faced youth. Plus it was her eyes, bright, blue and penetrating. Experienced eyes that had seen plenty of the universe. I don’t think I would have bothered otherwise.

      “Born to it,” I said. I picked up my drink. The chilled glass dripping with condensation. I took a sip and savored the hot burn as it went down. I set the glass back down. “Family ship. Parents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. Plus grandparents. Didn’t matter too much how anyone is related. All family. Course some came to the ship, others born to it, like me.”

      She hadn’t touched her drink. Compared to her small hand, maybe she couldn’t even pick it up easily. “You’re not on that ship now, though.”

      “Nah, can’t have everyone stay, you know? Some of the younger people, they hook up with some other spacer family and head off.”

      “You did?”

      I nodded. I turned the glass between my fingers. “Sure did. Met my Anna off the Osprey, decade or more back, pre-Contagion. Came onto the Osprey as information and data specialist. Important for a ship like that. Information is the ship’s lifeblood as much as physical resources. For trade, for planning. Bad information can doom a ship. Can’t rely exclusively on automated systems. They never have the human touch, human insight.”

      “What was Anna’s role?”

      “Gunner.”

      That earned a respectful nod and I was glad to see it. It meant this tiny woman understood. Gunner was a complex and vital job. A person who could handle relativistic armaments was rare and essential. Plenty of xenos and plenty of humans too, were predators. The same roles that existed on planets didn’t go away when life evolved to live in space. Writ large, space is like a planetary surface with different biomes. Space has its own watering holes, grazing lands, and deserts.

      “Now you’re here, on this station. What happened?” She picked up her glass with both hands and managed okay to take a sip.

      I rocked back in my chair. This corner of the bar was dim. Our table was next to the gut rock wall at the back. Carved and sealed. Nothing more than done, leaving a chocolatey color of fused stone. A hard stone like that indicated this rock had been part of a larger body at one time. A rocky planet broken to pieces. Later found, spin-corrected, and hollowed into a warren that housed over a hundred thousand humans and xenos, along with our associated biotas. A fly landed on the tabletop and sipped at the moisture collected there from our glasses.

      “That’s a long story and not the happiest.”

      “All the better,” she said. “Readers go for drama.”

      “I don’t love rehashing it,” I said.

      She reached into her tunic and pulled out a credit fleck. She flicked it onto the table top. “Five hundred.”

      I reached for it and she slapped a small hand down on it. “After I get the story.”

      I grunted an acknowledgement. I didn’t see any gear, but she had to have a way to record our conversation. Foolish to think otherwise.”

      “Recording?” I asked anyway. Get it on the record.

      “I am.”

      No details, but that was fine. I picked up my glass and drained it. I lifted the empty glass high, catching the eye of the waitress that had served us earlier. She flicked a blue-skinned hand in acknowledgement. I put down the glass.

      “Fine, I’ll tell you the highlights. I’m not writing a book here, but you’ll get the idea.”

      “Agreed.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            OBSERVATIONS

          

        

      

    

    
      A starship lives and dies on information. It’s amazing looking at old stories how much they overlooked this simple fact of reality. Accurate and current information is critical to successful operations—both internally and externally. All the data on the performance of ship systems, hull fatigue, connections, plumbing, power systems, life support, manufacturing, drive and q-grav systems. Every ship has redundancies on every system because they are all critical to the survival of the ship and every living thing on board. A ship is the entire biosphere. It isn’t self-contained either. It needs input in resources and no matter how efficient, there is waste, even if it is heat that has to be radiated out of the ship.

      On top of that, there is the data needed on economics, trade opportunities, and other ships, stations, outposts, and planets within range.

      Suppose a ship enters a new system without any data. It needs to observe long enough to get a decent gravitational map of the system. Look for emissive sources across the electromagnetic spectrum. Find out what’s there. It’s a balancing act. How long can you afford to gather data? Do you even have the resources to process all of the data being collected? All of it could mean life or death, and its never going to be perfect. Data analysts, information specialists across a range of disciplines, all of them are immersed in the process to develop the most accurate picture of the system possible within the window available before the ship commits. The fact that the ship is there at all likely means that it needs resources before it can move on.

      With so many variables, most ships won’t go any deeper into a system than necessary. Whatever can be gathered in the outer halo, that’s going to be the safest. Least likely that anyone will have an active claim on any of the icy fragments drifting on the periphery. It’s safer, if you can get what you need, but at the same time those materials are widely dispersed. That takes time to locate, analyze, and decide. A rich gas giant environment with dozens of moons, possibly rings, is going to offer more resources in a greater variety within a concentrated gravity well. Faster to identify and develop extraction plans. Increased chance that someone else claims it, but for cold, outer worlds, often its fairly safe. The deeper you go, the riskier it gets, but also the more profitable.

      Osprey dropped the spacetime coordinate field at two light years from a main sequence yellow star with a ninety-eight percent composition match with a Sol reference. I’d been serving on board three years at that point. Initial analysis in the first three months of observation indicated a system with an across the board ninety percent or greater match with the Sol system. Twelve planets, dozens of dwarf planets, Plutoids, comets, and asteroids. Three terrestrial G-class planets, plus a half dozen
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