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1. The Matter of Katara
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Dappled sunlight, cast this way and that by the palm fronds overhead, splashed over the roof and through the skylight of the little home.

Asten Korr, stretching his legs on this warm morning, smiled as he brushed a hand over a fern and admired the rooftop garden.

Over the past few years, he had almost forgotten what it was like to have a home that stayed in one place, under a constant sky. His home had been something he had taken with him between skies, between worlds. Whereas, now, he had settled and it was something he found he enjoyed.

Through the skylight, he saw his extraordinary wife Selina down below where she was making some coffee. Half-human. Half-Phalamkian. The woman he loved.

And with any luck, with the artificial assistance that was always necessary for couples where one or both partners were of mixed species, it was only a matter of time before the next addition to their happy household arrived. With three quarters of their genetic input being human, it was unlikely that their child would exhibit much in the way of physical Phalamkian characteristics, like the slight blue hue to their mother’s skin or her eyes like black marble, but that wouldn’t matter. What mattered was that the child would be theirs.

Asten hoped the time would come soon.

He put his hands in his pockets. Then, as though responding to a silent reprimand, he pulled them out again, squared his shoulders and headed downstairs to see his wife. As his father had told him the last time he’d visited the family home on Halea, he had an image to maintain now. Whether he liked it or not, Selina was a member of a well-respected Phalamkian family with the responsibilities that came with such a position—and, by the institution of marriage, they now extended to him. Initially, he hadn’t paid them all that much attention but he now understood that it was all part of the dowry.

“Good morning,” he said as he came inside. He kissed Selina on the cheek and thanked her for the coffee she handed him.

He then glanced down at a pad she had slid across the kitchen counter to him.

“Work?” he asked.

“Hm-hm,” Selina nodded, taking a sip of her coffee.

Asten’s face remained impassive as he looked at the pad. “Imraec Tarc... I can’t say I know him.”

“Imraec Tarc’s not a him,” Selina replied. “Or a her either, I should add. It’s a planet.”

Asten made a face and put the pad down. “Ah, yeah. It’s coming back now. Let’s see... petitioned to join the United Frontier in 289—”

“288,” Selina said, nodding. “But close.”

Asten grinned. “Thank you.” He took a sip of his own coffee and put the cup down. “So anyway, where was I? These guys petitioned to join the United Frontier but they were turned down because they’re still illegally occupying another world no one’s ever heard of.”

Selina laughed. “You’ve really got the hang of this diplomatic stuff now, haven’t you?”

Asten shook his head, still smiling. “I just don’t have your memory for details, that’s all. Still though, I’m not doing too badly. The average Frontier citizen wouldn’t know either of these two worlds.” He looked at the pad. “Ah. The world these guys are occupying is Katara. Yeah, I knew that. It’s coming back to me.”

“Well, Father’s just got back from a conference in the Hie’shi system about the whole thing,” Selina said. “And he wants to talk to us about it.”

Asten frowned, still reading the information on the pad. “Us? Yeah, sure... Um, it says here that Imraec Tarc had until 290 to relinquish any and all control over Katara or the United Frontier would take interventive measures against it.” He put the pad down and looked at his wife. “That was last year. Why are we still at the ‘talking about it’ stage?”

Selina shrugged. “I’d say everyone’s just being careful.”

“About a backwater no one’s heard of?”

“Well,” Selina said, thinking it over, “the people of Imraec Tarc might still pose something of a threat. But even if we can overwhelm them with sheer military strength, it’s possible there could be casualties on our side, not to mention casualties on Katara. Even just a few is enough to give most people pause, especially as we’ve now had a bit of time to get accustomed to peace. But there’s something else. We... The United Frontier that is... We have to be careful about overstepping our boundaries. Now, don’t get me wrong. No one approves of what Imraec Tarc is doing on Katara and it’s unlikely that an intervention will draw significant opposition from the Federation, the Harskans or the Minstrahn. But we still have to be careful that we’re not seen as an aggressor. There’d be quite a few people in the Federation, for instance, who’d jump on the hypocrisy of that in a heartbeat.”

Asten nodded. “Right. The past victim of a highly coordinated attempt at annexation now going on the offensive against a small independent world. I guess that wouldn’t look too good.”

“So that could be another reason for the hold up,” Selina said. She finished her coffee. “Anyway, why don’t we go and see Father and find out what the story is?”
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“Status report if you would, Kailis.”

All was quiet on the bridge of the Lantern, a newly minted Bromlor Hardcase freighter, with a new crew in turn, albeit one where everyone on board had plenty of experience on other ships.

A young Felariam woman at the helm, who at that moment was also keeping an eye on the navigational controls, stirred at the request for the status report, flicking her gaze on the panel beside her, the red glow from her eyes briefly, if almost imperceptibly, illuminating it.

She turned around in her seat, smiling at the captain, a woman a handful of years older than she was.

“All members of the convoy are holding course, Captain,” the Felariam woman reported. “And the Tigress is still keeping pace with the rest of the group. However, they haven’t logged any update on their field repairs.”

The captain smiled. “I wouldn’t worry about it. I understand the affected component isn’t an essential system. And if they can’t repair it, we’ll replace it when we reach the Alandra system.”

Kailis nodded. “Okay, Captain.” She turned back to the helm.

The captain in the meantime turned her attention to the viewscreen in the middle of the bridge. As for the view forward and aft, there wasn’t much to see at present as the entire convoy was proceeding well past lightspeed. However, there were other options. Shifting a toggle on the panel beside her, she brought up Kailis’ radar display and saw the relative positions of the other ships, the four other vessels in her group and the three bulk cargo transports they were escorting.

Everything was running smoothly but life was about to get quite interesting. As it often did, everything started innocently enough. This time round, it was a few innocuous beeps that signaled all that was to come.

“Captain,” the old man at the communication console said. “I’m picking up a distress signal. Very faint.”

The captain frowned. “Put it on the speaker, Eroim.”

“Aye, Captain,” the man replied, tapping a few switches.

A moment later, the smaller communication screen in the center of the bridge came to life with the image of a young and, to the more primal part of the captain’s mind, quite attractive dark skinned man. He was possibly over thirty but not likely by much.

The captain squared her shoulders as she addressed him. “This is Captain Carla Casdan of the freighter Lantern, currently on course for Alandra. Please state the nature of your emergency.”

“Captain Casdan,” the man said, his tone polite, “I apologize for any inconvenience this may cause you but we’re very much isolated out here and we can’t reach anyone else.”

“I understand,” Carla said. “What’s the problem?”

“We’re running a delydrium mine and we’ve had a reactor failure. We need a field repair team down here fast or we’re going to have to evacuate.” The man hesitated. “And we don’t have enough transport ships to move everyone.”

Carla frowned. “How many people are we talking about?”

“About fifty,” the man replied, “and all we’ve got at the moment are a couple of small shuttles and a cargo transport.”

“You should have enough ships then. Can’t you use the transport?”

The man hesitated again. “It’s got a full load at the moment and the chief operator doesn’t want anyone unloading it unless we absolutely have to.”

“Well, you may have to,” Carla replied.

The man nodded. “I know.”

“All right,” Carla said, easing off. “What about your reactor? How much time do you think it has left?”

“Uh... about three days. No more.”

“I see,” Carla said. “Now, where are you?”

––––––––
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A few minutes after the conversation had ended, Carla sat down in her ready room with Kailis and Eroim. She nodded to the old man first. “Well?”

“We can’t bring an official presence into the Autonomous Levarc Territories,” he said. “And they shouldn’t be there.”

“There’s no argument on that score,” Carla agreed. “But that’s not the issue here. Maybe these people deserve a fine or even jail time, but I’m not going to sign their death warrants just because they’re mining on the wrong side of that line out there.”

She drummed her fingers on the table in front of her. “But you’re right in that we can’t mount an official rescue effort. Not without dealing with a lot of red tape. And that’s another thing. Even if we could arrange something official, we don’t have the time. You heard what the man said. Three days. Seventy-two hours give or take. Now, we’re thirty-eight hours from the nearest Frontier port any way we look at it so if we were to head there and back, without even considering the time it’d take to organize a large scale operation, we’d already be too late. Even from here, we’d need at least fifty hours to reach that rock.”

Kailis frowned. “Are you sure?”

“Trust me,” Carla told her.

Kailis nodded. She knew her captain was quite knowledgeable about these things. Her first work on interstellar vessels had been as a navigator after all. 

“But what about our clients?” she asked.

“We don’t all need to go,” Carla told her. “In fact, I’m intending to take just this ship. The rest can stay with the transports. Hellesis has enough experience to lead the convoy and I can think of a dozen more of our people who are up to the task if he doesn’t want the duty.”

“Then it’s settled?” Eroim asked, standing up with a flash in his eye, the spark of an adventurous spirit that was forever threatening to get the better of him. Carla sometimes wondered what he’d been like before age had tempered it.

“It’s settled,” she said, standing up as well. She nodded to Kailis. “Lay in a course and inform the crew.” She turned to the old man. “Eroim. Tell Hellesis what’s going on. Once he gets our clients to the Alandra system, he and the rest of the group can head over to Phalamki. We’ll catch up with them there when we’re done. In the meantime, they can spend a fortnight or so planetside.”

––––––––
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Lord Erama greeted his daughter Selina and her husband Asten as they entered his home. All of seven feet in height with the four arms that were such a peculiar trait to his people, he struck a daunting figure—but there were signs of age that hadn’t been there before, such as the slight graying of his hair. Nonetheless, he was still very much an active member of the Phalamkian defense forces and he involved himself with many of the United Frontier’s diplomatic matters.

“Selina. Asten.” He smiled at his children and gestured for them to come in. “It’s good to see you.”

“How are things in the Hie’shi system?” Asten asked as they followed him and sat down at a table on the outdoor balcony.

Lord Erama sighed. “If you’re asking about the main world, it seemed as nice as I last remembered it. However, Senator Ereis was pushing this Imraec Tarc business our way a little too much for my liking. He didn’t out and out state that it’s a Phalamkian problem but he came close to it. And I had really been hoping that Admiral Kalae would make it to the conference as well, as it would have been nice to have a few more people in my corner but she couldn’t come.” He smiled. “But never mind.”

“So why does this Hie’shi senator think Imraec Tarc’s our problem?” Asten asked. “If it’s time for military intervention in this Katara situation, then it’s a matter for all the United Frontier surely.”

“That would be the case,” Lord Erama agreed, “if it were time for such intervention. However, not everyone’s convinced of that yet.”

Asten frowned. “The deadline passed last year. And the occupation of Katara has been going on since 233. That’s fifty-eight years all up. It pre-dates the Levarc War.”

Lord Erama nodded. “Indeed. It’s high time something was done about it. No one’s arguing against that. But the issue is that no one wants to go in blind without getting a clearer understanding of the situation there. After all, there’s so much we still don’t know.”

“Like what?” Selina asked, joining in the discussion.

“Well, we don’t know what their defenses are like,” her father replied. “And that’s just for starters. And we still know very little about what is going on down on the surface of either Imraec Tarc or Katara. On top of all that, there’s also the problem of all those pirates and smugglers operating in the area who’ve been undermining all our sanctions. And if Imraec Tarc is a sanctuary for such groups, especially as we’ve been steadily driving them out of Frontier territory, there might be more threats to deal with there than just the Imraehi. And that’s the last thing. Even though we’ve had some verbal communication with the leadership of Imraec Tarc, we still haven’t seen a single member of their species. We have no idea who they are or what they look like. To put it mildly, we know absolutely nothing about these people.”

Asten frowned. “You’re kidding, right? I did my homework on the way over here and I read that Laonist granted asylum to the surviving members of the exiled Kataran government so—”

“Lucky them,” Selina murmured. “After getting kicked off Katara by the Imraehi, they got to be kicked off Laonist by Corinthe.”

“I think they opted to wait the Laonist occupation out,” Asten said. He gave his wife a little smile. “If I remember my reading correctly.”

Selina smiled back and clasped his arm.

“But,” Asten said, turning back to Lord Erama, “you mean to tell me that the Katarans living here in the Frontier have never seen an Imraehi either?”

Lord Erama shook his head. “No. In their words, they’ve only really come into contact with the Imraehi’s thugs. Mostly humans, I’m sorry to say.”

Asten shrugged. “It’s all right. Humans are hardly a virtuous species.”

“Still though,” Selina said, getting back to the topic, “it’s unbelievable that after fifty-eight years of the Imraehi occupying Katara, no one apart from the thugs who deal with them know what they look like.”

Her father sighed. “I agree. It’s something. But it’s the truth. And while some of the aforementioned pirates and smugglers may be able to answer some of our questions, it’s unlikely they’ll come forth and offer us information of their own volition. In fact, as far as we’re aware, there’s only one outsider at present who might be able to give us some insight. Someone we should be able to trust.”

Asten noticed the slight emphasis on ‘should’. “You don’t trust him?”

Lord Erama shook his head. “No. He’s a strange case. He went out there over a year ago to assess the situation for us—to solve some of the mysteries I just told you about—and he never came back.”

“He disappeared?”

“No,” Lord Erama said, reaching into a pocket and producing a pad. He scrolled through some files, brought one up and perused the contents. “No, he’s still there. He’s sent reports and various other messages as well. Generally by rather convoluted relays, making it impossible to send any communication back. And his messages are usually all fairly cryptic. And, so far, they’ve all been pretty much useless.” He started to read aloud. “‘The situation is well in hand. There’s no cause for concern.’ ‘I didn’t request the aid of your field agent and I’ve sent him back. Imraec Tarc is no place for inexperienced hands. Trust me on this. I am well set up here and I know what I’m doing.’” 

Lord Erama put the pad down. “It’s all more or less like that. He says he’s not in danger. He says he knows what he’s doing. The people on Katara are treated well and there’s no cause for alarm.” He laughed a little. “Unless of course we want to send someone out to see him. Then suddenly Imraec Tarc becomes a very dangerous place indeed and he warns us in no uncertain terms to keep away.” He drew in a breath and exhaled. “No, I don’t trust this man at all.”

“However,” he said, leaning forward and propping an elbow on the table, “he still might be useful to us. And that’s why I want to talk to you two.”

Asten nodded. “He doesn’t like it when you tell him you’re going to send people in. So you want us to pay him a surprise visit.”

Lord Erama nodded. “Basically. We need these mysteries about Imraec Tarc cleared up and this man might be able to help us. I want you to track him down, wherever he’s holed up, then get him to come back and report in—whether by verbal persuasion or a stun blast. We need him back.”

Selina frowned. “He’s a Phalamkian, isn’t he? This is why that Hie’shi senator was pushing this issue onto us. He sees this man as our problem.”

Her father sighed. “And he’s right. Deramar Ardeis is our problem. But there’s more to it now. Specifically, he’s now become my problem because it seems that the best people for this job are my own family. You two. You see, there’s a reason why I’m asking you to do this. Deramar Ardeis is a Phalamkian and so that makes this business of talking to him a Phalamkian problem, as we’ve said. However, our people tend to stand out somewhat, what with our height and what most humanoid species would consider to be an additional set of arms. So if I were to send in a Phalamkian strike team to extract this man, there’d be a good chance they’d be found before they ever reached him. However, there are a few half-Phalamkians around and plenty of humans. And since they travel more than Phalamkians like myself generally do, they’d have a better chance of blending in with the pirates and smugglers around the Imraec Tarc system.”

Asten nodded. It made sense to him.

Selina however still had some concerns. “Why not hire some half-Phalamkians or humans to do the job?”

“I could,” Lord Erama said, “but, as Senator Ereis told me, this is a delicate matter. I’d be happier knowing whoever goes there is someone I trust. And I can trust you two.”

“And what about Zak or Maia?”

“Well, as you know, there are a lot of new personnel coming through the defense forces right now and they’re very busy finding suitable assignments for them all. However, that aside, I think you two are better suited to this particular job.” Lord Erama looked at Asten for a moment. “I think, and I’m sure you’d agree, that your old ship the Lady Hawk might be useful for this. Also, you have resourceful friends. Drackson. Laila Casdan’s daughters. I recommend you use them. But however you do this, the quieter you are, the better it will be all round.” He locked his gaze with Asten’s. “Will you do it?”

––––––––
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On the bridge of the Lantern, Eroim cursed the communication console in a low but sustained murmur.

Smiling, Carla walked over to him. “No luck as yet?”

Eroim shook his head and extended his hands, palms upwards, in a gesture of helplessness. “Nothing. There seems to have been no effort on their part to contact us since the initial transmission and I can’t raise them for love or money.”

“Is it a matter of not being able to tap into a relay?” Carla asked. “Or are we being jammed perhaps?”

Eroim frowned. “No. It’s not that, I think. It’s as though no one can be bothered answering.” He drummed his fingers on the console. “I wonder if that guy’s three day estimate might have been overly optimistic.”

At the navigation station, Kailis shot him a look of disdain. “That’s not very funny, Eroim.”

With a wistful smile, but with sadness in his eyes, the old man shook his head. “I wasn’t trying to be funny, lass.”

For a few moments, the bridge was silent.

Carla, who had remained where she was, leaning over the communication console, turned to Eroim again. “Do you know anything about the reactors they use in these types of mines?”

Eroim sighed. “Well, in a proper mine, that’s all set up right, this sort of thing shouldn’t really happen. But I’ve seen some of these hastily thrown together down and dirty mines, set up for a quick profit, where they use portable equipment for just about everything they can, including the power...” He shook his head. “If one of those reactors fails on you, you might be lucky to get one day, let alone three.”

Carla nodded. “Well, if they’re all dead already, I guess we’ll know soon enough.”

She straightened up and gave Eroim another smile and a clap on the back. “In the meantime, just keep trying. We’ll keep a little optimism and hope for the best.”

Everyone on the bridge smiled too and resumed their duties.

​​
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2. The Survivor
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“Ladies and gentlemen,” Carla announced to the bridge as she brought up the forward visual display on the main viewscreen. “A29-M1. Levarc territorial possession, although officially unoccupied, and—rather more directly—a possession of the Class-2 gas giant A29-G.”

She smiled. “They tend to get a bit carried away with the names they give these things. However, I believe we have arrived at our destination. Eroim, see if you can raise them now.”

Eroim exhaled as he leaned over his communication equipment. “For what it’s worth, Captain.”

The bridge listened to see whether anyone would answer this time around but after several moments, there was still no reply.

“All right, Eroim,” Carla said, giving the old man a nod. “Terminate the transmission. Marlin, bring us in. Kailis, check for any other vessels in the system and scan the surface for power readings.”

The helmsman, a member of the rather avian species the Tollum, gave a nod, as did Kailis at her navigation station—and the Lantern accelerated towards the dark sphere that filled the viewscreen.

“I’m getting energy readings,” Kailis called out. “Near the equator on the near side. Marlin?”

“I see them,” the Tollum replied. “Coming around. Starboard yaw. Yes. We’re coming in on a good clean vector now.”

From the back of the bridge, Carla nodded and tapped some controls on the arm of her seat. “Bringing up a visual. Let’s have a look.”

Several heads turned to the viewscreen to see the wasteland that appeared there. Red rock, almost crimson, covered in shifting dunes of ochre sands, greeted them under a dark sky. For Carla, it brought back memories of the planet Nemasil, although thankfully without its terrifying atmospheric storm activity. In the midst of a cluster of large rocks, possibly debris from blasting or drilling, the crew of the Lantern could just make out the edges of a metallic structure. The entrance to the mine shaft.

“Marlin,” Carla said, “let’s do a flyover and see if we can figure out where we’re supposed to land. But don’t bring the ship down just yet.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Marlin replied.

Carla then switched on the shipboard communications system. “All hands. We’re preparing to land. I want everyone on yellow alert. Security, man the hatchways. If there are people down there still and this ship’s their only chance of getting off this rock alive, they may well try to storm it.”

When Carla had finished her address, Kailis turned to her. “But now that we’re here, there are enough ships for everyone, surely.”

“One would hope so,” Carla said. “But if there are still survivors here and they haven’t been responding to our calls, something strange might be going on.” She gave her navigation officer a smile. “Plan for the worst but hope for the best, Kailis.”

Kailis smiled back. “Right, Captain.”

For a few moments, the bridge was silent as Marlin brought the Lantern over the structures. Carla watched the view from the dorsal cameras on the viewscreen.

“There’s our landing platform,” Marlin announced. “With one ship left on it.”

“The cargo ship we heard about,” Carla said. “Looks like the shuttles are gone.” She studied the lone vessel for a moment before giving up on the exercise. “Do you know what it is, Eroim?”

“I’d say that’s one of those old Aurora Prime shifters,” the old man guessed.

“Shifters?” Carla asked.

“Don’t know the proper name,” Eroim said. “They’re an older version of the General A-type vessel. Aurora Prime doesn’t make them anymore.”

“All right,” Carla said. “Marlin. Bring us down but keep the systems online in case we want to get out of here in a hurry. The bridge is yours.” She climbed out of her seat. “Kailis. Eroim. You’re with me in the away team.”

The two of them followed her off the bridge and met with two mechanics who doubled as armed security guards. When the ship landed, the group checked the conditions outside and, satisfied that they were safe enough, debarked. It was hot outside the ship. A strong breeze blew over the sands but far from alleviating the heat, it felt like a blast from a furnace.

Carla wrapped a scarf around her face to keep the sand out of her eyes and mouth. Then she shuffled a foot around, digging it into the sand underneath until she felt a hard surface.

“Metal,” she said, almost shouting to be heard over the wind. “Anyone see a door?”

“Or a welcoming party?” Kailis muttered, although no one heard her.

“There!” Eroim called out, pointing at a rectangular outline on one of the structures that formed the enclosed wall around the landing platform.

The group headed over to it.

“These guys probably don’t get too many unannounced visitors,” one of the Lantern’s mechanics-turned-security officers said. “So this thing might not have a lock.”

Eroim nodded and, without checking with Carla, hit the release. The door slid open with an unpleasant grinding noise caused by a build-up of sand in the grooves it slid over. Then everyone went inside and Eroim shut the door behind them.

“There a light switch somewhere?” someone asked.

“Here,” Eroim’s voice sounded in the dark. This was followed by a very audible click and the room lit up with a dull orange glow.

“Sparse, isn’t it?” someone remarked.

Eroim shrugged. “It serves its purpose, I’d imagine.” He nodded to a large platform about twenty meters away. “Looks like a one size fits all elevator over there. Shall we go down and have a look around?”

“Well, we have come all this way,” Carla said, taking point and walking towards it. As the others followed, she pulled out her communicator and flicked it on. “Marlin, we’ve found a cargo and personnel lift and we’re heading down. We’ll keep you posted.”

“Copy that,” the Tollum replied.

When everyone was on the lift, Carla gave Eroim a nod and he pulled a lever that started the lowering mechanism.

On many of the worlds Carla had been on, there were elevators that would shoot someone up or down a hundred floors in a matter of moments. This was not one of them. And, for about a minute or so, her party had nothing to look at but a shifting surface of cut rock and metal scaffolding. Given the uncertainty of the facility’s safety, the fact that there was no way they could proceed any faster was trying on everyone’s nerves. Carla for her part did her best however not to show this.

When, after their interminable descent, the elevator came to a stop, they saw a large room, roughly the size of a good shuttle hangar, partly filled with containers but with quite a lot of empty space. From the large gashes in the rock floor and the several containers that were lying on their sides with their loads of ore scattered around them, it seemed as though someone had cleared out of there in a hurry.

The group then saw a lone figure, lying on the floor at the far end of the room, propped up against a rock. It was the man who had contacted them.

Carla switched her communicator back on. “Marlin? Send someone with a med kit down here right away.”

––––––––
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Carla looked at the man as he came round, wearied by fatigue and the pain of multiple untreated blaster burns that looked well over a day old. His features, that she had remembered finding quite attractive, were sunken. His eyes were clouded over and the dark rings beneath them, dark even against his naturally deep complexion, along with an almost frightening blue tint to his lips, told something of the ordeal he had survived. 

Yet, considering what he must have been through, terribly wounded and left to die in the dim glow of this lonely subterranean cavern, the focus of the man’s gaze when he awoke was remarkable.

As he shuffled to make himself a little more comfortable, Carla adjusted the position of some of the healing packs that were strapped to him.

The man coughed.

“... dry,” he managed and, with some effort, tapped at his throat.

Carla was ready for this and she held a water flask to his lips. The man drank slowly at first, moistening his mouth, then, taking the flask from her, he drank until it was empty. With an audible sigh, he put it down and turned to her. “Thank you, Captain Casdan.”

Carla looked surprised. “You remember my name?”

The wounded man smiled. “Someone like you tends to leave an impression on a man.”

Carla blushed as she helped him into a more comfortable position, while the landing party were inspecting containers and exploring their surroundings. However, for the time-being, no one was straying far.

“What’s your name?” she asked.

“Carrelle,” he said, offering his hand. “Reece Carrelle.”

Carla shook his hand. “It’s good to meet you, Reece. Although, I didn’t expect to find you like this.”

“To tell you the truth,” Reece replied, furrowing his brow, “I didn’t expect you to find us at all. I thought this whole place would have blown by now.”

“How long have you been lying here?”

“Since an hour or so after I called you,” Reece said. “The chief operator, Draydan... He got angry with me for putting out that call. He said he didn’t want any outsiders snooping around here and that this whole operation was under the radar.”

“Did you know that when you joined up?”

Reece sighed. “I suspected it was a somewhat dubious operation but these guys are something else. When I told them we would need help to evacuate everyone to safety, the chief and his faction took the shuttles.”

“Odd that he left the cargo ship though,” Carla said, “since he didn’t want anyone unloading it.”

“He left it?” Reece said in surprise. For the briefest of moments, a small smile crossed his lips. “So none of his friends could handle the thing. Funny, isn’t it?”

Carla frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well,” Reece said, “it seems that the only person who could fly the old piece of junk is trapped in the mine.”

“Trapped in the mine?”

Reece’s gaze flicked down slightly and he exhaled a long breath. “That’s where everyone else is. The ones the chief operator left behind. He collapsed part of the shaft where they were working. And he shot me when I tried to warn them first.”

“Then we’ve got to get them out,” Carla said. “Where are they?”

Reece pushed himself up, groaning from the pain that accompanied the effort. “I’ll show you,” he stammered when he was standing. His resolution was clear in his eyes but he swayed dangerously on his feet, obviously in far more pain than he was letting on.

Carla looked at him in concern. “You can’t go down there. You’re a mess.”

“I’ll hobble if I have to,” Reece replied. “But those people need me. Although you and your friends don’t have to come. There’s no sense risking everyone.”

Carla nodded. “I agree. There is no sense risking everyone. You’re not going down there.” She turned around. “Eroim?”

The old man appeared almost instantaneously, as though he had been waiting just out of Carla’s peripheral vision the entire time. “Yes, Captain?”

“Find me the schematics of this place. We need to mount a rescue.”

Eroim nodded. “Aye, Captain.”

As he set about his task, Carla turned back to Reece. “You can show me where your people are when he gets back. And then I’m sending you to my ship’s infirmary.”
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When Carla had the location of the trapped men and had assembled her rescue team, she gathered them by the entrance to an elevator back from the room with the cargo containers. This elevator was right under the landing platform and descended straight into a vast, shaft over a hundred meters in diameter, the reach of its depths lost in darkness. 

“If the people trapped down there are still alive,” she said, “then we’re going to help them.”

One of her mechanics nodded but his companion looked uncertain about the venture. “I’m with you, Captain, all the way, but are you absolutely sure this is safe?”

“Fair question,” Carla conceded with a shrug. “Absolutely safe? I can’t guarantee it. If what our friend Reece has told us is true, then this place could blow to pieces at any moment.”

“Any way we might be able to get an accurate timescale on that?” the mechanic asked.

“Eroim’s found the reactor and he’s having a look at it now,” Carla said. “As he tells it, some nasty fluid is leaking from it and when it corrodes through enough of the casing, it’s going to bring two electrical currents together that should really be kept apart.”

A grim smile formed on the other mechanic’s lips. “He said it would be like a kitchen appliance blowing up from a power surge. Just scaled up.”

“Pretty much,” Carla said. “However, if it was going to blow up in the next five minutes, I’m sure he would have said something. But since he hasn’t, I’m going to assume we’re good to go. That said though, if any of you don’t want to come, I won’t hold it against you.”

The mechanic who had voiced the concerns that were on everyone’s mind shook his head. “No. We’re all with you.”

Carla nodded. “Well, let’s get going then.”

Kailis operated the elevator this time. Just like the first elevator, this one was painfully slow but this time, they were going a lot further down below the planet’s surface than they had before. 

As they were lowered into the gloom, they eyed the horizontal shafts that veered off the main one where, as Reece had explained, promising seams had been found. Lower and lower they went, bathed in the eerie glow of temporary lighting reflecting off the ochre rock. Every member of the group at some point eyed the vertical metal guides and the chains within them that were all that supported the crude platform they were standing on. Considering their life depended on these things remaining firmly in place, they didn’t look very sturdy. And the occasional crumbling section of rock, invariably near the anchors that held the guides against the side of the shaft, didn’t make them feel any better.
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About fifteen minutes after Kailis had started the descent of the elevator, the group arrived at their destination, one of the lower horizontal shafts. Carla eyed the rubble blocking their way with uncertainty. This was not her area of expertise.

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” Kailis said to her, “but this rubble might be holding up the rock above and if we try to move it out of the way, the ceiling might collapse on us.”

“It certainly looks like it,” Carla said. “However, Reece said it wouldn’t. As he put it, this rock isn’t like dry cheese. It’s more like a loaf of bread that’s been left in the oven a week. You can knock a bit out but the rest will stay in place.”

“Maybe,” Kailis said, her tone doubtful. “But it was crumbling well enough around the elevator guides.”

“That wasn’t the same rock,” Carla replied. “That rock’s more like the stuff that fills in the gaps. Hardened sand. Trust me. Reece explained everything before I put him on the ship.”

“So can we blast this stuff?” one of the mechanics asked.

“We’ve got to try,” Carla said, keeping her voice firm. While she trusted Reece’s judgment on the matter well enough, she still felt as though the slightest provocation here would collapse the immeasurable weight of the rocks above on top of them all, crushing them.

She took a breath. “Let’s get to work. Short controlled bursts.”
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Carla did her best to keep the group’s spirit up, to maintain a semblance of hope, but she couldn’t put aside the feeling it was a grim task they were undertaking, a prediction that was realized just over an hour later.

She sighed at the sight of the eleven victims who had been left down there to die under the pitiless gaze of dim orange lights. It was a bitter blow to have come to this forsaken rock, adrift in the middle of nowhere, to find out that even if they had arrived a whole day earlier, they still would have been too late.

“Hang on,” one of the mechanics said. “These people couldn’t have died from hunger or thirst in just a day or so.”

Carla nodded. “Right. Get some new atmospheric readings.”

The mechanic took a small device off his belt and flicked it on. Everyone watched in silence until, with a shrug, he put the device back. “Well,” he said, sighing, “whatever it was that killed these people, it’s dissipated.”

Kailis shook her head. “I can’t believe someone would do something like this.”

“Well, someone has,” Carla said. “And I intend to find them.”

“Bring them in?”

“Bring them in, yes,” Carla agreed. “But I also want to find out what they were up to. Abandoning these people here is bad enough but they deliberately murdered them to prevent them from talking to us. These people are hiding something.”

The mechanic who had spoken earlier stirred. “All right. Shall we go then?”

“In a moment,” Carla said. “But I want to make identifications to forward to the authorities when we get back.”

“All right.”

“And there’s one other thing.”
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When they had all returned to the surface after their grisly work in the dark depths below, Carla met with Eroim.

“Well?” she asked.

Eroim forced a smile but it didn’t get as far as his eyes. “We don’t have to worry about the installation exploding in the next few minutes. We’ve probably still got about five or six hours.”

Carla nodded. “Good to know we’ve got a window.”

“Yeah.”

“By the way,” Carla asked, “can you fly that shifter out there?”

Eroim frowned. “What about you? You’ve got a ticket for just about everything that flies now.”

“For recently manufactured ships at any rate,” Carla said. “But I’ve just had a quick look at the bridge and the flight controls are something else. I mean I could manage it but—”

“All right,” Eroim said. “I’ll take a look at it. An old man and an old ship. We should get on fine.”

“You don’t have to fly it far,” Carla said. “Just get it up in orbit so we can look it over at our own leisure without having to worry about being blown to pieces.”

Eroim nodded. “Ah. Got it.” He turned to go and stopped. “By the way, how’s our patient?”

“I checked with our stand-in medics on the Lantern,” Carla replied. “He’s sedated at the moment.”

Eroim’s gaze drifted down. “That’s probably for the best.” He tried another smile, this one even less successful than the first one. “All right. I’ll see what I can do about that shifter.”

​​
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3. The Back-Up Plan
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Asten leaned forward in his seat and, with a tender hand, pulled the lever that brought the Lady Hawk back to sublight speed. It had been quite a while since he had last flown the girl but when he sat in the pilot’s chair, everything had come back to him with the intimate familiarity that was better known as second nature. He knew the Lady Hawk and she knew him.

He turned to see how Selina was doing. She was quite accustomed to the ship now as well, although she didn’t take to the navigation controls as easily as Carla had way back when. 

It was a little strange, Asten thought. He enjoyed these quiet moments when he was alone with his wife but, here in the cockpit of his first ship, he couldn’t help feeling some sadness that the days when he had been flying about the place with Drackson and Carla were long behind him. It seemed that sometimes when the next stage of life brought something new and wonderful, something from the stage before was irrevocably lost. Perhaps, he thought, it was a price one had to pay.

“Are you all right?” Selina asked.

Asten nodded. “Yeah, I’m all right. I was just thinking about something.” He smiled. “So any sign of Drackson?”

“Yeah, he’s straight ahead,” she replied, smiling back.

Asten turned to look at the viewscreen. Sure enough, there was a small ship out there. A Tanemi Clearstream.

“Ah ha,” he said. “He’s on the Albatross. It’s hard keeping up with Drackson and his ships.”

Drackson had acquired the Albatross when the now-retired Admiral Roth had talked him into forming a Federation intelligence team to investigate renegade Harskan activity. But given recent changes in that arrangement, Asten wasn’t sure why Drackson still had the ship.

He switched on the communicator. “Hey, Drackson. Sorry about interrupting your trip back there.”

“No problem,” his friend replied. “Bring your ship alongside ours and we’ll set up a docking tube.”

“Okay. See you soon.”
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The hatch opened and, with Selina beside him, Asten stepped onto the Albatross.

Drackson, standing tall, was waiting for them, smiling in welcome and extending a hand.

“Hey, Drackson,” Asten said, accepting the proffered handshake. “Good to see you again.”

“You too,” Drackson replied. “You’re looking well. Both of you.”

Asten turned to the woman beside Drackson, a Harskan was well. “And it’s good to see you too, Naima.”

Naima inclined her head with a little smile of her own. “Likewise.”

Asten was becoming more accustomed to Naima these days. The familiarity he had with Drackson wasn’t there with her yet, of course, since she was new. And her background was somewhat shady with her involvement in the now disbanded privateer organization, the Kunlayn Elite. However, she had one very important virtue and Asten would call her a friend for that alone. Drackson liked her and he seemed happy around her. 

Asten knew that Drackson had in the past drifted in and out of the lives of people he would ultimately outlive and there was something inherently lonely in that. However, in Naima, he had found a companion he could be with until the day he died. And although Harskan and human ideals of beauty were naturally different, Asten could nevertheless see something of the physical attractiveness that Drackson saw in her as well.

Drackson gestured for him and his wife to follow him. “Why don’t we all head into the mess? We can talk there.”

The group, which was just the four of them, entered the room where they fetched themselves some drinks and sat down.

“So,” Drackson said, “what are you two up to?”

“We’re preparing to do a little reconnaissance for the United Frontier,” Asten said, “and possibly an extraction.”

“And you want us to handle it?”

“Uh, no, we’re going to handle it,” Asten said, gesturing to Selina and himself. “But we want to get your input on how best to go about it. And I wonder whether you and Naima might be able to give us some back-up.”

Drackson smiled. “With all the official resources of the United Frontier at your disposal?”

“Well, we’re trying to keep things as quiet as possible,” Asten said. “We don’t want our quarry to know we’re onto him. And a lot of people out there seem to think this is a Phalamkian problem, not a United Frontier one.”

“Fair enough. So what’s going on exactly?”

Asten leaned forward in his seat. “Are you two familiar with the Imraec Tarc situation?”

At this, Drackson and Naima exchanged glances. Drackson turned back to his friend. “Actually, we have something of an interest in the place already.”

Naima chuckled. “Yes, Drackson’s human harem is on the case.”

“The girls are following a weapons smuggling trail,” Drackson explained, giving Naima a sideways look. “A trail that seems to end at Imraec Tarc.”

“I wonder if our interests in the place are connected,” Selina said.

Drackson shrugged. “It’s not outside the realms of possibility.”

“Were you two going to Imraec Tarc when we called you?” Asten asked him.

Drackson shook his head. “No. Well, at least not yet. Naima and I would be a bit visible there and from everything we’ve heard about the place, they tend to keep a close eye on visitors.”

Asten frowned. “Are they hostile towards visitors?”

“No,” Drackson said. “No, I’d say they’re more... paranoid than hostile. Defensive, not aggressive. If that makes sense.”

“Yeah,” Asten said. “I see what you mean.”

Drackson smiled. “Anyway, do you think I’d deliberately throw Alia in harm’s way when I’d have her mother to answer to?”

This got a laugh from all the others.

“No,” Asten conceded. “I suppose not. All right. Now, let’s talk back-up.”

“What do you need?” Drackson asked.

“Nothing fancy, I think,” Asten told him. “But if it’s all right, we were kind of hoping you two might be able to provide us with a quick extraction if things go south down there.”

Drackson frowned. “I guess it depends on when you need a quick extraction. If you can hold off getting into trouble for a couple of weeks or so, Naima and I will be in a better position to get you out of there in a hurry.”

Asten nodded. “Well, we’re not planning to get into trouble straightaway. We’ll take some time to get a feel for the place when we get there before we plan our next move.”

Drackson thought about it. “In that case, I think Naima and I could be of assistance if needed.”

“Maybe we could have personal tracking beacons of some description to make that a little easier,” Selina suggested.

Drackson leaned back in his seat, thinking it over. “You know, Jiang’s got a few things that could help you with that. She and Alia are using personal tracking beacons at the moment so we can keep an eye on them.”

Selina smiled. “That’s exactly what we need.”

“Jiang showed me an almost miniscule tracking beacon once with a transmitting range that crossed several systems,” Drackson explained. “From an old case of hers, I think. Anyway, I had some of my contacts back in the Harskan Sector reverse-engineer it and make a few for us.”

“Have you got any spares right now?” Asten
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