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 Chapter
1

The orange light of Sabine’s primary star splashes
out of the window-mode wall screens and over the control panel. Why
the space station’s designers felt the need to surround the
octagonal room we call “the cab” with wall screens in the first
place is beyond me. When the turquoise oceanic planet below
eclipses its star, the screens are virtually pitch black. When the
K3V casts unobstructed light onto the massive orbital, the screens
are blinding.

I step away briefly to dim the “windows” another ten
percent as my trainee hunches over his space traffic control panel
like a penitent seeking absolution from an unforgiving god.

“Niner-Zero-Kilo Lake Anne, reduce speed to
point-zero-two-five-C. Number three for Entryway Niner Right.”

The voice of my developmental controller wavers with
an uncertainty that conveys more than his actual command. David
Coleman is a nice guy and he certainly doesn’t object to working
hard but it’s becoming clear that he’s not ready for a tower
position inside a Level 10 traffic control facility.

“Three-Four-Lima-Sierra Santa Juanita, you are
cleared on Entryway Niner Right, reduce speed to point-zero-one-C.
Thirty-two-Echo Askold, you’re number two.”

I adjust the headset currently hugging my neck. Like
my trainee in front of me, most controllers wear the device as
intended, over their ears. However, I’ve found the noise-cancelling
foam prevents me from hearing other controllers in the room.
Instead, I let my headset rest around my neck with the microphone
sticking up near my lips. I always want an ear listening to what
the other controllers are doing with the starships in their slice
of the orbital’s space.

Santa Juanita replies to David with a tight
voice. “Santa Juanita, cleared E-Nine Right, speed restriction
point-zero-one-C.” Her response is clipped, almost terse. It says,
“I can tell you’re losing control.”

I stare at David’s panel and find myself agreeing
with her. He’s created a huge mess and there’s an enormous problem
barreling his way. Does he see it coming? A trained eye would.

The dark glass of David’s console is marred with
faint grey lines and symbols seemingly sketched at random around
his screen. As is typical, when David customized his panel at the
start of his shift, he tinted his specific airspace on the screen
the deepest shade of black to make it easier to see exactly where
his responsibilities begin and end. That’s kind of important.

Most of the etchings are “flowlines,” tracks and
symbols designed to help a controller manage traffic according to
the current flow. We’re currently in rimward flow but will change
to coreward flow in a little over a month when our planet orbits
another 49,000,000 kilometers around Sabine’s star. Standing out
from the flowlines in a slightly brighter shade of grey, David has
added the major approach routes that starships sail to close with
our orbital. They all have vague names like SNWY2, or the Sunway-2
Approach. These routes connect to navigation fixes that have
equally arcane monikers. Inside Sabine, there’s a departure
navigation fix labelled “DNIDE” that’s pronounced “Denied.” Oddly,
it never causes any miscommunication whatsoever.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” David mutters to himself while
staring, wide-eyed, at the tragedy unfolding in front of him. I
wonder if he realizes he mumbles when he’s stressed out.
Thankfully, he’s not transmitting. The Federation Space Traffic
Control Administration grants us controllers quite a bit of leeway
but it has zero tolerance for profanity transmitted over an open
frequency. “Uh, Zero-Eight-Oscar-Victor Orion, correction,
Zero-Eight-Zero-Victor Orion, continue holding short of Entryway
Niner Right for traffic.”

Running down the sides of David’s panel are a Sail
Plans list, the Sign Ons of other controllers, Arrival and
Departure lists and a large block of automated sail strips that
detail specific information for each starship currently in his
airspace. On the very perimeter of the screen are fourteen virtual
knobs and touch buttons used to adjust more than one hundred
sixty-five possible settings. Judging by the limited clutter on his
screen, it’s evident he likes his panel as clean as possible. It’s
a technique that I agree with wholeheartedly. My girlfriend, Tey,
once told me that I’d fade out actual starship traffic in my
airspace if it were permitted. That’s mostly an exaggeration.

080V Orion, a 220,000-tonne freighter,
acknowledges David’s call and my floundering trainee moves quickly
to the next piece of traffic as the catastrophe escalates. His
screen is a sea of green and white letters and numerals slowly
converging on our orbital. The majority are green letters, an
indication that those ships are some other controller’s problem. At
least for now. My focus is on the blue dots with white letters
traveling inside the dark black of David’s realm. Each dot has a
short, blue tail providing a brief history of where it sailed.
David could adjust his panel to include white lines stretching out
in front of his blue dot contacts that would predict where each
starship will be given no change to course or speed. He has
declined the Path Line option even though I prefer it. No biggie.
My job today isn’t to teach him my technique; it’s to evaluate his
own.

David has twenty ships inbound for Entryway 9 Right
and another eighteen vectored for E-9L. Thirty-eight starships in
total, lined up but at varying speeds. All of them want to idle
their drives, kick back and dock at our orbital. Behind these two
processions, over a hundred more green letters are shooting
approaches that will carry new customers into David’s airspace. Six
“A” markers are flashing grey and white. They are ships waiting
impatiently, at relative rest, right at the border between Spinward
Final’s airspace and David’s own realm. They are stuck in limbo,
wanting to move closer to the orbital but unable to because David
is majorly backed up. The colloquialism for this purgatory is
“spinning at the boundary.” In technical jargon, it’s called a
clusterfuck.

The interphone rings inside the cab. This secure,
peer-to-peer comm device allows controllers in other rooms to talk
with us or, when we are this far behind, at us. If I wanted to be a
jerk, I could make David answer it. After all, if I certify him
after this checkride, he will be alone at this position. On the
fourth ring, Melissa growls. She’s the only other person in the
cab, working the other half of Tower Control. I try to appease her
with a touch on the shoulder as I lift the phone off its cradle.
David continues giving frantic instructions to a ship named either
52E Ducky Star or 52ED Lucky Star. He’s blending his words together
so it’s hard to say. Either way, I’m pretty sure answering the
interphone is low on his priority list.

“Tanner’s Aircar Rentals and Massages, this is Jake
speaking, how may I help you?”

“Goddammit, Jake. This is Niven down at Final. What
the fuck is your guy doing in the cab?”

I cringe in response to the grating voice. Niven is
the equivalent of a human sourball. Unlike most sourballs, Niven
has no sugary center and is consistently one flavor: asshole. He
gets away with it because his uncle is the CFO for the entire
Orashi orbital. I firmly believe that nepotism is the only reason
he’s working a Level 10 system. It certainly isn’t skill. “David’s
working traffic, Niven. Pro tip, you can tell because all those
green T’s on your screen are moving toward the orbital.” I pause
for dramatic effect. “You have remembered to turn your screen on,
right?”

“I’ve got six ships spinning because your trainee
can’t find his ass with two hands and a flashlight.” Niven’s voice
is acerbic but he’s nearly gleeful. Nothing makes him happier than
pointing out another’s deficiencies. There’s also a hint of panic
to it. His airspace will be filling up shortly if David can’t get
his shit together.

I force a smile on my face even though Niven can’t
see it. “Well, calling to bitch at us should certainly solve the
problem.” I hang up before he can retort.

David has finished handing off a liner leaving his
airspace. One down, eleven zillion to go. Well done, David. He
tears his eyes off the screen to look up at me and gives me his
professional assessment. “I think I am so screwed right now.”

In space traffic control—we just say STC—there can
come a time when you get so far behind on traffic that you cannot
be saved. When you’ve “lost the picture,” you’re too busy avoiding
guideline violations and collisions to spend time explaining the
situation. Even if there were a savior available and willing to
listen, something terrible would happen during your briefing. David
is rapidly approaching that moment.

“I can step in,” I offer halfheartedly. By
relinquishing his position, David would automatically fail this
checkride and I don’t particularly want that to happen. To become
an FPL or Full Performance Level controller, a person has to check
out at every control position in the star system. The Sabine system
is insanely busy and this means checking out at nine types of
positions. There are actually fifty-seven STC spots in Sabine but
checking out at one departure position counts for all of them.
There are four departure slots on the Orashi orbital alone. Failing
a checkride means David will have to navigate an appeals process to
gain more training time in Sabine, assuming that the STC
supervisors and orbital manager agree to salvage him.

I give him my best look of faith and bolster his
confidence with, “Don’t think you’re screwed, know
you’re screwed.” I’m a motivator.

The consequences for failing a checkride used to be
much worse. Fifteen years ago, when I was starting out, failing a
checkride meant you were finished. No extensions, no salvage. The
best you could hope for was your previous star system taking you
back. If you failed a checkride at your very first star system, you
were now in control of the want ads.

In today’s kinder and gentler and vastly understaffed
FSTCA, the training program has been relaxed to a new “Train to
Succeed” system. When it was first introduced, Orashi’s manager had
the poor judgment to place me in charge of the station’s program in
addition to my normal duties. He had a change of heart after word
of my enthusiastic introductory briefing gained his attention.
“The station manager wants each and every one of you to suck
seed. Believe you can suck seed and you WILL suck seed!” My
services as the Train to Succeed Manager were no longer needed
shortly thereafter. Now I just mentor the occasional developmental
controller.

David heeds my encouragement and is back in the
fight, vectoring outbound traffic through the other tower
controller’s airspace. Why not? His space is full and she has
plenty of room, right? I turn around and tap Melissa’s shoulder
before pointing at David’s 150,000-tonne liner merrily sailing
through one of her inactive entryways. He really should have sent
her a point-out first. “Sharing is caring,” I advise her. She flips
me off without turning around.

A neutral, mechanical voice speaks rapidly in my
headset. “Conflict Alert.” Two of David’s blue dots become
surrounded by red coronas. My hand instinctively reaches for the
plug of his headset but there’s still time for him to correct the
situation. I wait.

“Niner-Zero-Five-November Monsirri Express, traffic
alert, turn right heading one-three-zero immediately!” David does
not wait for an answer and rapid-fires, “Tango-Tango-Niner-Four
Florikan, traffic alert, turn left heading two-eight-zero
immediately.”

Now would be a great time to activate the path lines
on his console. They’re really useful to avoid placing starships
onto collision courses. Alas, he doesn’t receive my telepathy but
to be fair, there are more pressing concerns. The red coronas of
the conflict alert fade as the ships alter course. The tension is
palpable though, as I wonder if either ship is going to criticize
David’s original intent to get them to engage in postnuptial
activities.

When I started out, I once placed a freighter on an
intercept course with a 3,500-tonne military corvette. After being
awarded with a system conflict alert, I immediately ordered the
corvette, “For noise abatement, turn left ninety degrees.” The
corvette was not amused. “We’re in space… how much noise can we be
making?” I answered, “Sir, have you ever heard the noise a corvette
makes when hitting a three hundred thousand-tonne freighter?”

Monsirri Express and Florikan must be
in forgiving moods or maybe they’re just grateful that David
noticed this mistake. The number of starships waiting near the
orbital at the “hold short” lines of the entryways has almost
doubled in half an hour. Only a single ship has departed Orashi
station in the last five minutes. Even though Monsirri
Express and Florikan remain quiet, the rest of the
natives are getting restless. Every reply to David comes from a
cranky, frustrated helmsman.

I fold my arms and lift my chin to pull some slack in
the headset cord running under my arms and to the control panel.
Even in the age of starships and tunnel dives, most of us still use
actual plugs with cords because they’re nearly malfunction-proof. I
watch David cycle Santa Juanita off the entryway and hand
her off to the controller working Docking. Another blue dot
disappears from the scope. Unfortunately, the remaining line of
blue dots on course for Entryways 9 Right and 9 Left stretch across
his screen.

David clears his throat before ordering,
“Thirty-two-Echo Askold, you are cleared for Entryway Niner Right,
reduce current speed to point-zero-two-C.”

Damn. My heart sinks at the command even though I
knew it was coming. My eyes flit between Askold and the blue
dot charging after it. A glance at the data block riding next to
the dot tells me the speed differential between the two ships will
surpass a mere conflict alert and enter “bust” territory. David is
oblivious to this. There’s no, “I got this.” No, “Give me a
second.” Not even a, “Sound collision!”

I’m all for letting people make mistakes to see how
they recover but my live-and-learn outlook places greater emphasis
on the live part. In less than twenty seconds, CSS Askold is
going to have its virtue soiled by the Federation Cargo Vessel,
Lake Anne. I don’t know if Lake Anne is into ancient
Slavic princes but, even if she isn’t, she soon will be.
Literally.

I yank David’s comm set from its plug and offer a
generic, “Sorry, David.” I think he nods a fatal acceptance
although I’m not sure. My focus is on his screen. My screen.
“Nine-Zero-Kilo Lake Anne, reduce speed to point-zero-two-C.
Thirty-two-Echo Askold, speed restriction lifted… keep your speed
up.” I tap my foot impatiently until I receive acknowledgment from
both parties. With starship sodomy averted, I machine-gun commands,
prioritizing further disaster prevention. “Zero-eight-zero-Victor
Orion, cleared immediate departure E-Nine Right. Twenty-two Kurobe,
position behind the traffic ahead of you and begin a high-speed
taxi.” By regulation having two starships departing via the same
entryway at the same time is prohibited. However, one departing and
one merely speeding up behind it on a taxi is perfectly legal.

As soon as Orion breaks past the far threshold
of the entryway, I order, “Twenty-two Kurobe, cleared immediate
departure E-Nine Right. Forty-one-Yankee Donner’s Pride, position
and hold after incoming traffic, a 150,000-tonne liner.”

I wait for the acknowledgments and mentally queue my
next moves to untangle this mess as David holds his head in his
hands. An incorporeal voice from an unknown starship makes clear
sentiment of his attempts at space traffic control. “Nice to
finally get the A-team in.”

Melissa barks a short laugh behind us but I’m too
busy to comfort my failed developmental controller. He shouldn’t be
expecting consolation anyway. This is just life behind a panel,
chasing blue dots. Either you hack it or get out.


 Chapter
2

I walk to my apartment, sweat-soaked and exhilarated.
Someone needs to explain to me how a human body can perspire so
much in a conditioned climate while seated. I feel like I lost
liters of fluid during the final hours of the shift. My body is
exhausted and my head is pounding but I wouldn’t trade the last two
hours of my life for anything. Working traffic in a situation
that’s circling the drain and successfully fighting through it is
absolutely life-altering fun. It’s not better than sex but it’s
better than some of the sex I’ve had.

“Tey?” I cry out as I enter the tiny apartment. I
feel the corner of my mouth curl upward playfully. “Sosie?” There’s
no response and I assume Tey is at her even smaller apartment on
Deck 24. I look to the corner of the living room and see Sosipatra.
At least one of my girls is always home. She’s moved to the back of
her terrarium since I left this morning, a long way for a plant
only forty centimeters tall. I walk over and pick up a spray bottle
filled with brackish water and hamburger grease. It’s her favorite.
She’s lucky she can’t get clogged arteries. Sosipatra is a
Socretea exnorrhizia. She’s a carnivorous wandering
scavenger plant that can move up to ten centimeters a day. Tey and
I adopted her nearly a year ago when we traveled down to the
surface. She’s my girl through and through. “Hey, baby,” I say in
my most soothing voice while giving Sosie a couple squirts.

I’ve known my other girl, Tey, for nearly six years,
ever since I came to the Sabine star system. During my first shift
after certifying as an FPL, I worked Final while she sent me
traffic from the spinward approach position.

I walk through my living room, pull off my drenched
shirt and wipe my face with it to little effect. Boots are kicked
off seconds later and my pants come down while heading for the
shower. Tonight is most certainly a water shower night, a sonic
version will not do the job.

That first solo shift on Final was difficult. Before
Sabine, I started my career at Hiisi, a Level 6 system. The FSTCA
breaks down its facilities into twelve levels. The greater the
number the faster your heart attack comes. Such is the price of
success. My first shift in Sabine was unreal. Dozens and dozens of
starships carrying thousands of people, every one of them wanting
to reach their destination on time and safely, with emphasis on “on
time.”

I soap up, rinse off and step out of the restrictive
shower into my cubicle bathroom. There’s barely room to turn around
but it’s luxurious compared to Tey’s coffin and she shares it with
a roommate. I suppose that’s why she spends most of her nights
here.

The trick for working the Final slot in any STC
orbital is all about intervals. Somehow, you have to take starships
that are coming at you from every direction and get them all lined
up and sailing at the same speed with the same interval between
them. If there are two operational parallel Entryways, like there
were today, you further have to stagger those intervals to create
adequate distance between the starships heading for the left and
right parallel entryway corridors. That’s Final’s job: speed and
intervals. It’s putting pieces of a puzzle together into a living,
breathing shape and done right, that shape gives the tower just
enough time to guide a starship in and let one leave before the
next arrival. There’s beauty in both the dance and its
efficiency.

I enter the bedroom, which is only marginally larger
than my bathroom. The bed fits two. Barely. Sometimes that works to
my advantage, sometimes not. Goosebumps rise over my damp body.
It’s cold in the apartment tonight. Fusion-powered orbitals have
fusion-powered air conditioning. I’m in for the evening so it’s
pajama pants and a Sabine Knights t-shirt. Once outfitted, I move
into the living room where my datapad waits. I have studying to
do.

At most jobs, the people around you can make life
either better or miserable. Today, Niven was not helping David.
Yes, Niven was doing his job and complying with STC guidelines but
he was also just throwing traffic at him as it came. Melissa, on
the other hand, was absolutely helping David. Not only did she
accept his handoffs for traffic that really had no reason to enter
her side of Orashi’s tower airspace but she also took David’s ships
that rejected their entryway clearance and were “going around.”

On my first night working Final, Tey essentially did
her job and mine. Now, I’m a capable controller but anyone coming
from a Level 6 to a Level 10 system and working Final for the first
time is going to be overwhelmed. Even me. Except I wasn’t that
night, because of Tey. The ships she sent me were almost in parade
formation and even when things got busy and her airspace began to
fill, Tey never compromised. She never opened the floodgates and
passed her problems to me. Everything pitched my direction came in
orderly, staggered lines. She kept her calm and never raised her
voice even when traffic was at its thickest. She was the epitome of
grace under immense pressure. I knew that night that I had to
become this woman’s friend, maybe more. And I became her friend.
And definitely more.

I’m twenty minutes into the coursework regarding the
satellite traffic control positions for the Ophion star system when
the door hisses open. I’m greeted with eyes the shade of emeralds
and black hair that’s nearly iridescent. Tey’s smile can power an
orbital. When she uses it, that is.

“Hey, Jake.” Her tone is anything but electric
tonight. That’s par for the course lately.

“Hi, Tey.” My stomach clenches and I wonder if I
should hide my datapad’s screen from her. Six months ago, we agreed
to try for the Ophion system. It’s a Level 12 posting and those who
work Level 12 are considered the gods of traffic control. They are
the pinnacle of achievement and I know in my heart that Tey and I
can stand among them. Maybe above them.

She walks around the sofa and sits near me. I see
those mesmerizing green eyes sweep over my body. The curl of her
mouth moves south as she sees my pajamas. “The gang is going to
Murphy’s tonight. Let’s go with them.”

“Don’t you want to study?” I blurt out before I can
shove the datapad into my big mouth.

Any cheer drains from her voice instantly. “Jesus
Christ, Jake. That’s all we do anymore.”

“Two slots could open up in Ophion at any—”

Although her next words are cruel, her volume remains
low. “I need more than a level twelve boyfriend, Jake.” Tey never
raises her voice, even during our fights. Half of her tone is pure
frustration; the other half just seems empty.

“—at any time…” I feel ashamed when I prod her but
also a little angry that I have to motivate a woman who used to
have the drive to excel all by herself.

We both sigh at the same time. Tey is pissed and her
resentment will drown any logical argument I may make about STC
application procedures and the scarcity of Level 12 positions. The
River Tey flows one direction. “How about I finish this page,
change clothes and catch up to you, hon?”

“Do what you want.”

She rises and I notice for the first time that she’s
wearing a black tube skirt that stops about five centimeters above
her knees. It hugs firm thighs and outright flaunts the shape of
her ass. Even though I’m frustrated at her lack of ambition lately,
I have to admire her effort in other areas. “I promise I’ll meet
you in a bit, Tey.”

“Yup.”

I can’t help but watch as she tramps out the door and
I resolve to keep my promise.

Two hours later, my datapad chirps. I’m nearly
finished with the entire satellite block. Satellite STC positions
are basically anything that isn’t located on a main system orbital.
Control stations near tunnel points are the most common example but
there are also control stations in asteroid belts and smaller
positions that manage traffic in far-flung outposts. Such places
are usually cramped and overworked. Every controller in-system
takes a turn being deployed to these lesser stations but Ophion’s
satellite positions are going to suck.

The datapad chirps again. Shit. It has to be Tey and
I’m long overdue. I tap Accept and am relieved to see my friend
Sam’s face instead. “Hey, buddy, what’s up?”

“Dude, get down here.”

I look past Sam and can tell he is with the gang at
Murphy’s. It’s a dive bar on Deck 20 and the most likely
place to find a controller. It’s large enough that it’s not solely
an STC dive but it’s become our adopted home. There’s a lot of
noise and laughter coming through my datapad’s speakers and I feel
a spike of jealousy take hold because I’m missing it. That’s okay.
I’ll have fun once I’m working Level 12. “I’ve got ten more minutes
and then I’m headed out, Sam.”

Sam Hastings is my best friend. We trained together
at Dextra, applied for and worked Hiisi together and then Sam
surprised me by following me to Sabine. He’s one hell of a
controller but he missed his true calling as a surfer. I’ve never
seen someone look more the part than him. I may not have any
siblings but I do have a brother. Right now, my brother is frowning
at me and a wave of anxiety washes over his face. “Dude. Get down
here now.” His playful attitude is gone and that spurs me into
action.

“Okay. I’ll change and be on my way.” Before I can
say any more, the view on my datapad swings wildly and sweeps over
the gang before disconnecting. I saw Janine there, sitting with
Melissa. Tey was next, then Brandon. After Brandon was Niven and
then David, my wayward developmental. The frame blurred to black
before I could make out the rest. I wonder if David is trashing me
to my friends. It’d not only be a dick move but also a mistake.
They already know what kind of ass I am.

I walk into Murphy’s twenty minutes later. The
music is loud enough to hear yet doesn’t overwhelm conversations.
Either someone monitors the noise level and dutifully adjusts the
volume or maybe a computer does it. I approach the group and catch
only Sam’s attention. His smile is tight but he raises his mug of
beer in a friendly salute. Melissa follows Sam’s eyes and then
averts her gaze from me. She casually leans to her left and bumps
into Janine. Words are exchanged between them. Janine immediately
looks at me and then tactlessly elbows Tey. Is this some new party
game? Tey moves away from Brandon but keeps her head down. She’s
clearly still mad at me for pushing her to better her life.

“Ladies… Gents,” I greet as I move around the table.
There’s no room for me next to Tey but that’s fine. We’re not
needy. Sam noisily scoots his chair over to give me a landing
spot.

“It’s about time you made it, Jake,” Melissa scolds
but there’s a smile on her lips. I can tell by her look that she’s
three sheets to the wind. I glance past her and see Janine and Tey
are sailing beside her. Tey’s hands are fidgety, her biggest tell.
They are in almost constant motion, roaming the surface of the
table, riding the rim of her mug, tucking sable hair coquettishly
behind her ear, ducking below the table to smooth her short skirt.
When Tey is drunk, she can get delightfully handsy. I miss
that.

I link my datapad to Murphy’s menu and find
our server’s code. It’s a man named Casey and he’s my favorite
employee in the entire establishment. He is customer service
personified and makes you feel like you’re the most important
person in the bar. “David,” I call out loudly to get his attention
at the far end of the table, “what’re you drinking?” A peace
offering.

He looks at me and not with hateful eyes. “The house
lager, Jake, but you don’t have to buy me a beer.”

I wave his assertion away and order our drinks.
“You’re going to be salvaged, David. I talked to the supervisor
after our shift and he’ll go to bat for you once you apply for your
extension.” The orbital manager makes the final decision but he’ll
listen to his supervisors.

David’s smile brightens considerably even as Melissa
chimes in with a congenial, “I told you, David.”

I’m not always good at reading people but I don’t
think David has been talking shit about me. At least not tonight.
Office politics are a large part of STC and in an ultra-pressure,
ultra-competitive field like ours, controllers can get a little
backstabby. None of us are immune.

“Hey, it was my fault,” David confesses. “I just got
behind and couldn’t space them out enough to keep my head above
water.” His admission is as accurate as it is wrong.

I feel the need to console him… now that we’re not
looking at a control panel. “Well, that asshole working Final
didn’t do you any favors.”

“Fuck you, mate,” Niven interjects before resuming
his conversation with Brandon.

Ignoring Niven, I wave David over and he dutifully
rises from his chair. He stumbles a bit on his way. Is everyone at
this gathering toasted? David rests his elbows on the table and
leans toward me with his nearly empty mug in both hands. Head
bowed, he looks like a monk awaiting an offering.

“David, your job isn’t to separate traffic as far
apart as possible.” I pause to make sure he understands. “Your job
is to pack them in as tight as you can and still be within
guidelines.” I can tell by his expression he’s uncertain what I
mean. “The farther apart they are, the quicker you run out of
airspace and the quicker it all goes to hell.”

Sam chips in his two credits and waves his beer
forward, slopping some over the brim. “He’s right, Davey-boy.”

I see the wheels turning behind David’s eyes as he
processes my pearl of wisdom. “Thus ends the lecture. You’re a good
controller, David. You’re going to be fine as soon as you get used
to the traffic level ten throws at you. Don’t get discouraged.” I
imagine that’s what I’d want my FPL to say to me if I had just
failed. Thankfully, I’ve never given one the opportunity.

He smiles at the compliment and nods. He’s so damned
agreeable. “You’re right, Jake, and thanks.” Teetering as he
stands, he wanders back to his chair.

I turn to Sam and flash my most disarming smile.
“Happy now? All better?”

Before he can answer, my beer arrives via a smiling
Casey. We exchange pleasantries and he is off to deliver more
refreshment to David. I clink my mug against Sam’s and toast, “To
your upcoming deployment, Sam. Three months in a sardine can jam
packed with sweaty men.”

Sam Hastings is scheduled to leave in four days for
one of Sabine’s satellite positions. The slot he will fill, named
Stellacat TP-4, is one of six control positions in a small space
station orbiting the tunnel point leading to the Stellacat star
system. The tunnel point is busy enough to need two controllers
working the traffic each shift but the station itself was built
before that demand existed and was never upgraded. Most traffic
control stations in the Federation could use a good refit. Many,
such as Stellacat, should just be decommissioned altogether.
However, credits are tight in the Federation and because we noble
FSTCA controllers reliably prevent starships from coming together,
money is rarely sent our way.

Consequently, Sam will get to share a 4-meter by
4-meter room with another man during his deployment. He will have
no privacy barring any “alone time” in the sarcophagus they call a
sonic shower and he’ll work ten hours or more a day, every day, for
three months. I’m going to miss the hell out of him. I tell him so,
as only I can. “Just remember to use condoms.”

Sam swears under his breath before draining his beer
and promptly ordering another. Oh, I forgot to mention, there is no
alcohol allowed on the Stellacat TP station. “When are you due to
deploy, Jake?”

“My next deployment is scheduled in two years.” I
smile confidently. “Tey and I will be long gone by then,
buddy.”

Sam shakes his head and opens his mouth but Melissa
smothers him before he can respond. “We’re going to miss you, Sam,”
she declares sloppily. “Who am I going to dream about when I’m in
bed, Sammy?” Her grin is rapturous.

Sam and Melissa aren’t an item. At least, I don’t
think they are. She’s just extremely drunk and overly friendly. Sam
and I burst out laughing although he’s the only one turning
red.

Janine rolls her eyes and pries her friend off Sam.
Behind her, Tey is giggling at Brandon and Niven is trying to undo
the good I’ve done with David. My eyes move back to Tey and my
heart flutters a bit. She is truly stunning. I want to be sitting
next to her and decide to make my move. I lift my mug only to find
that it’s nearly empty already. Murphy’s house lager is
deadly smooth. My hand reaches to my datapad to order a second
round but I falter as I see Tey laugh and push playfully against
Brandon’s chest. One of us will need to answer the bell tomorrow
morning and Tey is certainly not in the running for the job. With a
swipe, I close out my meager tab and order water. I’m going to be
Sober Island in the Sea of Inebriation. Tonight will suck for me
but Tey clearly needs to drink away some of the tension between us.
As much as I would like to join her attempt at liquid catharsis,
it’s not worth both of us oversleeping and missing tomorrow’s
shift.
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Last night’s worries were unfounded. Tey wakes before
I do and when I finally drag myself out of bed, I find her on the
couch staring quietly into space. We eat breakfast in silence and
she leaves for her shift while I clean up. After a quick sonic
shower, I walk to the bottom level of the orbital where the
compartment for the Departure, Approach and Final duties are
housed. I step into the darkened chamber lined with controller
panels. Tey, working an approach slot, is already having a bad
day.

“You worthless fucking asshole, Scott, don’t you dare
apologize to him.” Despite the intensity of her words, she’s not
screaming.

Scott Dawson is one of the supervisors in the
orbital, and our boss. He’s currently trying to speak into his
headset microphone while shielding it from Tey’s invective. I give
her a questioning look.

Her green eyes blaze. “This fucker is busting speed
restrictions along the entire Q-Ball V-STAR.” She throws up her
arms in disgust and glares at Scott. “And, apparently, it’s my
fault that asshole can’t slow down.” Her words won’t carry through
his mic. Tey never raises her voice.

STAR stands for Standard Terminal Arrival Route and
is covered by Section 7100.9D of the STC Guidelines. STARs act as
off-ramps for the major navigation lanes. V-STAR means the route is
variable and a controller can change its shape and length to
accommodate the volume of traffic as needed. A controller assigns a
ship to a STAR and it automatically knows exactly what course to
sail and at what speed without any additional guidance. It’s
extremely efficient when it works.

Although Tey’s tone remains muted, Scott closes a
hand around his mic and sighs as he returns her glare. “I’m pretty
sure he knows your feelings on the matter.”

I move my attention to the panel closest to me. The
controller I’m replacing is about to give me a relief briefing.
I’ll be working the coreward Final position, a personal favorite.
On the screen, the ships under Final’s control are blue dots to me
but other positions see them as the letter “V.” Spinward Final’s
identifier is the green letter “A.” By design, the bottom of the V
or the top of the A on any controller’s screen points toward the
represented ship’s correct course for final approach.

The briefing takes a full two minutes. Meanwhile, Tey
manhandles her traffic like a militant Brevic on Euphoria. Her
voice is crisp, clipped and absolute. “SeventyThreeDeltaLeopard,
TurnRightHeadingTwoSevenZero, ReduceSpeedToPointZeroTwoC.” Her
voice can crack like a verbal whip when she wants and this morning,
the lions feel every lash.

We’re seated next to each other and she will
eventually hand off any of her traffic destined for the orbital to
me. I can practically feel waves of aggression rolling off her
body.

Tey wears her headset like I do and I can hear
Leopard’s faint reply. “Right to two-seven-zero, speed is
set at point-zero-two-C, Seventy-three Leopard.” She jabs irritably
at her screen to a data block that contradicts the helmsman’s
report and says, “Fucking liar.” A gasp immediately follows her
declaration. In her rage, Tey accidentally transmitted her
profanity. Her hand jumps away from her keyboard and the button she
hotkeys to communicate. She looks at me in horror even as Scott
stomps his way toward us. Her full lips have formed an “O” and her
eyes are the widest I’ve ever seen them.

In a hushed voice, I rush out, “Ask if he’s reporting
a fire.”

Scott grinds to a halt behind a petrified Tey at the
same time the Leopard’s indignant helmsman comes through the
channel. “Sabine Approach, say again?”

A trembling hand returns to the keyboard and Tey
answers, “Seventy-three-Delta Leopard, did you just say that you’re
reporting a fire?”

The moments draw out painfully until Leopard
drops the matter. “Negative, Leopard has no fire.”

“Seventy-three-Delta Leopard, contact Orashi Station
Final on one-tw-twenty-three-point-five.” Her words trip over a
frequency she knows by heart. In her fright, she forgot to actually
hand off the starship to me inside the computer system before
telling it to switch channels but that hiccup is rapidly
solved.

Scott’s hand comes down on Tey’s shoulder. “Take a
five minute break,” he orders. His voice is stern and there’s no
room for argument. Tey brushes his hand away and shoots daggers at
him with her eyes. She rises from her chair and trudges out of the
room as he takes her place in front of the screen.

I slow Leopard down further after politely
asking him to say his speed and he lies to me. Then, I slow him
down even more because I hate him. By the time I’m finished, he is
the slowest sailing ship on my screen. He might make it to the
orbital faster if he faces away from it.

“Nice save back there, Jake.” The voice comes from my
right, from Scott.

I give him a smile. I’m not a fan of management but
I’ll take compliments when they come. Life is much easier when your
boss thinks you like him. Still, I cannot resist. “She’s right, you
know.”

Scott’s goodwill evaporates. “She should’ve just
given him a speed restriction.”

“I wasn’t talking about that,” I admit. “She’s right
about you being a worthless fucking asshole.”

There are barks of laughter around me. To Scott’s
credit, some of it comes from him.

Tey returns and things settle down as much as they
can when hundreds of starships want to park in the same spot in
space. As usual, traffic from her position is razor sharp. Also as
usual, the traffic Niven hands me looks like it’s been sorted with
all the precision of a person riding in a combat dropship under
heavy fire. Five hours pass and lunchtime comes around. Whenever
possible, Tey and I take lunch together. I hand off my panel to a
floater who helps cover the different positions and enter the
breakroom. It’s empty except for Tey. She’s using a butter knife to
pry open a locker. Her jawline is set and I can see muscles tensing
underneath the smooth skin of her cheek.

“Did it jam on you?” I ask as I move toward her. The
lockers in the breakroom have flimsy locks and if you close the
doors the wrong way, they can stick. “Is your lunch trapped in
there?”

Tey grunts with effort. Her face is scrunched up and
she digs the blade of the knife deeper into the gap between the
locker door and frame. “No.” Pry, pry, pry. “This damned thing
won’t open.” Pry, pry, pry.

I put my hands near the widening gap. “Try it near
the top and I’ll get my fingers in.” She does and I do. The locker
is now pinching my fingers but I have solid purchase on the door. I
rip it open like a Federation marine opening the last crate of
ammunition in a firefight. “Teamwork makes the dream work,” I say
triumphantly. When I look inside, there’s an ugly sweater and a
datapad in the locker. Neither belongs to Tey. “Where’s your
lunch?”

She snatches the datapad off the shelf with a
delicate hand and uses it to gesture to a nearby table. Her lunch
is sitting there next to a pot full of water. We have a small
kitchen in the breakroom but nobody uses it. There’s no time to
cook an actual meal and controllers just bring premade food and
occasionally heat it.

Tey hums as she moves gleefully to the table and
drops the datapad into the pot. It makes a splash and gurgles to
the bottom. Before I can ask her if this is a new diet fad, she
shoves the pot into the kitchen’s freezer. She adjusts its controls
to the coldest setting and then looks up to me with innocent, wide
eyes. “You have to help me get the block of ice out of the pot
before Scott gets off work.”

We return to our day jobs and finish the shift
without violating any more FSTCA communications guidelines. After
work, we can’t get the ice out of the pot so Tey just shoves the
entire, frozen mass into Scott’s locker. She takes off but I stick
around to watch the reaction. Nearly everyone in the breakroom is
amused. Scott is less so but awards points for creativity.

On my way out, I make my customary stop by the
Administration section of traffic control. The admin offices are
where Sail Data works along with Personnel and Information
Management. Sail Data, staffed by controllers, answers comms and
inputs sail plans filed by starships. It’s the start of the STC
process, when people are planning but nothing is actually moving
through space. It’s therefore the easiest, least stressful position
in STC and where every developmental controller first checks
out.

I circle around the SD desks and slip into an open
computer slot. The information I’m looking for is secure and I
cannot access it on my datapad. I navigate the menus, eventually
working my way to the jobs board. When Tey and I first agreed to
try for Level 12, I searched these boards for openings once a week.
After a few months, I began looking every few days. With things the
way they are between us now, I search at the end of every shift.
Sabine is killing us and I know if we can just get to Ophion and
accomplish what we’ve dreamed about, everything will be better.

The search has been a daily disappointment. Despite
the FSTCA being understaffed, Level 12 spots are ridiculously hard
to come by. Dual slots are even harder. As always, my heart rate
spikes as the page loads but I brace myself for the inevitable
letdown. Today my heart nearly comes to a screeching halt as I read
the screen.

Fifteen minutes later, I burst into my apartment like
a lunatic. I’ve run the entire way from STC to my humble home. Tey
looks up at me from the living room, frantic. She blurts out, “I
have to go,” and locks her datapad as I race toward the couch. I
must be scaring her, the way she scoots away. Charging into a room
like a madman can do that. I try to dial back my grin from maniacal
to ecstatic.

“Babe, there are two controller slots open on Prime!”
I reach excitedly for her hand and pull. We have to dash back to
Administration and apply before someone steals our dream.

Tey’s expression morphs from the surprise at my grand
entrance into something I can’t read. Maybe it’s the shock of the
news. Prime is the capital of the entire Solarian Federation. Its
official name is Theia but everyone calls it what it is: Prime.
Before it was named Theia, humanity looked up into the night sky of
Terra and called the distant triple star system EZ Aquarii.

I’m still holding Tey’s limp hand and give it a
firmer tug. “We have to apply right now.”

Her long fingers unwrap from mine and she reclaims
her hand. She’s staring at her datapad.

“Tey, we have to get our names in now.” It’s only a
Type-B tunnel dive to Prime from Sabine, allowing instant access.
We are its neighbor and our applications will reach Prime via
standata in a matter of hours. Jobs aren’t “first come, first
served” but they can be filled before applications from more
distant systems reach the queue.

There’s still no response from my girlfriend and I
study her face. Sharp jawline, high cheekbones, a classical Greek
nose and those piercing green eyes. Even with her eyes downcast,
she’s gorgeous. I think I finally interpret her expression. Is it
doubt? Sure, we’ve been studying for Ophion but Prime is too good
of an opportunity to let pass. It’s our golden goose, our white
whale. Uh, scratch that last one. Between heartbeats, Tey is
standing. I’d be relieved except for the look on her face.

“Jake, I need to go.”

“I’m right behind you!”

She throws a hand up and places it on my chest. “No.
I need to go. I need time to think.”

“Tey?” Her eyes finally meet mine. They’re liquid
jade. “Honey, don’t be nervous. It might not be where we were
thinking but we can do it.”

Her watery eyes close as if my words were a slap. Her
eyeliner is beginning to smudge. “I don’t know if it’s what I
want.” Her words are breathless and require effort. “Jake… I don’t
know what I want.”

She’s shaking her head slowly and I feel like we’re
losing our dream. “It’s all we’ve talked about for nearly a year,
Tey. We’re so close to the finish line.” A little reminder about
what’s at stake might help put her doubts aside.

“It’s all you’ve talked about!” she hisses.
There’s a new emotion coming over her, creasing the softness of her
face. It’s one that I’ve witnessed all too often lately and very
easy to interpret. “And I don’t think for a second that this is the
finish line! It’ll never be enough for you.”

I step back before she can add insult to injury and
push me away. After five years, I’ve given Tey my heart. At least,
I think I have. I cross my arms, partially in defiance but mostly
to protect what’s beating in my chest. I’ve got to keep focused,
keep the dream alive. “You’re just scared, Tey. I know this is a
big step but you’re ready for level twelve. You can handle
Prime.”

Tey opens her mouth to answer but stops. Her jaw
clamps shut and her lips become a cruel thin line. She retreats
toward the door. Its sensors detect her approach and the portal
opens. For a brief moment I panic that she’s just leaving, that
there’s going to be no resolution, but at the threshold she turns
to face me. She’s lost the sharp edge to her emotions and her words
lack the bite they held a few seconds ago.

“What you have is never good enough, Jake. You’re
always looking to the next mountain peak and each one will never be
enough for you. I’m never going to be enough for you.”
Rather than complete her dramatic exit, she hesitates at the
doorway. Waiting.

I want to be supportive but I know time is running
out
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