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      Like many people who grew up in the 1970s and 80s, my childhood was steeped in Science Fiction.

      I’m not sure how old I was when I first encountered a rerun of Lost in Space on television at a friend’s house. I know it was long enough ago that adjusting the spindly metal antenna on top of the set was still an option. I couldn’t tell you what season the episode was part of, even though season one was the only one filmed in black and white.

      I was young enough that the television itself may have been a black and white model.

      Star Trek entered my consciousness before I started first grade. My signpost for that is I remember seeing the cartoon during its first run, and it ended in 1975. I watched the cartoon because I already loved the series.

      From that point on, the 1970s provided a feast for kids who were thrilled by the idea of getting out there or contemplating what the future might bring. Space: 1999 also came along in 1975, and I clearly remember seeing Logan’s Run from the balcony of a theater in 1976. I enjoyed the later TV series as a kid, but I somehow doubt it would hold up as well as the movie does for me.

      Of course 1977 looms large in the minds of many Science Fiction fans because of the summer of Star Wars. I’m grateful to remember exactly how it felt to see it on the big screen for the first time along with millions of others.

      But almost as large in my memory is getting to go on an exclusive mommy/daughter date to see Close Encounters of the Third Kind that same winter. A story much closer to home that promised a grand adventure for the imagination.

      The brief run of Battlestar Galactica starting in 1978 delighted me so much that I taught my Merlin to play the theme song. If you’re younger than Generation X, you may quite reasonably have no idea what a Merlin was.

      They were incredibly cool. Trust me.

      The last big Science Fiction event of the decade for me was Buck Rogers in the 25th Century, which my whole family saw at the drive-in, then continued to watch when it made the move to television.

      (Alas, I was a bit too young to see Alien in first run despite seeing quite a few movies before my time. And while I saw Flash Gordon several times in the theater and love its campy joy to this day, it doesn’t quite fit in with the Science Fiction I’m talking about.)

      Watching as a family was one of the best things about Science Fiction in my childhood. We watched these movies and shows together most of the time. In case you’re quite a bit younger than I am, that was more important than you might realize.

      Many homes way back then only had one television, and odds were high any secondary sets were tiny and often black and white.

      Watching these movies and shows as a family also kept me from developing any sense of it being strange or odd that I so loved to escape the bounds of Earth and our solar system.

      Carl Sagan’s wonderful Cosmos: A Personal Voyage series in 1980 got me focused on the science side while giving me a strong foundation to branch out into writing fiction.

      Add in the fact that my parents let me stay up late to watch incredible video footage from Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn, and I was hooked on science and Science Fiction for life.

      I was an avid reader of Science Fiction and science writing at the same time, into the 1980s, and still today. But that’s a much larger discussion for another day.

      While there are many subgenres of Science Fiction (and they change frequently), my favorite is the subject of this collection.

      Space Opera.

      Some compare Space Opera to highly dramatic stage operas or long-running daytime soap operas, and that’s fine by me. I’m the last person you’d see get into any sort of genre argument. Primarily because I mix and match and cross and smash genres with complete delight and abandon.

      My own definition of Space Opera is it must indeed be set in space, whether on a ship or on another planet, and it’s definitely not Hard Science Fiction. You won’t find long, technical discussions of a ship’s drive systems or the detailed development of hypersleep pods in these stories. Perhaps in other stories someday, but not these.

      I do at least pay attention to the major laws of physics and such, though I might then proceed to bend or break them.

      What I hope you’ll find in my Space Opera is a sense of adventure. Of reaching beyond our current limitations of Earth and even our solar system.

      Hopefully beyond some of the other limitations that plague humanity.

      In The Changes Cascade, we join one of the initial forays into the galaxy. All onboard the remarkable feat of engineering that is Expedition Mission Bellagos goes smoothly several years into their generational journey.

      Until an all too familiar problem from our current high-tech lives throws everything into chaos.

      Restricted Species visits Mossera 4, a thriving colony planet established to provide food and recreation for a vital mining operation on a nearby planet. A peaceful, calm existence, even with groups of inexperienced, green cadets arriving to learn the fine art and science of farming so far from Earth.

      Then the failure of the dependable pollinator drones threatens not only the miners, but everyone who works to keep them fed and happy.

      And finally, The Becalmed joins a years-long mission to Bitanthra: the most important planet in the galaxy. Without the vital Bitan that makes faster-than-light communications possible, the sprawling network of human colonies would face isolation and possible collapse.

      Solving a mysterious problem with the human colony on Bitanthra is their only chance of survival.

      I didn’t write these stories to be connected parts of the same fictional story universe, but I definitely see how they could be. Each and every one is brimming with ideas I hope to explore in future fictional adventures.

      And even more, I see how the seed of each of these stories took root during those heady years of my 1970s childhood.

      That little girl who so happily enjoyed escaping into the future and into space would have enjoyed every one.

      I hope you do, too.

    

  


   

  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      To all of my fellow IT folks,

      past, present, and recovering.

      

      The world changes,

      but IT challenges remain the same.
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      Systems and Security Chief Sue Warrell watched the main security console, endless alerts and questions and worries running across the screen and through her mind. The command pod was small, only five paces across with dark gray curved walls and ceiling, but she loved the secure, comfortable feel of the space.

      The chilly temperatures required for the thousands of comps that kept the ship running were a bonus to what she called her high metabolism.

      Here more than anywhere else in the vast, interconnected series of living pods, production pods, and mechanical pods that made up Expedition Mission Bellagos, Sue felt at peace.

      But today her normally calm and sedate console flashed orange and yellow rather than her beloved green. She was surprised and strangely irritated that not a single one of them advanced into the red of a confirmed failure.

      The problem, the worst one in her long career in interstellar security, wasn’t anything as dramatic as a debris strike, onboard systems failure, or a careless adjustment by one of the thousands of crewmembers.

      Sue had been through more variations of those disasters than she cared to count, if she had the spare brainpower for counting. She was an expert at pinpointing, solving, and figuring out how to prevent bad choices and bad reactions, or she never would have beaten out thousands of other applicants for this multi-generational mission.

      Nothing in her training or experience or her vivid imagination had prepared her for a nightmare straight out of the infancy of the digital age, one only Sue’s youthful obsession with tech history gave her the means to recognize.

      A corrupted systems upgrade from Earth HQ had infested the vessel’s operations, interrupting one function after another before anyone realized what was happening. Since a neuro-alarm jarred her out of the hectic routine of getting ready for the supposedly routine update three days ago, Sue and nearly everyone else on board had been on emergency response status.

      The nearly two-day-cycle message transit time between Bellagos and Earth HQ wasn’t helping. Sue had sent the alert immediately, but she had no control over sheer distance and time. And she didn’t know the massive software packages nearly as well as she knew the systems that depended on them

      Rolling everything back without knowing more—and without assistance from HQ—could make bad enough trouble even worse.

      She leaned back, the chair adjusting to her new posture with a faint sigh, and clenched her hands into fists to relieve the stress of hours of non-stop motion over the touch screens. Bio-engineers had perfected the nutrients and stimulants for sleepless days many years ago, ushering in a new age of technological advancement along with chronic overwork. The stims were safe enough if you didn’t push past more than a week with no sleep, though Sue had never gotten used to the bitter, metallic taste and low ringing in her ears that went along with them.

      She’d hacked the override on the audible alarms that made the ringing worse years ago, and she blessed that bit of rule breaking if no other.

      Unfortunately all the hydro-showers in the galaxy wouldn’t keep the oily stink of stress sweat from building up again. Not until she got some real sleep.

      Stims aside, her body reacted to the strain of hours of tapping each orange alert into Investigate status, dispatching someone to the affected sector, and shifting the alert into the yellow of Invalid. Sometimes multiple times on the same blasted alert, and still no reds of confirmed trouble. Noting the fakes on her touch tablet slowed her down too much.

      For the last several hours, she’d been relying on her brain’s built-in ability to notice details and understand patterns.

      Sue leaned forward, stretching her fingers against her thighs as the chair shifted her into a new angle. She was moving to tap eleven alerts into Invalid status when a piercing alarm broke through her silence hacks. The bass entrance request bong for the door behind her sounded at the same time. Her skull and all of her bones echoed the wretched noise.

      “Blast these damn overrides!”

      Sue pivoted to the right to slap the door status to Unlocked, then slid all ten fingers upward on the touchscreen to bring up the virtual keyboard. Before she could start typing, the door hissed open.

      “What is it?” Sue said, not turning around. “I ordered Emergency Response Status hours ago, meaning no interruption. It better be good.”

      “Ma’am, I am so sorry to intrude,” a low voice said.

      Sue continued to type, growing more desperate to silence that screeching alarm by the millisecond.

      Younger. Male. Odd musical accent, likely the southeastern sector of United North America.

      Respectful, but brave enough to face her temper during a mess like this.

      “What is it, Mr. Evans?”

      The alarm stopped, and Sue let out a breath and shifted her knotted shoulders. She turned to face Security Tech Brandon Evans. He was tall enough to have to hunch a bit to keep more than his thick brown hair from brushing the ceiling, and he was wringing his hands. She’d never known Evans to be the nervous type.

      That’s when unease started gnawing around the stress in Sue’s belly.

      “We’ve had a problem, ma’am, one I can’t leave to anyone else but you.”

      “It can’t possibly be more of a problem than this.” Sue waved an aching hand at the console as another eight lights shifted from green to orange.

      “Well, I’m sorry, Chief, but it is.” Evans took a deep breath. “Senior Tech McHugh is missing.”

      “What the hell do you mean, missing? In case you’ve forgotten, this is a deep space vessel, Evans. No one can get in or out.”

      The gnawing warmed up, much like the lumbar stress relief protocols of her chair kneading against her lower back.

      “I understand, ma’am. I made sure to investigate before I brought this to you. Just like you taught us.”

      “I also taught you about the geo-sensor, didn’t I?” Sue tapped the tiny bump hidden in the hair above her right ear even as the gnawing in her belly picked up speed. “Mr. McHugh is an experienced member of our crew. He would not simply disappear, even if he could.”

      “Yes, ma’am, the tracking screen was the first thing I checked after his son reported him missing. Pull it up if you could, please, and we’ll make sure.”

      Sue pushed off with her foot, the numbness spreading through her body keeping her from using the right amount of force. The chair compensated and brought her in front of the ship status console. After three shaky tries, she brought up the tracking screen.

      Her eyes darted to the crew count, and her whole body flashed hot, then cold and clammy.

      “Eight thousand seven hundred fifty-three,” she whispered. “That can’t be right. Even if he were dead…”

      She switched over to the specific report on McHugh, and a deeper chill ran through her.

      The yellow of Invalid flashed behind his name.

      Not the normal green that every single other person showed, or the sad black of the deceased that Sue hadn’t yet had to deal with on Bellagos.

      Not one other crewmember showed that impossible status.

      “No one has seen him for more than twelve hours,” Evans said, wringing his hands again. “I knew you’d want me to check with you first, Chief.”

      Sue stared at the screen, re-reading that impossible number. She didn’t have to count to know one-third of the systems were now in Invalid, with another quarter still in Alert and under investigation.

      She also didn’t need any procedures training to realize she could not possibly deal with one more emergency.

      The raging fire in her gut told her that, impossible or not, another had landed in her lap.

      “I tried to replay his location for the last day cycle,” Evans said. “Observation recordings, too. Neither system is online.”

      “Along with half the systems in this slow-motion disaster.” A quick glance confirmed the whole recording suite was locked in Invalid mode. “Non-essential systems my ass. The data should still be there, but we can’t get at it until I clear everything else.”

      “Are we any closer to bringing everything offline for a reset, ma’am?”

      “Not until we hear back from Earth HQ and the Great Update Disaster stops knocking things offline at random. Can’t take the chance of missing a real alarm or making everything worse trying to fix it.”

      Sue groaned, rubbing her face. “Okay, Evans, you did the right thing. You’re taking lead on this since you obviously know how easily a panic can spread with everyone on edge. Let me see if I can get ahead of this. Bring his son in for a talk. Quietly.”
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      By the time Evans made it back an hour later, Sue and her overworked crew had wrangled all the remaining false alarms down to Invalid status. Nothing new had tripped over for half an hour. As long as she ignored the maddening clumps of yellow across all sectors of her console, she could tell herself things were under control.

      A hearty swallow of a ginger-laced calming infusion she and everyone else involved in this update disaster carried constantly had settled her belly to a reasonable level of discomfort.

      At least this time, Evans had the decency—or self-preservation instinct—to use a text alert to get her to open the door rather than the skull-splitting alarm.

      Sue blinked, ignoring what felt like grit in her eyes, when she saw McHugh’s son huddled behind the lanky Evans. The boy was years younger than she’d thought, probably not yet out of his first decade. His rumpled dark green pants and tunic showed no signs of rank or assignment, only his name on his chest just under his left shoulder. He had McHugh’s wavy brown hair and bright blue eyes, but he was barely waist-high to Evans.

      Eyes obviously red and swollen from crying, not from being awake for days like Sue’s.

      “This is Liam McHugh.” Evans stepped to the side, but he didn’t push the boy forward. “He reported his father missing.”

      Sue resisted a strong urge to bark orders at Evans, or maybe to get up and storm out herself.

      Anything to avoid focusing on the kid’s frightened and hopeful face.

      “Thank you for letting us know, Liam.” She leaned forward, deciding not to unfold herself from the chair just yet. Liam looked like he’d bolt at one sharp noise. After hours of sitting, she’d grunt loud enough to scare him and Evans. “You were born on board Bellagos?”

      Liam stepped forward, both fists clenched against his skinny thighs. He took a couple of shaky breaths before he met Sue’s gaze.

      “Yes ma’am, I was.”

      “So you know how the ship works,” Sue said. “Your father can’t have gone far, and he has to be on board somewhere. We’ll get this figured out. Is your mother off shift yet?”

      Too late, Sue noticed Evans’s wide eyes and shake of his head.

      “My birth-mother lives in another pod, ma’am.” Liam’s face turned red, but he didn’t look away from Sue. “They weren’t bonded. Only assigned to each other until I was born.”

      Sue had heard of such arrangements, one of many ways humans dealt with generations spent on board a massive, sprawling ship in deep space.

      In love or not, the species had to continue.

      She wondered sometimes if assigned mating wasn’t easier than trying to manage a bonded relationship long enough to have children, much less raise them.

      Most of the time, she was thankful to be years past such concerns.

      “Don’t worry, Liam, we’ll find you somewhere to stay for now. Or someone to stay with you. Did your father say anything about where he’d be? What he was going to be doing today?”

      Liam kicked his soft boots against the gray carpeted floor.

      “It’s his leisure day. Or at least it was.” Liam held his breath for a second, then went on in a rush. “But he never did come home last night, ma’am. I thought he was just working late, so I went to sleep. He wasn’t there this morning, either. He goes out after his shift to get supplies sometimes, so he doesn’t have to leave our pod early on his leisure day. Then today we were going to...I don’t know. Whatever I came up with.”

      Sue tried not to scowl, but she knew she sucked at keeping her feelings to herself. Especially when she was this strung out.

      Of course McHugh was on a leisure day. Even during an emergency, the crew took their regulation time off if they possibly could. At least they were supposed to, not following Sue’s rotten example. McHugh had missed enough of his leisure days that this one was mandatory, no matter how many lights flashed orange and yellow and thankfully not red under Sue’s fingers.

      If McHugh had been on duty, she would have had him racing around with everyone else verifying these damn false alarms. She hadn’t seen him all day.

      And if McHugh had been on duty, missing his much-needed leisure day or not, this frightened boy would know where his father was.

      “Good, we can start with that.” Sue couldn’t stop herself from glancing at the console. Steady for the moment. “Evans, why don’t the two of you figure out what supplies McHugh might have been after? What he and Liam were due in the food rotation. We can go from there. Do you need anything right now, Liam? Anything we can get you?”

      Liam pressed his lips together until they turned white, but that didn’t stop his chin from trembling.

      “We were…we always get frozen chocolate, ma’am. On my dad’s leisure days. It’s his favorite.”

      “I’ll make sure there’s some waiting, then,” Sue said. “For when he’s back with you.”

      Evans nodded, and she knew he hadn’t missed the first clue. The tropical pod on the far edge of Bellagos, where the high humidity, temperature, and light wouldn’t disturb any other growing pod or lifepod.

      The only source for real chocolate on board.

      The surrounding pods grew the best ingredients for frozen confections, a staple of human diets even light years away from Earth. Herbs and spices, roots and nuts for smooth, sweet flavors. Every kind of fruit they could manage to bring along did double duty.

      Feeding the colonists on the way to seeding the colony.

      Sue’s overheated brain brought the pathetic contents of her own food stores forward, the lack of any kind of stress-relieving high-calorie treat flashing as bright as her consoles. When she thought back to the last time she’d remembered to eat, she realized that might account for part of her unruly belly.

      “Know what?” she said. “If you can hang on for a few minutes, I’ll call in my second-in-command. I’m long overdue for a break, and I’m out of just about everything that’s fun to eat myself. How about if we talk while we walk over there together?”
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      Tima Chou, Sue’s second, had been all too happy to step in for as long as she was needed despite her own ongoing efforts to quiet the emergency. Unlike Sue, Tima’s short black hair was gleaming and perfectly styled against her head, her uniform clean and unwrinkled. Her second-in-command had shown up so fast Sue wondered if she’d been hovering, waiting for this chance to prove herself in a difficult situation.

      Much like Sue had been decades ago when she’d first started getting these opportunities for herself.

      Sue did her best to hide her watering eyes from Evans and Liam as they stepped into the bright transit corridors. The curving walls and ceilings were wide enough to let several people walk by in different directions, with the source of that light invisible to anyone who hadn’t engineered it.

      Same with the source of fresh, almost sweet-smelling air, as if a cleansing rainstorm had recently passed through Bellagos unnoticed.

      Right now the corridors were awash in the warm yellow of the Earth sun in the early morning hours, the cycle still matching the planet they were leaving farther behind with each passing second. People even picked up a healthy amount of Vitamin D from exposure, something Sue suspected she was lacking, as usual.

      As Bellagos reached the halfway point on the decades-long journey from Earth to Junos 7, the light cycle would begin the shift to the longer, dimmer day on their new home.

      Another lack made itself known in her stiff legs and back. She managed not to walk hunched over, forcing herself into a relatively normal healthy stride to keep up with Evans and Liam. Still, every step, even on the soft, resilient brown surface of the corridor, highlighted how much she’d been working over the past few days.

      Well, Sue could be honest with herself even if she ignored both her human and electronic physical monitors’ scolding. She’d underworked her body as badly as she’d overworked her mind, fighting that damn corrupted update from Earth HQ with no end in sight.

      She hoped her optimism in leaving wouldn’t turn out to be misplaced. The slowdown in systems tripping into Alert still held steady, so walking away for a bit shouldn’t be a problem. Sue fought to keep her mind off how many of Invalids would await her attention when they returned.

      This little boy needed his father, who most certainly should not be in Invalid status.

      And Sue desperately did not need a mystery disappearance onboard.

      She kept half an ear on Evans talking to Liam, the tech’s slow, musical drawl only occasionally interrupted by the boy’s higher voice. She knew without asking that Evans was recording the conversation like Bellagos normally tracked all crew movements, and making mental notes to himself about who else they could assign to search for the missing Mr. McHugh.

      A fragment of conversation drifted back to her, mainly because both Liam and then Evans glanced over their shoulders at her. “…short cut, but not right now.”

      Evans grinned at Sue with a brief shake of his head. She snorted.

      If anyone on her security crew could calm Liam down enough to get him to help the investigation, her bet was on Evans.

      The thought of a shortcut was anything but calming. Bellagos was confusing enough to navigate through official pathways with lighting and signs.

      As far as Sue was concerned, getting off the normal paths and into the sections rarely used for anything but maintenance was a fool’s game.

      A handful of people joined them in the corridor, with only a few jogging in the center lane reserved for them. Not nearly the crowd that would surge out of the various pods at the end of the typical duty cycle for an evening stroll.

      Even when given total flexibility in their waking, sleeping, and working hours, a remarkable number of humans went for the standard.

      Liam’s voice, raised in childlike excitement, caught all of Sue’s attention.

      “The forest pods are my favorite. They smell like everything, and the breeze is a lot stronger. My dad said…” He paused, taking a deep breath. “They say some places on Earth still have forests big enough you can walk across them for days.”

      “I’ve seen it myself,” Evans said. “Back in the Georgia Zone where I was born. Used to be more city than forest, but they’ve fixed it all back up now that so many humans are moving off-planet. You could walk for days until you get clear to the ocean.”

      “The ocean,” Liam whispered. “I just can’t imagine all that water.”

      Sue nodded. “That’s where I was born. Not in the Georgia Zone, but farther north in the Commonwealth Zone. The water goes on forever it seems, so far you can’t see the end of it. Has waves in it, too.”

      “Like the ones I make when I get to go to the swimming pool?”

      “Sure, kind of like that,” Evans said, smiling at Sue. “But these move all by themselves without a person or a machine making them. Tides, they’re called. The Moon makes them when it goes around and around the Earth.”

      Liam sighed. “I wish I could have seen the Moon. With my own eyes, on Earth, I mean. Video isn’t like the real thing.”

      “No, it’s not.” Sue wondered, not for the first time, if it wouldn’t be better for these kids to be born once they reached Junos 7. Even if it did make crew numbers pretty much impossible to maintain. “But Junos 7 has three moons, and you’ll see those.”

      The boy shrugged. Sue turned her head so he wouldn’t see her pursing her lips. Liam might see those moons as an old man. Neither she nor the much younger Evans would. McHugh wouldn’t have either.

      No, McHugh wouldn’t.

      Sue refused to let herself slip into past tense, even in her mind, and even when thinking of their eventual deaths in deep space. Not exactly the conversation to have with a scared little boy who simply wanted his father.

      Thankfully Evans rescued her.

      “Smell that, Liam? I think that’s the tropical pod, don’t you?”

      Sue lifted her nose when the other two did, and the change itself made her feel better. More alert. Instead of clean but recycled air of the corridors on the huge ship, she smelled green and growing things. Sweet and spicy flowers, pungent soil and fertilizer.

      The air felt different as they walked closer, too. Warmer, definitely more humid. Full of life in a way she knew she didn’t have the words for, but her nose and body recognized.

      As they walked through the next curve, Liam’s face lit up in a huge grin.

      There were surprisingly few signs in the corridors since everyone alive on most of the ship had seen or helped build and connect each new pod.

      But the supply pods were different.

      To the right, a bold, black-lettered sign in several primary languages and stylized pictograms declared they would find Tropics and Warm Exotics. To the left, Cold and Frozen Supplies. The two opposite pods might appear to be side by side, but past these few meters of corridor, the pods were separated by the void of deep space.

      “Frozen chocolate?” Sue said. “That’s your dad’s favorite?”

      Liam’s smile faded, but didn’t disappear. “Yeah, it’s what he always gets on his leisure day. He says we can’t keep it around all the time or he’ll eat too much of it.”

      “I’m the same way with anything cherry flavored,” Evans said. “I think I’ll get some right now, though.”

      They stepped inside the open portal door that was wide enough to let the three of them walk through together. No one waited inside the white-walled room except three bored attendants. The walls were livened up by larger-than-life display models of everything in stock, along with Earth photos of winter or the frozen Polar Zones. A row of boxy white chairs lined both walls, ready for the much busier strolling hour this evening.

      Thank goodness this room was only a couple of degrees cooler than the rest of Bellagos instead of the painful cold of the storage areas.

      A young woman with a bouncy brunette ponytail, wearing the pale blue uniform of this zone, brightened when she saw the three of them. Sue thought it was just typical sales behavior—no different here than back on Earth—until the woman focused on the boy.

      “Hey there, Liam! Haven’t seen you in ages. Where’s your dad?”
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      Sue didn’t have to look to know Evans was making his wide-eyed caution gestures, but he was too late. Liam tried to be brave again, smiling with his chin quivering. He finally leaned forward, holding his belly against the sobs.

      “It’s okay,” Sue said when she saw the woman’s stricken face. “You didn’t know and we didn’t get a chance to warn you.”

      When Evans touched Liam’s shoulder, Liam charged forward for a hug so fast that Evans staggered backward a step. The two of them barely made it to the chairs.

      “What happened?” the woman said. Sue finally had a chance to look at her name on the uniform. Cassie said. “I didn’t mean to upset the poor kid.”

      Sue shook her head. “You didn’t upset him. When did you last see Liam and his father?”

      The two other attendants wandered over, another young woman and a young man. Cassie turned to them, but they both shook their heads.

      “On his last leisure day,” she said, frowning. “Seems like that was a long time ago, though. Did he miss some of them?”

      Sue closed her eyes, surprised at how hard that guilt hit. She’d never thought twice about forcing McHugh, Evans, or anyone else to miss their leisure days. Probably because it never crossed her mind to worry about missing her own.

      “We’ve been pretty busy in Systems and Security lately. McHugh was fine just over twelve hours ago. Liam wanted some frozen chocolate, and we needed to ask around. Seemed like a good reason to get a bit of exercise.”

      Cassie glanced at the other two attendants before stepping closer to Sue.

      “Is something going on with the ship, Chief? We’ve been having trouble with our systems here, and suppliers coming in are saying the same thing. Most people are afraid to ask what’s wrong. Is Bellagos in trouble?”

      Sue took a deep breath, wishing she could get a full sleep cycle before she answered Cassie’s questions. It would have been tough enough to explain how a crew member could go missing on a ship in deep space. Sue had been too busy and buried in her systems nightmare to realize people onboard outside of Security knew what was happening.

      “We’re adjusting from a new systems update from Earth HQ,” she said, knowing it wouldn’t be enough. “A few hiccups, nothing to worry about.”

      Cassie stared at Sue for a few seconds, then shook her head.

      “Nothing to worry about. Sure. Our monitors are glitchy and unreliable, something happened to this poor kid’s father, and our suppliers are fighting every bit as hard to keep conditions in their pods stable as we are. Okay then.”

      She closed her eyes and lowered her head for a few seconds. When she looked back up and smiled—so fast her ponytail bounced again—Sue would have sworn Cassie had rebooted her own internal system.

      “What can we get for you? I bet Liam wants frozen chocolate. How about for you and your friend?”

      Sue blinked, trying to get her sluggish and yet anxious mind to function. What kind of frozen treat did she like?

      “Evans likes cherry,” she finally managed. “I’m not sure what…can you just mix them? Cherry and chocolate?”

      Cassie smiled, and Sue was surprised to see it looked genuine.

      “That’s my favorite way to do it. Three double scoops, coming right up, Chief.”

      Sue waited for a second, but all three of the attendants vanished through the door to the freezer compartment. Probably to get away from the crying little boy and the grumpy security chief.

      She sat beside Liam, who was now down to sniffing and trying to catch his breath.

      “I’m sorry about that,” she said. “You okay, Liam?”

      He nodded before he spoke.

      “I’m okay, ma’am. I just miss my dad. I wish he was here.”

      Sue sighed, staring at the blue carpet rather than at the little boy.

      She wished McHugh were here, too.

      “Where else do you usually go on leisure days?” she said, turning back to Liam. His eyes were red, but he looked calmer. “Is there anyone who your dad knows that you think we should talk to? Or some kind of supplies you were supposed to go get, after your treat?”

      A buzz from her wrist comm had Sue back on her feet in an instant.

      Tima, her second, reporting another crew member missing, from a couple of hours after McHugh had disappeared. Flipped over to that disturbing Invalid status.

      Crew numbers down to eight thousand seven hundred fifty-two.

      She looked up to tell Evans to look for connections—well, to bark orders at him, to be honest—but the words died when she saw the horrified, wide-eyed look on Evans’s face.

      And the frightened look on Liam’s.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “Wrist comm startled me.”

      She forced herself to sit again, but the trembling from a jolt of over-stimulated and under-slept bodily systems had already set in. Sue knotted her fingers together in her lap and concentrated on Liam.

      He swallowed hard. The obvious movement in his slender neck might have been funny if Sue hadn’t been feeling so guilty.

      “We were low on protein,” he said in a quiet voice. “The meat kind, not the bean kind. I like the meat kind better.”

      Sue nodded. “I do, too. I’m probably low on that myself. Maybe we can head over after we finish our treats if you’re feeling up to it.”

      She was thankful Evans didn’t get the chance to jump in with one of his Old Earth history tidbits about where meat protein used to come from. Cassie walked out then carrying a platform with three transparent cups, gleaming metal spoons standing straight up in the middle of each. One was full of dark brown frozen chocolate, another with dark red cherry. The third held a striped mixture of red and brown.

      Cassie still had her bright customer service smile, but Sue thought her eyes were strained and overly bright.

      “Here you go! This should get you fixed right up until you find your dad, Liam.”

      Sue took her bowl, hoping her smile looked at least a little natural. The surface was the same temperature as the room, not cold like she expected. She held it up to the light. Two layers, with a tiny space for air in between.

      “Does everything look okay?” Cassie said, a furrow on her smooth brow.

      “It looks great,” Sue said. “I was just thinking I’d love to have some of these bowls for my place. Do they work for hot things, too?”

      “They work fine for hot,” Cassie said. “But there are better designs for that. You’re better off picking them up at the supply pods. Ours all have tracking units embedded in them.”

      Liam nodded, taking a few seconds to finish his huge spoonful.

      “Yeah, I know all about that. I accidentally walked out with mine, a long time ago when I was little. Big loud alarms went off.”

      “That’s right,” Cassie said. “I remember when that happened. Good thing we’re all too old for things like that now.”

      She smiled again, then turned fast enough that her ponytail whipped out behind her.

      Sue finally got a spoonful of her own concoction. Rich dark chocolate and sweet-tart cherry, perfectly balanced. She closed her eyes and sighed, ship and personnel troubles forgotten for one blissful second.

      “Good, isn’t it?” Evans said. He’d already eaten most of his, and his words sounded like his tongue was half-frozen. It and his lips were dark red. “Everything grown or produced here on Bellagos. Nothing dried or frozen from Earth at all now.”

      “Don’t worry about the bowls.” Liam’s tongue and lips were chocolate brown. “You just leave them on the counter and you won’t get in any trouble.”

      Sue took another huge mouthful. This was nice and all, but she really should check in. Another missing crewmember, no sign of McHugh, and who knows how many more problems from that Earth update.

      She abruptly stood and walked toward the exit.

      “Chief?” Evans called. “You okay?”

      Sue ignored him, pausing for a second before she stepped across the threshold. She didn’t realize how much she’d tensed up for Liam’s big loud alarms.

      Nothing happened.

      She took several steps just to be sure, but still.

      Silence.

      Her mind was weary and overstressed, but Sue saw the row of orange and yellow alerts back in her command pod clearly before she even pulled out her comm. Not one of them was for the tracking systems on board.

      Those were green all across, or they had been when she left Tima in command.

      Evans stood at the edge of the pod, managing to look puzzled and worried at the same time. Liam waited behind him, eyes wide.

      “Go on,” Sue said. “Try it. Make sure there’s not some fluke with mine, or interference from my comm or me.”

      Evans shrugged and stepped over, and Sue saw his shoulders relax when everything stayed silent. They both turned and waved Liam forward.

      The boy stuck his toe over, then slowly held the bowl out. At the continued lack of big loud alarms, he grinned and scooted over to Sue and Evans.

      “It’s turned off,” Liam said, scraping the bottom of his bowl. “We could take all kinds of things with us!”

      Sue raised one eyebrow and met Evans’s gaze.

      “No alarms on the tracking sensors,” she said. “They show all green.”

      “But something’s wrong,” he said. “Might be time for that reboot.”

      “And switch out to the old systems if we can force the rollback. Looks like we’re about to get in trouble, alarms or not.”

      They all turned to see Cassie and the other two workers staring at them, arms crossed and nearly identical frowns on their faces.

      “We better take these back in,” Liam whispered, but he was still smiling. “Or they might not serve us next time.”
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