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“Tabea.”

Calliope’s tendrils of energy carefully poked at Tabea’s mind, and, when she didn’t react, moved farther, weaving together with her synapses, joining the electricity pulsing to and from her brain.

Tabea awoke with a start, gasping for air. Her heart beat at the speed of sound and every one of her muscles was tensed, ready to jump up and run. 

After a few moments of her eyes flitting around the room, frantically scanning her surroundings, her breathing finally slowed, and her shoulders relaxed a little. 

“I wish you wouldn’t do that,” she growled and scowled at the room in general. Ruffling through her short, brown hair with one hand, she swung her legs out of bed and got ready for the day, starting by washing her face.

“I wouldn’t have to, if you could get up on your own,” Calliope said snippily, her voice directly broadcast into Tabea’s mind as usual. 

Tabea was too busy suppressing a yawn to respond. 

“You’re overdoing it,” Calliope continued, although more sympathetically, and concern was tinting her words. “You’re taking on more than you can handle.”

Tabea watched herself buttoning up her uniform in the mirror, making sure to leave her tags underneath the jacket but over her gray T-shirt. “I have to. I want to make officer, and I can’t rely on my powers alone.”

The baggy, dark green uniform didn’t suit her at all. It made her look pale and even smaller than she already was. Nevertheless, she couldn’t be prouder to wear it. After all, it symbolized that she was truly and undeniably a member of Earth’s star fleet. 

“I don’t understand why you need to take that exam anyway,” Calliope complained. “You can single-handedly do more than all of Humanity put together.”

Tabea raised an eyebrow.

“Will be able to do more, anyway,” Calliope added, correcting herself. “When you’ve learned the full extent of your powers.”

“Which we have to keep secret,” Tabea reminded her friend. “So they don’t lock me up. And therefore, I have to take that exam.”

Ready to go, Tabea finally left her quarters and made her way to the bridge, where the commanding officers were already gathered, covering the controls. 

“Tabea!” Callaghan, their captain and Tabea’s mentor during her time at the Academy, waved her over. As per usual, he stood tall and proud, his own uniform fitting as if it had been designed specifically for him. His skin tone was not much darker than her own, a dark brown tone, and his sharp blue eyes created a striking contrast to his black, yet silver-lined hair. A small scar just above his lip completed his imposing appearance. 

As she made her way to his side, the head engineer, Hammond, winked at her conspiratorially. She returned the smile. 

“Captain.” She saluted Callaghan upon arriving by his side. 

Both he and Hammond snorted out in laughter. Chuckles could be heard from other officers as well, though none of them took their eyes from their screens. 

“Two years aboard the ship, and now you start? Give me a break!” Callaghan chuckled. 

Tabea broke into a grin and shrugged. 

“I figured I’d give it a try. Guess I should stick to old habits.”

“And you were hoping to see him blush,” Calliope chimed in.

“Would you be quiet?” Tabea chided her silently, speaking only in her head. “I’m trying to talk to my da-captain here.”

“Out of curiosity, how often have you called him your father to his face?”

“None of your beeswax,” Tabea retorted. After a moment, she added, “Twice. But he only noticed once.”

“That’s what you think.”

Suddenly, Tabea became aware of Callaghan closely scanning her face. His brows were furrowed with concern.

“What is she saying?” he asked, referring to Calliope.

Tabea sighed inwardly. It was both a blessing and a curse that she was the only member of the crew with a voice in her head. A voice belonging to their starship, the Calliope, a unique feat of terrestrial engineering that incorporated an alien energy source—the only ship of its kind. And, as far as Tabea knew, the only ship with consciousness.

“She’s being annoying,” she said, intending for Calliope to hear as well. “No need for alarm.”

She’d hoped he would leave things at that, but his concerned expression remained. 

“Have you been sleeping well?” he asked. “Are you feeling all right?”

Startled, Tabea nodded. “Yes, why?”

“You’re awfully pale.”

Tabea sighed. “I slept fine,” she said. “But apparently not very much.”

“Tell him what I said,” Calliope pressed. 

Tabea rolled her eyes. 

“And Callie thinks I’m overdoing it, studying for the exam and training my powers. She thinks I should only focus on one of them and save my energy.”

A small smirk appeared on Callaghan’s lips.

“I don’t think I need to guess which one she thinks is more important.”

Tabea pursed her lips and nodded. 

“I can’t say I entirely disagree, though,” he continued. “You have clearly been overdoing it a bit.”

More to himself than her, he added, “Maybe some sort of scheduling, a timetable...”

Tabea grimaced. He made it sound like she was back at the Academy!

“Oh, let the lass decide for herself, Jim!” Hammond interjected. “She’s old enough to look after herself and make her own choices.”

The gray-haired, full-bearded man gave her a thumbs-up. 

Valeria Shinay, the navigator, swiveled around in her chair, her long, blonde hair tied in her usual side-braid. 

“Agreed,” she said, smiling at Tabea with glittering brown eyes. “Besides, her astronomy lessons are going exceedingly well.”

Grateful for their support, Tabea beamed at them both.

Unconvinced, Callaghan looked from one to the other but gave in with a sigh. 

“Fine,” he grumbled as he glanced at his screen. “Ah, perfect timing.” He smirked up at Tabea. “Care to take the wheel?”

One glance at the radar told her all she needed to know. Returning his grin, she nodded and proceeded to the center of the room, her favorite place for exercises of this nature. Maneuvering through a small asteroid field like this should be a simple task. 

Kneeling down, she placed both palms on the ground and closed her eyes, letting her energy, her essence, merge with the ship. 

“Ready?” she asked Calliope. 

“Always,” was the prompt response. 

Tabea concentrated on the prickling sensation in her fingers, ignoring the static that was making her hair stand up, and focused on reaching into the ship, into the mundane wiring and electric currents, moving with them and spreading to the different controls, and then farther, weaving in and out to move toward the ship’s core, the alien technology that was giving the ship its energy, and incidentally, Calliope’s mind. Without hesitation, Tabea let her own consciousness merge with it so she felt and saw the same as Calliope.

Using the ship’s radars, she detected every one of the rocks hurtling through space and the relative distance between them. They were quite far apart from each other and even with the velocity they were at, maneuvering through them should be a simple feat. 

Keeping in mind safety precautions, she raised the shields anyway and made the ship lunge forward. First a slight left, then a roll to the upper right, a quick bounce over another asteroid and then a dip and a side swivel. Dancing through the metallic rocks like a celestial ballerina, the Calliope was swiftly brought to the other side of the shower. 

“Well done,” Calliope said. “You’re getting better at this every day. I didn’t even need to help this time.”

Tabea smiled to herself, proud of her accomplishment.

“Thanks.”

She was about to disconnect when she noticed something strange. There were abnormal energy signals in the distance, flashing and sparking, and not rhythmically, either. 

“What’s that?” she asked Calliope, but the ship could give no answer. “Move us closer to it so the monitors can show something conclusive,” Tabea requested. “I’ll talk to Callaghan.”

She severed her bond with Calliope, trusting the ship would do exactly as she had asked. 

As she returned to the senses belonging to her body, she rose up quickly and swirled around to Callaghan, a sudden spell of dizziness almost making her fall over in the process. At least she didn’t faint anymore after every merge with Calliope. When she had first discovered her abilities, that had been a real concern. Every action had required an enormous amount of mental energy from a quickly draining pool. However, like a muscle, she’d been able to train and increase her endurance with diligent practice.

Callaghan was smiling brightly at her, clearly satisfied with her results.

“That was splendid!” he called out, but Tabea shook her head. 

“There’s something out there.” She gasped, her breathing and heartbeat rapid. 

Callaghan’s demeanor immediately became serious. 

“What is it?” he asked, scanning his screens. 

Tabea shook her head again. 

“We... We don’t know. There are strange energy signals coming from it, irregular and varying in power. Callie is bringing us closer to it so we can make it out better.”

Callaghan’s frown deepened. 

“Anything on the screens?” he bellowed at the officers. 

Maya Glaucia, the arms and defense officer, was the first to respond. 

“I see something, I think. There is an energy focus ahead of us. It’s inconsistent, but... But it does look like it’s getting stronger.”

Hammond rushed over to her side. 

“Let me see that!” 

He glanced over the information on the screen and grew pale. 

“We have to get out of here—and fast!” he yelled. 

Callaghan was quick to react and turned to the pilot, Kyoko Akari, a short woman with straight, black, chin-length hair and dark eyes, who was waiting for his orders.

“Get ready for hyper speed backward!”

She nodded and busied herself at the controls. 

“It’s a ship,” Calliope informed Tabea. “And it looks like its core was damaged. It’ll blow up!”

“A ship?” Tabea asked out loud. “Where is it from?”

“See for yourself.” 

Calliope pulled Tabea into her systems, facilitating and speeding up the entry. Using her powers, Tabea shot energy out through the weapon’s dock, doing her best not to get in the way of whatever the commanding officers were doing, and streamed across the empty space, crossing the distance easily to reach the dying ship. 

Connecting with it was easy. 

Energy was surging through all its systems, overpowering them. Tabea was swept along with it. Even though the energy was almost overwhelming her senses, Tabea was still able to recognize the engineering. She’d studied plenty of designs of ships like this back at the Academy after she’d changed from the pilot to the engineering track. 

She checked the ship’s mainframe. According to the data log, there’d been a fight recently, a fight that had left the ship badly damaged and killed all of its crew. The arms and defense systems had been used excessively, and the crew had attempted at least two hyper jumps to escape whatever peril had been coming for them. They hadn’t even had enough time for a final captain’s log entry before they’d all perished. 

Except not all had perished. 

While the ship’s systems couldn’t detect any life left aboard, Tabea could sense the fine traces of energy. It was weak, but even so, Tabea recognized the signature as one belonging to a living being. 

Something was tugging at her. The energy pull of the ship was strong and like a magnet. It tried to draw her close, absorb her into the quickly growing hub. 

She fought against the ship’s suction, releasing herself, leaving behind only an order: Use every ounce of power you have left to contain the energy leaks.

She had to get back to the Calliope. She needed to let Callaghan know. Someone was still alive. Someone who could be saved and tell them what had happened here.

At the speed of light, she raced back into Calliope, and from there into her own body. 

“We’ve received an SOS message!” Andrej Szkarisov, the coms officer, yelled out, his prosthetic hand moving even faster across his controls than the other one. 

Callaghan’s head whipped around. “An SOS? From where?”

“It’s from the ship,” Tabea chimed in, her heart racing. “It’s the Sonata, from the Martian Colony, and there’s still one survivor. I’ve told the ship to contain the energy leak for as long as possible.”

Hammond rubbed his chin, his blue eyes flicking from one screen to another. 

“That doesn’t give us a lot of time,” he mumbled. 

“How long?” Callaghan asked. 

The engineer shrugged. “Maybe two hours or so, probably less. That’s not enough time to cross this distance, find a person, get them out, and get to a safe distance.”

Callaghan grinded his teeth. 

“We can’t turn our backs on this. There is someone we can save, and we have to find out what happened.”

“According to the ship’s log, they were attacked,” Tabea added. 

He nodded. “All the more reason for us to go.”

“Tabea.” Calliope poked at her. 

“I know.”

She whirled around to her mentor and saluted. 

“Sir! Permission to do something reckless and dangerous, sir!”

Callaghan hesitated for a moment and gave her a long, serious look. She met his gaze steadily. She wasn’t going to back down on this, and he knew it. After a moment of mental battling, his shoulders slackened, and he broke his eye contact.

“Don’t you dare die,” he growled.

“Yessir!”

As she ran to the nearest escape pod, she explained her plan to Calliope. 

“Make sure to give me an energy boost as soon as I’ve undocked. And start moving to a safer distance. I’ll catch up.”

“Sure thing.”

Tabea had just thrust herself into the pod when Shinay plopped down next to her. 

“You didn’t think we’d let you go on your own, did you?” she asked when she saw Tabea’s confused expression. “Someone will need to pilot this thing while you’re out cold.”

Tabea realized there was no time to argue and even if there had been, this was a commanding officer. What argument could she possibly bring forth to change the woman’s mind?

The pod undocked, and, as Tabea had requested, Calliope used their main weapon’s system to blast out exhaust energy to push them forward into the direction of the dying ship. 

“I’ll be relying on you,” Tabea said to Shinay before closing her eyes. She let her energy stream into the pod and then blast through space to the other ship, connecting with it in a heartbeat. 

Blast excess energy behind you, she ordered. Steer toward us.

The ship obeyed her order, creaking and unwilling. It was falling apart more with every second. Alarms were ringing out. Tabea disabled them. They weren’t doing anyone any good anymore.

More and more areas of the ship were compromised with each second as leaks let out the breathable air and sections of the ship were collapsing in on themselves with the change in pressure. 

Cursing in her mind, Tabea worked as fast as she could to locate the exact location of the survivor, hoping fervently that they were far enough away from the collapse that they would be able to get to them in time. 

There. 

The pod was fast approaching the ship. Reversing the polarization of her power, Tabea turned the ship into a magnet and then only used a small blast of energy to serve as cushioning for the docking of the pod. 

Returning to her own body swiftly, she noticed that Shinay had already put on her spacesuit. While she busied herself with opening the latch, Tabea followed her example. 

They pushed themselves through the halls with speed, the gravity field having been deactivated. Tabea tried to ignore the sights all around her—the droplets of blood wafting through the spaces, the lifeless bodies of humans... The scratches, claw marks, and firearm impacts on everything she laid her eyes on. Even though she’d known that the Sonata had been attacked, she hadn’t fully realized what that meant. It was only the pressure of limited time and her sense of purpose—knowing that she needed to save this one last remaining person—that carried her through.

Jumping straight ahead, they made it to the right area quickly: the entrance to the ship’s busted escape pods. The survivor had clearly attempted to flee the ship before something must have happened to them. It was the only thing giving Tabea hope that they would already be wearing protective gear as she disabled the pressure lock and entered the room. 

Her hopes were answered. A person in a spacesuit was floating limply in a corner, one leg tangled in some loose wiring. 

The escape pods weren’t only busted, their wirings had entirely burnt out, and one of them looked like it had already exploded, based on the scorch marks by the walls and the debris floating around. 

They didn’t waste time talking.

Shinay took the lead. She pushed herself off the doorframe and to the survivor, cutting them from the wiring and pulling them with her as she pushed herself off the ceiling back to where Tabea was waiting. 

The loose connection that Tabea was maintaining with the ship told her that time was running out. Fast. A low tremble could already be felt in the walls as the ship struggled to keep the energy detained. She helped Shinay bring the survivor back to their pod, closed the hatch, and reconnected fully with the dying ship. She created an electromagnetic field to push them apart while telling the ship to use its remaining resources to move as far in the opposite direction as was possible. Meanwhile, Shinay busied herself with the controls to maneuver the ship back toward the Calliope. Then they both stripped their suits to ease movement.

“Check his vital signs and injuries,” Shinay ordered while she kept an eye on the pod’s navigation system. Tabea didn’t have to be told twice.

She took off the stranger’s helmet, careful not to pull on their head too much. It revealed a freckled young man, only a few years older than her, with tousled, singed, ginger hair. She didn’t contemplate his youth and luck to have survived whatever had destroyed his ship for more than an instant before she opened the rest of the suit. 

The pulse on his neck felt normal, and when she moved him into a more stable position, he moaned slightly, and his eyelids fluttered. 

Decisively, she cut open his suit with the army knife she kept in her pocket—engineering on a ship of the Calliope’s size meant often needing to cut and mend wires—and pulled it off him. 

Shinay’s yelling and the frantic beeping accompanied by bright red flashing made her stop in her tracks and whirl around to the controls before she had a chance to inspect the young man’s wounds. 

“It’s happening!” Shinay shouted, yet her movements across the controls remained steady and methodical. “We’re too close!”

Tabea, checking the screens giving her the rear view, had her breath stuck in her throat. 

Where the shipwreck had floated in the distance mere moments ago, a white, hot fireball was forming now. Forming and growing fast, extending out like a tumor, along with a rapidly approaching shockwave. 

Her connection with the pod was instant. 

Get us out of here—NOW!

Then the shockwave reached them. 
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When Tabea came to, the other two were still knocked out.

There was no movement in her pod and barely any sounds aside from her own labored breathing. Every part of her body was screaming at her in agony as she pushed herself upright. Her forehead was throbbing with heat and pain, and a quick dab with her fingers made them come away red and sticky with blood. While she was aching all over, she didn’t seem to have broken anything. She must have just been knocked about, although the nausea she was feeling might have also been indicative of a concussion. 

She took a moment to just stand there, clutching the back of a chair for support.

The room was spinning around her, and she found it difficult to find her bearings. A glance out the window screens proved that they really were hurtling through space, tumbling over and over again. The constant spinning of far-off stars made her feel ill, so she quickly looked at something more stable—the floor just in front of her.

She took a deep breath to collect her scattered thoughts and ran her hand through her short, messy hair. It was a wonder they had made it out of the explosion alive in the first place, never mind racing through space uncontrollably without having sustained major life-threatening damage by some loose debris. 

How long had they been traveling this way?

But first things first. 

Tabea climbed into the pilot’s seat and looked over the controls. She didn’t have the energy to connect with the ship. There wasn’t enough spark left in her right now. 

Her vision was still blurry, but focusing her eyes so hard it burned, helped. A little. At the very least enough to tell that it had been about three hours since the explosion, and Calliope was nowhere near them. There was, however, a record of the final transmission from her crew, sent just before the wreck had blown up. Tabea figured they must have been too busy and concerned with their survival at the time to notice. 

Listening to it could wait. Based on their coordinates, they weren’t in danger of entering enemy territory in the near future, and the radar didn’t show any sign of debris about to hit them. 

She handled a lever and pressed a series of buttons to enable the thrusters to stop them from throwing themselves farther through space. Until they had a better idea of their own situation and Calliope’s location, it was best to move about less. 

Satisfied that the more immediate issues were dealt with, Tabea turned back to the other two, who were still sprawled across the floor.

Taking the first aid kit from one of the compartments, she knelt next to Shinay and turned her onto her back, giving a little mental note of thanks for Shinay’s thin frame, which considerably eased the act. She was breathing normally, but she had sustained a black eye and what seemed to Tabea like a broken wrist, based on the unnatural, sharp angle the hand pointed. 

A surge of nausea made her turn away for a moment. Forcing herself to take deep, steady breaths, her eyes fell on the young man they had dragged from the Sonata. His clothes were torn, partly ripped and partly cut. Some gashes stretched along his forearms, as though he had tried to protect himself against an attack from a wild beast, and smears of grease lined his face, though from what, Tabea couldn’t tell. His messy ginger hair was partly singed, only topped by the burn marks on his hands. 

Focusing on the little details helped her calm down and she turned back to Shinay. Her lashes were flittering and Tabea could see the eyeballs move underneath. It was probably best to stabilize the wrist while Shinay was unconscious and wouldn’t feel the pain as acutely. She grabbed one of the metal plates from the first aid kit and placed it on top of the wrist. Holding it in place with one hand, she grabbed Shinay’s hand with the other and pulled sharply. 

Shinay gasped awake with a yelp and jerked up. Her brown eyes were wide, and she was panting, her long, blonde hair come loose, now sticking to the sides of her face. Tabea acted quickly. She grabbed the bandage from the kit and wrapped it around Shinay’s wrist and the metal plate, fastening it before the woman fully realized what was going on. 

“We’re okay,” Tabea told her, trying to sound as calm and collected as possible. “The capsule is fine, and we still have enough fuel to make it a few days. We’re in a stable position for the moment.” 

Shinay only made a non-comital sound approaching a whimper. Disoriented, she looked about her surroundings, eventually locking her gaze on Tabea. 

She was awfully pale, even more so since she had woken up. 

As she propped herself up and got to her feet slowly, Tabea steadied her as much as she could, leading her over to one of the chairs. 

“Water?” Shinay croaked, barely audible. Her head was falling to the side, as though her neck were too weak to hold it up. Tabea looked around helplessly. They hadn’t taken any extra provisions with them, and while she had been shown where the emergency rations were kept once during her initiation, that had been two years ago, and she’d never needed to think about that information again after that. Well, until now. 

Her eyes fell on the young man, still lying unconscious on the floor. There was something more important to deal with first. 

Kneeling down beside him, she checked his breathing and pulse. Both appeared normal. She quickly applied some bandages to his arms and spread some soothing cream across the burn marks on his hands. Then she rolled him onto his back and taking off her jacket, placed it underneath his head. 

Now, back to water. She briefly closed her eyes and checked if she had recovered enough energy to attempt connecting with the pod. The answer was no. She would need to do this the old-fashioned way. 

She considered asking Shinay, but she didn’t seem in any state to give coherent answers. Instead, Tabea scanned the walls of the capsule. Somewhere there was sure to be a lever or a handle of some sort. She found it quicker than expected. 

After a first failed attempt of opening the door to some basic toilet facilities, her second was met by success and she found the vacuum sealed bags of food and water. She grabbed three of the water pouches and opened one while returning to Shinay’s side. Lifting it to Shinay’s lips, she was careful not to force the water down her throat, only dripping in a little until she was able to suck on it herself. 

Once Shinay seemed to have a hold on the water pouch, Tabea opened a second one for herself. 

The first sip was magic. It seemed to flow across her parched tongue like a wild, sudden rain pouring down on a desert—by far not enough, but a wonderfully delicious taste of what might be to come. The second sip created longing, and the need for more was strong. The third sip was not so much as a sip as it was a gulp, washing new energy down her throat and into her arteries. 

Far too soon, the pouch was empty and Tabea regretfully put it down. She could have gotten another one out of the reserves, of course, but she didn’t want to waste it. After all, they might be stable for the moment, but there was no telling how long their current predicament would last. 

At the very least, it had returned some of her energy to her. Enough that she found herself able to inspect her own wounds, which she had neglected up till this point. 

Her body was aching, but she certainly didn’t have any broken bones, well, except for her pinkie toe, perhaps. That one hurt especially every time she trusted it with any weight, but it was still a dull enough pain to ignore in the grand scheme of things. Bruises covered her body, and she was loath to think how those blue and green marks would look in a day or two. She grimaced at the mental image. 

Then, finally, her head. The blood was beginning to thin and dry. As she tapped the skin around her forehead, trying to identify the size and depth of the wound, she determined that it must have been a laceration, potentially caused by getting knocked against one of the chairs or the controls. It wasn’t very deep or wide, but it did hurt like a doozy. 

Clenching her teeth, she disinfected the wound, ignoring the burning stinging sensation to the best of her ability before bandaging it. There wasn’t anything better she could do for the moment.

By the time she was finished, Shinay seemed to be more receptible to conversation. She had turned to watch Tabea, her eyes carrying more strength in them than before. 

The young man remained unconscious, though the steady rising and falling of his chest reassured Tabea. 

Shinay gave a deep outlet of breath before straightening herself. 

“Any pain-killers in there?” she asked, croaking and nodding toward the first aid kit. 

Relieved that someone else was finally doing the thinking for her, Tabea reached out and rummaged through it lazily until she was holding the packaged tablets in her hand. She popped one out for herself and handed the package to Shinay. Regretting that she hadn’t kept some water for this, Tabea swallowed the tablet dry while Shinay washed them down with a gulp of her water. 

“I wish they worked instantly,” she groaned and Tabea could only agree.

They sat silently, staring out the front screens for a while. Tabea kept a half eye on the radar and another half eye on the unconscious man. She imagined that Shinay could handle any potentially incoming transmissions. 

“We should listen to this,” Shinay said after staring at the blinking red light that indicated the message waiting for them. 

Tabea nodded. Shinay pressed some buttons, and Andrej Szkarisov’s voice echoed throughout the capsule. 

“Get out of there! It’s about to blow! Don’t come straight back; you’ll be in the blast zone—we’ll wait at the meeting point for forty-eight hours.” A set of coordinates followed, which Shinay dutifully noted down. Then the submission cut out. 

The memory of fear surged through Tabea’s body and put her on high alert. Her breathing rapidly increased and she found herself clenching to the chair and pressing her teeth together, as though she were bracing for impact. She expected the explosion to repeat, to grow out of the empty space ahead of them. Her limbs began to tremble uncontrollably. 

They could have died—they had been so close to getting caught in the explosion and being turned to smithereens. Even if they had only been hit by some of the Sonata’s debris, their capsule could have been severely damaged. They could have lost their air supply and been sucked out into space to perish instantly from the cold and the lack of pressure. They could have been hurled into the gravitational field of a planet and burnt on entering its atmosphere or crushed when hitting the ground. They could have been thrown into a sun and painfully turned into ashes. 

Her eyes closed, millions of different scenarios that left them dying painful deaths playing in her mind. Soon she was gasping for air as her lungs took in too little oxygen. 

“It’s okay.” Shinay’s voice reached her. Tabea felt her hand on her arm, a gentle, comforting touch. “We’re alive and we’ll be getting back to the Calliope in no time.”

Tabea nodded, and though her eyes were still closed, and she wasn’t entirely appeased, she did feel much calmer. She wasn’t on her own and her horrible thoughts hadn’t magically become reality. 

They were alive. 

The pod was functional. 

They knew where to go.

She opened her eyes again and glanced once again at the boy they had rescued. Then she looked to Shinay, who was beginning to look more awake and together. 

“I’m going to need you to fly.” Shinay smiled apologetically, holding up her makeshift bandaged wrist. “Can you tell it to just go to the coordinates?” she added hopefully. 

Regretfully, Tabea shook her head. 

“I don’t have nearly enough energy to talk to anything right now. I’m not even sure I could connect with Calliope.”

Shinay seemed disappointed for only a moment, but her features brightened again quickly. 

“Then you know what to do,” she said. “You’ve been training hard, after all.”

Tabea nodded. During her time at the Academy—before she had gained her powers—she had worked harder than anyone to learn everything about flying air and spacecrafts, never mind about star charts, navigation, engineering, and communications. While she hadn’t exactly excelled at all of them, she’d always been amongst the top students. Otherwise, she never would have been able to secure the scholarship that had carried her through. The only thing that she had ever failed, and failed consistently at that, had been simulation exercises.

Simulation exercises that were designed to mimic exactly this kind of situation: a small spacecraft, the size of an escape or retrieval pod, piloting without contact to the mothership to a specific set of coordinates. 

Tabea had familiarized herself thoroughly with the controls in preparation for her examinations, and in aircrafts she had always been the Academy’s star pupil, but when it came to spacecraft simulations.... Well, there was something about them that made her nervous. It didn’t feel right. And it led to her forgetting about everything she had ever learned. 

This being the first time she actually had to fly the darned thing herself for real, and that on top of being in a similar situation to her failed exams, her mouth instantly dried up and her heartbeat quickened. 

She knew she could do this. She had piloted the Calliope before as well, after all. Although admittedly, that had been with the aid of her technomancy powers... Plus, connecting with a ship, she could feel and sense everything, move about everything as if it were her own body; she didn’t have to pay so close attention to the controls in front of her. 

But it needed to be done. Someone had to fly them out of here and she was the only person in a capable state. 

Besides, there was no way she would allow herself to remain stranded in space and let Nerissa take her place as top junior engineer. 

Filled with renewed determination, she grabbed the controls and forced herself to focus on piloting the pod and nothing else. She knew how to do this. She could feel the right commands in her very core—even without her powers. She recognized the feelings from before when she’d only been flying in atmosphere. 

She suffocated any thought unconnected to her task at hand, concentrating with all her might. 

As soon as she started up the engines, everything went as smoothly as could be. The pod followed her commands instantly and obediently, and the radars detected nothing in their way. When they were on a steady course, Tabea double-checked the coordinates to make sure they were on as straight a line as possible toward the meeting point. When this was done, she set up the auto pilot under the condition that, should the radar pick up anything unexpected, it would alert her with a shrill squeal. 

Shinay had watched her closely but without getting involved. Now that Tabea was leaning back in her seat and had allowed herself to relax, she caught the little smile and nod of acknowledgement. Feeling as though she had just passed a test, Tabea returned the smile. 

A groan from behind her made her turn. The young man was finally stirring, though it seemed as though pain was getting to him more directly than consciousness. 

She abandoned the controls to drop by his side. 

He stirred as she took his hand and his blue eyes fluttered open as he gripped her hand. Tabea tried to smile soothingly at him, even though she was feeling nervous, as their gazes met.

“It’s okay, you’re safe. I’m Tabea and we’re on our way back to our ship.”

The movement was so weak, she could barely detect it, but Tabea thought she could just about make out a nod before his eyes shut again and his grip slackened.

She glanced at Shinay, who nodded. Even though it had only been for a moment, he had regained consciousness. It was a good sign.
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Traveling for several hours, Tabea drifted into sleep multiple times. Shinay did the same. They both tried to stay awake while the other slept, but they were too exhausted and in pain to really keep up with that. 

As far as Tabea was aware, the young man didn’t stir again. 

Space drifted past them; stars performed a strange dance—soft and flowing, creating patterns in the void that called forth longing, fear, and comfortableness, all at the same time. Asteroids occasionally crossed their path, but without ever presenting a danger to them, like strangers crossing the street in a lonely night. A song peeled itself from Tabea’s mind, accompanying the universe’s performance. It was overflowing with discords, chaotic and seemingly random, but all together, they created a melody, one that felt familiar, as though it was knotting together the fibers of the universe, the same way her powers did. The powers that made her a space witch.

Tabea watched the outside passively, barely blinking, almost transcending into a consciousness untied from her mortal shell. There were no questions, only understanding. 

Slowly, almost unnoticeably, her powers returned. She only realized that she was sensing the world outside the pod, and the pod itself, when she connected with the Calliope’s consciousness, which was in turn reaching out to her. 

“I’m so glad you’re safe,” Calliope whispered, her voice more a feeling in Tabea’s mind. 

Tabea smiled. “I’m glad you’re safe, too.” She glanced at the young man. “We were able to save him.”

She commanded the pod to stop its course to the official data point, and instead connected Calliope with the command center, leaving it up to her to pull them back in. 

Tabea had long ago ceased to be surprised at the power Calliope had, even though she was only a spaceship commanded by humans. She had a mind of her own, and therefore, abilities to which the humans on board, excluding herself, had no access, all thanks to the parts of alien technology that had been used to build her. 

Originally, it had been thought to only be a power source of tremendous measure, but Tabea had found out that there was much more to her. Calliope had a personality and free will. There were limits to what she could willfully do, due to the terrestrial tech used in her build, which gave her constrictions and more power to her crew. Not much was officially known about Calliope’s core, but she’d been marketed as a ship with unlimited possibilities. It had been an experiment to begin with, just to see if Humanity had the capabilities of harnessing another race’s technology, even though the core’s origins were still unknown. Humanity had done plenty of trading with other races, like the Kinjo-unk, who considered themselves Earth’s protectors and guardians, and the Crippnerasale, who were closely allied as well, but even they could not identify the original creators. 

“Callaghan is going crazy, by the way,” Calliope noted. “He’s not picked up on your signal yet and he’s been tearing his hair out since you lost contact.”

Fully aware of why Calliope had made the prodding comment, Tabea chose not to react.

“Hammond isn’t doing all that much better,” the commentary continued. “But he’s focusing on keeping Akari away from Callaghan.”

“You’re such a gossip,” Tabea chided her, though she was feeling better with every word her friend shared with her. 

“You know you love it.”

Tabea gave her a mental shrug. She wasn’t about to deny it. Otherwise, Calliope might actually stop. 

“Nerissa, on the other hand, is loving it.”

“Of course she is.” Tabea sighed. 

“She hopes you don’t come back, but she’s also annoyed that you’ll get a medal for a valiant death. She’s also annoyed you dragged Shinay with you. Vince is terribly worried, though. I think he was planning to ask you out.”

Tabea frowned. 

“How do you even know this stuff?”

“People talk. And I overhear.”

Tabea could practically hear the smug expression Calliope would have been making had she been human. Admittedly, it wasn’t their fault. Excepting the senior officers, no one knew that Tabea was a space witch who could communicate with the ship, and as a result, none of the ordinary crew members had any idea that the Calliope had a mind to begin with. Why should they expect her to listen to their private conversations?

“You really should respect their privacy, you know,” Tabea argued halfheartedly. Calliope could do whatever she wanted. And she couldn’t exactly help that she heard everything that happened in her own body.

It made keeping secrets a pain.

“Your head feels a bit muddled.” Calliope abruptly changed the subject, sounding genuinely concerned. 

Tabea lifted her hand to the wound on her forehead. It still hurt when she touched it. 

“It was a little rocky here for a while,” she explained.

Shinay was beginning to stir next to her. 

“You should really be more careful, you know. There are sentient beings here who worry about you. By the way, you’re almost here.”

Just as Calliope said those words, she came into Tabea’s vision as she glided out from behind a planetoid. Majestically, she was lit up by starlight, her sleek gray and blue coating creating the optical illusion of water rippling all along her surface. 

Tabea found herself thinking of a giant, mechanical mermaid and laughed at herself for the thought. The sound woke up Shinay, whose expression turned from surprise to a relieved smile the instant she saw the ship. 

Tabea’s heart soared. 

“Welcome home.”
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Finally, Tabea was feeling better. 

Docking had gone smoothly. The team of medics had rushed in right away to get the three travelers to the med bay in order to examine them, and that was where Tabea had spent the last several hours. After tending to the most obvious wounds and injuries, the medics had performed various other tests to ensure there wasn’t any other lasting damage. 

A lot of rest had been prescribed for Tabea’s concussion, and after taking some little white pills and a refreshing shower, she was beginning to feel like a new person. Calliope had left her to her own devices, which she was thankful for. There was a little nagging voice that told her that she should probably rest her abilities a little longer, considering how much she had strained herself. 

Shinay had undergone the same procedure as her, while the unconscious survivor had been put in quarantine and intensive care. 

For the moment, Tabea and Shinay were also kept in the med bay, for observation, as they had been told. At least there were books for entertainment and comfortable beds. It was just after Tabea had picked up a novel and began flicking through the first few pages that the door flung open and allowed Callaghan to enter. 

His hair was unkempt and his uniform not as cleanly pressed as usual. That aside, he exuded the same normal calm energy he did any other day. 

Both Tabea and Shinay jumped to their feet and saluted. 

“Good day, sir!”

Callaghan grimaced. 

“Stop, please, and sit down.” He took a seat in one of the visitor chairs while the two women sat back onto their respective beds. “First of all, well done on saving that young man. Second, I’m glad you’re both safe. You can write up a written report when you’re feeling better, but for now, I’d like you to just tell me everything that happened.”

His concerned gaze flicked between them. 

Tabea glanced at Shinay, who shrugged and smirked before taking the lead on recounting their recent adventure. Tabea would occasionally jump in with a comment, but as Shinay’s tale largely sang her praise, she was mostly kept too busy by blushing and trying to hide her embarrassment to get involved.

Shinay seemed to find pleasure in outlining and dissecting everything Tabea had done over the course of their little trip, pointing out her quick wit under pressure and her ability to make fast and precise decisions. It was wholly and entirely unnecessary and Tabea would have preferred to have been unconscious for all of it so she wouldn’t have been forced to listen to it. 

“I’m not surprised.” Callaghan smiled after Shinay had finished. 

Tabea stoically kept her gaze on the ground. There was no way she could survive looking him in the eyes right now. A million responses flooded through her mind, but all of them sounded clichéd and too much resembling false modesty. Instead, she chose to say nothing, lest her voice should tremble or fail. 

“Still can’t handle praise, huh?” 

Tabea could practically hear the smirk on his face. 

“I’ll accept it when I know I deserve it,” she grumbled. “But this is just... It’s just too much. Most of it is just down to my powers, anyway.”

“Except for your presence of mind after the blast and the commanding of the pod,” Shinay reminded her. 

Tabea fidgeted a little. 

“Fine.” She sighed. “I’ll admit that was pretty awesome.”

Finally, she looked up at the other two, grinning, matching the twinkle in their eyes. 

“Where has all that modesty gone?” Callaghan teased.

“Guess it got left behind when we were blasted away by that explosion.”

They all laughed. After a moment, Callaghan collected himself and turned more somber. 

“I’m glad you’re safe, but I’m still concerned about what happened on that ship. We’re too far a distance away to contact Earth, or even the last outpost. It would have been the same for them, so I doubt any transmission made it out.”

Shinay pursed her lips. “It did look like there was an attack.”

Tabea bit the inside of her cheek, remembering the scene on the Sonata—all the blood floating through the empty hull—and felt sick to her stomach. “Almost like an invasion. It was like a slaughter... He’s got the marks to prove it.”

She nodded toward one of the walls, behind which, she knew, lay the young man they had saved. 

Shinay breathed in meaningfully, and her brown gaze became steelier. 

“It could have been pirates.”

“But would they really aim to destroy the ship?” Tabea countered. Admittedly, she didn’t have a lot of experience with space piracy—she’d been lucky enough to never have any such encounter in her two years aboard—but slaughtering the entire crew of an extremely large spaceship and then not taking it over just didn’t seem to make much sense. “What would they have to gain from that? They didn’t even scavenge any parts.”

Callaghan had crossed his arms, listening to them contemplatively. But now he uncrossed them and planted them on his hips instead. 

“It’s still too early to tell,” he decided. “We’ll just have to wait until that young man wakes up and gives us his own account. But until then, we should stay watchful.”

They nodded. 

“Tabea.” Callaghan’s gray eyes fixed on her directly, and an apologetic smile played around his lips. “I’m afraid for the next little while you’ll have to go back to routine duty.” 

She nodded. After her little stunt and what Calliope had told her about the reactions of other cadets, it wasn’t surprising.

“I don’t want anyone feeling like I’m favoring you,” he went on. 

“It doesn’t stop him from doing it, though.”

The words had entered Tabea’s mind snippily and she had to force herself not to roll her eyes. 

“Shush it, you,” she chided Calliope. 

“What? It’s true and you know it.”

“Someone might start wondering why and then it won’t be long until someone outside of the inner circle figures out that you have...” He glanced behind him as though to check to make sure there was definitely no one else in the room. 

Tabea nodded and smirked. 

“Got it. Ix-nay on the itch-way.”

Callaghan grinned, relieved, and after patting her on the shoulder and nodding to Shinay, he left. 

The navigator, on the other hand, fixed her attention on Tabea, and, when the door fell back into place, raised her eyebrow. 

“How much did she have to say?”

“Lots,” Calliope chimed in. 

Tabea sighed and lay back down, closing her eyes. “Too much.”

“Anything useful?”

It was no secret amongst those who knew her abilities that Calliope frequently chatted with her, and that it could be quite frustrating from time to time. Apparently, she also had a telltale sign in her face when it happened. Something about her eyes becoming glassy—a lot more awkward when in mid-conversation. The other cadets just put it down to her being a daydreamer, so it was no big deal when she zoned out for a moment during an argument with the ship. 

Nerissa had taken to calling her “Space Cadet.” A very clever name considering their situation. Very clever indeed. At least, she seemed to think so. 

Groaning internally, Tabea remembered what her routine duties entailed: scrubbing the machine rooms and checking all valves on a regular basis, making sure that they stayed at the right pressure. The air vents and other pipes would need to be cleaned also. She’d been enjoying passing those responsibilities to Nerissa while she’d been on duty on the bridge, but there was no helping it. 

It was only a pity that she wouldn’t get the chance to speak with the young man. It was more than just mere curiosity. It felt important. She didn’t know what, but something drew her toward him, and it wasn’t just that he’d been her damsel in distress. Finding out what had happened to him seemed... vital.

“Trust your instincts.” Calliope turned her inner monologue into a dialogue. “You, more than anyone else, can feel connections.”

“What does that even mean?”

Of course this was the moment the ship decided to keep things to herself. 

“Well?” Shinay asked, raising an eyebrow. 

With a start, Tabea realized she had never answered her question, being too preoccupied with Calliope’s constant interruptions and her own qualms about the next few days. 

She tilted her head. “Can’t you guess?”

Shinay grinned and lay back in her bed. “You’re going to have to learn how to balance that. Both of you. Calliope, I know you can hear me.” She was now facing the ceiling, speaking louder to the room at large. “You’re gonna need to figure out when you need to leave her alone.”

“I know perfectly well when to stop, thank you very much.”

“She’s sulking now,” Tabea informed Shinay. 

“Am not!”

Shinay shrugged. “Doesn’t really work when I can’t hear her either way. Though if you two ever figure out a way she can communicate without having to go through you, I’m sure everyone on the bridge would appreciate it.”

Tabea nodded. It would make her life easier as well. For one thing, she would no longer need to keep her conversations hidden. And she wouldn’t be the only one able to relay some of the information that only the ship could pick up on, but none of the terrestrial radars or scanners. 

“We’ve still got some time till we’re cleared,” Shinay went on. “Want to do another astro-navigation lesson?”

“Absolutely!” The words had left Tabea’s mouth before she’d even fully registered the question. 
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“That must’ve been so cool; it’s like a movie!”

“It kinda was, but more so in hindsight, you know?”

Vincent, one of Tabea’s co-workers in the engineering team, had bugged her for every detail of her adventure as soon as she had shown up for work. He had insisted that he would not budge from her side until he had heard every detail, and he’d kept true to his word. They had worked alongside each other more or less all morning, which was probably for the best, seeing as Tabea hadn’t done the routine checks in a while and he was able to remind her of some details that had slipped her mind. 

These checks were much less routine to her than they were to him. Though he was in charge of overseeing them and making sure they were done correctly on this mission, he didn’t seem to be tired of them at all. Instead, he appeared to take enjoyment from showing her little tricks on how to make it go more smoothly. 

In the meantime, he had also had plenty of time to ask a million and one questions about the recent trip. Everyone knew about it, like Calliope had predicted, and everyone was talking about it. As long as Nerissa wasn’t around, Tabea was more than happy to share details of the endeavor, at least the ones that didn’t involve her technomancy.

“I can imagine. It must have been super scary!” Vincent looked at her with pity. 

“There wasn’t that much time to be scared, really,” Tabea argued. “That is, until we woke up in the middle of nowhere.”

She laughed and Vincent joined in. 

“Man.” He sighed. “You’re so lucky.”

Tabea looked up from the circuit board with which she had been fiddling. “Come again?”

“I mean it! It’s like you’re always in the middle of whatever exciting thing is happening. Like before, remember on the Moleus mission?”

A glint of admiration had sneaked into his blue eyes as he wiped a strawberry blond lock of hair out of his face. Tabea turned to face him directly and with a dark expression, beckoned him to lean into her. Looking him straight in the eyes, she spoke quietly, keeping her voice as unemotive as possible. “That’s because I have a secret. A deep, dark secret.”

She glanced from side to side, as if to check if anyone was listening. Then she leaned in farther, Vincent hanging on every word that dropped from her lips. 

“I have had a curse laid upon me,” she whispered. “And now, space itself is pulling at me, trying to mold me to fit into the fabric of its very being. It’s folding around me, talking to me, trying to make me more than I thought I was. It’s making these things happen around me to claim me. I’m not lucky. I’m cursed.”

She held his stunned gaze for one more long and heavy moment before she flashed him her brightest smile and straightened up, laughing. After only a moment, he joined in. 

“Ever considered a career in acting?” he asked, poking her in the side. “You almost had me going there!”

“Only almost?” She playfully raised an eyebrow.

He grinned and checked his watch. “Lunchtime.”

Growling, Tabea’s stomach announced loudly that it agreed with this assessment. Determined to finish their task before their break, they went back to work. 

A short while later, they walked into the canteen that was already bustling with people and energy. They joined the queue and were immediately drawn into a conversation with two other people working on the ship, Marco and Felicitas. Tabea didn’t know them very well, but as far as she remembered, they both worked as Juniors in the medical department, and this was their first mission on the Calliope.  She’d seen them around on the ship, but she normally didn’t have much business in the med bay. It was a miracle she even remembered their names.
“Have you both heard about the handsome stranger Officer Shinay brought back from that crazy rescue mission?” Felicitas asked, her hazel eyes sparkling as she tied her long, brown hair into a ponytail. She wore the same uniform as Tabea, but it definitely suited her bronze skin tone better.

Marco clapped her shoulder playfully. “Oh, come on. Who hasn’t?” 

He turned to Vincent, the white of his teeth creating a stark contrast to his dark skin as he grinned. “Knowing Vince, he’s already on the case to find out more.”

Vincent sighed dramatically. “You know me so well. I do in fact already have some more information. But speaking of, are you guys in the med team working with him? Any juicy tidbits you wouldn’t mind sharing with an old friend?”

“Afraid we’re not able to say much. He doesn’t seem to want to talk to anyone
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