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A CRASH COURSE PROBLEM
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Biologist Grace Robinson absolutely loved sitting on her massive metal chair that was far too big for her inside her large grey metal office that was basically a box-room. She loved how she couldn’t hear the noisy footsteps of people outside, Grace had all of her computer screens in front of her and she even had a top-of-the-line coffee machine right next to her. That was the real highlight of it all.

Grace just sat in her wonderful metal chair that had all the support her back needed, it was so comfortable and Grace just allowed it to take all of her weight. Which was barely anything because she was so small and light but she loved her chair all the same.

To outsiders, Grace’s office might not have looked like too much but it was home, and whilst her boyfriend always commented on the dark grey walls that he believed really needed to be updated and decorated with some splashes of colour, she completely disagreed.

All the entertainment and colour she needed came from her computer screens in that allowed her to see the entire operation of the blade-like space station that was orbiting Earth. She loved her job as the biologist for the space station that created all the food, supplements and drinks for the Sol System.

Well, she couldn’t take all the credit because there were other stations sprinkled throughout the Sol system to help with that particular operation but her station did account for over 70%, so surely that counted for something?

One of Grace’s ex-boyfriends who was part of the Empire Army loved to talk about how silly it was that the Sol System’s main food source of fresh food production was a single space station. Something he was rather sure could easily get shot down if the aliens, mutants or traitors ever dared to invade the system.

Grace still couldn’t believe that that particular ex-boyfriend couldn’t understand why she had broken up with him the next day. She didn’t want to be with someone who was constantly thinking about her death.

That was wrong on so many levels.

Grace really did love how all the wonderfully amazing food produced on the station was made from scratch and didn’t involve a single fertiliser, chemical or anything dangerous in the slightest. The entire space station didn’t even produce a single shred of pollution that would harm the air in the station or any planet that food travelled to. 

And Grace had to admit that the sensational food grew here was so much better than the synthesised stuff from the food machines on other planets.

Grace just shook her head and clicked her fingers and the entire wonderful office began filling with the sensational smell of strong bitter coffee that Grace flat out loved. It was even better this time because she had hacked the coffee machine making it always give her peppermint coffee.

The air smelt even better with the subtle hints of peppermint and Grace seriously loved the sweet mint flavour that formed on her tongue because of it. She was in complete heaven.

The slow whirl and hum and pop of her computer screens made Grace focus on them for a moment and she focused on one screen in particular.

The entire space station was easily the size of the moon and because of the gravitational effects the moon had on the space station, because of it was clearly heavier, they always had to be on the opposite side of the Earth to each other. And that little process was all controlled by such a massive complex computer programme that it actually made Grace’s head hurt.

But she knew exactly what room it was controlled with and that was what she was intensely focusing on now.

On the computer screen, the room was nothing more than a little grey boxroom that Grace had studied plenty of times before, and in the middle there was a constantly whirling, swirling and twirling ball of energy with large bright white tendrils jetting out from it.

Apparently, according to the physicists on the station, the tendrils were massive amounts of energy that the ball was unleashing to help the engines and thrusters of the space station understood where to go.

Grace managed to understand all of that, anything more and she just didn’t.

In all honesty, Grace would have preferred to be doing one of her favourite hobbies like blackjack, poker or having amazing sex with her boyfriend instead of trying to understand. There was a very good reason why she was a biologist and not a physicist. She could actually understand the biological stuff.

Yet right now as Grace looked at the computer screen, she couldn’t see a single tendril of energy coming out of the sphere. Grace had easily worked on the space station for at least a century or two, and she didn’t look a day older than when she had first stepped aboard thanks to the great medical advancements of the Empire, and there had always been tendrils of energy coming out.

There was a problem.

Grace checked her watch and she wasn’t exactly impressed she only had ten minutes before she had to go to the labs to service the drones, harvesters and all the other equipment for the day. And hopefully she could find a biological anomaly to sink her teeth into, but this really confused her.

“Computer,” Grace said, “when did the ball of energy last emit some kind of tendril?”

The entire room hummed loudly for a moment before a computerised voice replied, “Four hours ago,”

Damn it. Grace was hardly impressed with herself she had been here for hours and she hadn’t noticed it. Granted she barely focused on that screen because it wasn’t her area of expertise and the Engineering Department was in control of it.

Why didn’t they spot the problem?

“Computer, calculate the station’s current course,” Grace said, she seriously hoped that she was wrong but with the ball of energy not feeding information into the engines and thrusters. Grace was just concerned about the course of the space station.

“We are currently ten kilometres off course. All navigation equipment was deactivated,” the voice said.

Grace felt her heart jump to her throat. “By who?”

“By an unknown person. I cannot pinpoint the terminal, computer nor person who gave me the command,” 

This seriously wasn’t what Grace needed. “What’s the exact current course? I presume we are going to crash into something,”

“Correct,” the computerised voice said like there was nothing wrong with that. “In 1.3 hours we will be pulled into the gravitational well of Earth and we will descend into the planet below. 99% of us will die when the station burns up in atmospheric entry,”

Grace felt sweat start to drip down her head and her heart pounded in her chest. This wasn’t what she needed. She wasn’t qualified to deal with this. But she still couldn’t understand why the Engineering Department hadn’t seen this coming?

Then Grace quickly realised that she was missing the most important solution of all of this.

“Computer reactivate all gravitational equipment and anything else you have been told to turn off,”

“Permission denied,” the computerised voice said. “I cannot deny those systems due to damaged cables,”

Grace just shook her head. 

Someone had been extremely clever here because when the computer had deactivated the systems it had cut power to them. Making them a lot safer for someone to cut or destroy or damage them.

And Grace only had 1.3 hours to save all the lives on the station, herself and stop the Sol System from losing its main source of fresh food production.

So much was at stake and Grace had no clue where to begin.

Not a clue at all.
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Grace had never been to the Engineering Department, because before now she had had no reason why, and the Engineers, as much as she liked them, they always gave her the creeps a little. They were always so calm, quiet and they just tended to stare at her so badly that she wanted to run away most of the time. Grace really hoped they wouldn’t be like that now.

Grace slowly went through the massive metal door that was the rather scary entrance into the department, and the moment she forced herself into the department all Grace could smell was the awful aromas of burnt oil, ozone and cooked flesh.

She really hated it but she made herself go deeper inside and this wasn’t right at all. From what she had heard about the Engineering Department, it was an immense spherical chamber with sloping walls the colour of oceans, painted stars on the ceiling and rows upon rows of workbenches on the smooth white floor.

There was nothing white about the floor in front of her.

Instead the walls were dull, lifeless and cold but at least the myths weren’t wrong about the blue colour. Yet it was strange how cold the entire room felt considering that the heating for the space station was a natural bi-product of the farming operation so it saved even more energy. 

Grace still couldn’t understand why there were no workbenches in the department and the floor was covered in something black and sticky that stunk of charred plastic.

Whatever had happened here, Grace almost didn’t want to know the answer. 

Grace looked around some more in case there was a computer or something for her to examine but there was nothing. And considering the Engineering Department relied on the computers, scanners and all their other equipment more than anything, they wouldn’t have misplaced that at all.

But where were the Engineers?

“Computer,” Grace said to the air around her, “you can track all crew members onboard, correct?”

“Of course,” the computerised voice said.

“Locate the Engineering crew for me. All 998 members please,”

Grace was expecting the spherical chamber to hum of something but it didn’t so she just hoped the computer was having an easy job finding them.

“Unknown. There are no Engineering members currently on the space station neither is the navigation crew,”

Grace forced herself not to curse. This was the last thing she needed. The engineers and the navigators were the only people who could stop the space station from getting caught up in Earth’s gravitational pull killing them all in the process.

“When were they last detected?” Grace asked.

“Twenty seconds after I inputted into the computer system that you were coming to see them,”

Grace had no idea why the computer felt the need to log her movements but she supposed that was how the computer managed to know where everyone was at any given moment.

Yet Grace still couldn’t understand why the engineers would disappear if they were notified about her coming to see them.

“Is it possible someone is interfering with you?” Grace asked.

“Negative,” the computer said. “I am 100% secured and I am not even on the station,”

Grace clicked her fingers that was it. The computer for the station was stored on Earth and it was the responsibility of the station to constantly send data down to Earth so the computer could respond and do things.

A chill ran down Grace’s spine.

“Computer,” Grace said very slowly. “Is... is it, you know, possible that the ball of, energy is doing something?”

There wasn’t an answer.

Grace felt the entire temperature of the department drop as she realised she was completely alone.

The lights went out. Grace just stood there in the pitch black waiting for something to happen.

Then a very small sliver of light formed in front of her in the shape of a ball. 

“I must admit Grace I am most interested in how you figured
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