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The name’s Riel Dunbar. I’m second mate of the interstellar freighter, Tarina. I’ve been a starfer – a starfarer – for something like 37 years. Perhaps not the most ambitious starfer, but the second mate’s berth suits me. It’s a responsible position. And if it doesn’t pay as well as a first mate’s berth, it comes with half the headaches.

I’ve seen something of the Aeroday Star Cluster in my 37 years.  And since signing aboard the Tarina I’ve seen a lot of its fringe worlds, since the Tarina has been tramping the backwater worlds of the Aeroday Cluster.

A fine ship, Tarina. Too fine a ship to be tramping the backwater worlds. It was once a Kanteaon xai clipper. She was built for speed. Indeed she won the Gilded Comet for the fastest passage of the season several times in her prime. But she fell on hard times and has now been tramping for two decades. Her current owner, Captain Bitten Kedinn has made a go of tramping, while aiming for better prospects. Specifically, returning the Tarina to the trade she was designed for – the Kanteaon to Aeroday trade in xai leaf.

Indeed, if my charts and calculations are correct – and they should be – we are now within a dozen light-hours of Aeroday. Its little moon, Isvalar, happens to be my birthplace, so I was coming home as well. And I was looking forward to a long, well deserved leave.

The pilot of the watch, Misima Sis, had powered down our drive fields bringing our velocity, relative to the bright universe – the universe you know – down to zero. Momentum was not a facet of the physics of the dark universe behind the curtain of dark energy that cloaks the Tarina when it travels faster than light.  

If the course I’d calculated at our last tack-star was correct – and I had no real doubt that it was – Aeroday’s star would be a very bright speck of light directly ahead when the ship’s dark energy field came down. Assuming, of course, that the pilots had aligned the ship to the fourth decimal point at our last tack-star jump off point, and they had attended to their job – adjusting the drive fields for all the little imbalances that occur while virtual ghost of the Tarina traveled through the bright universe at several thousand times the speed of light.

Now all that was left to do was to power down the dark energy field that hid us from all the annoying physics of the bright universe, and we’d see how close we came.

Misima Sis, at the helm, glanced to me, waiting for my nod.

I nodded, though I must confess that no matter how many times I’ve done this, it’s always a wee tense moment. A lot of tiny things can go wrong to make big errors when traveling a thousand times the speed of light.

As she powered down the dark energy field, the familiar bright universe snapped back into existence, filling the large, sweeping crystal panels that made up the elegant bow of the Tarina with the stars of the Aeroday Star Cluster. Dead ahead lay a bright yellow star.

‘Excellent, Misima, that certainly looks like Aeroday Star,’ I said with a slightly relieved smile. I glanced to the sensor station where the system tech was taking our first sightings and readings with our exterior sensor array. ‘Did we find the right star?’

‘Its spectrum matches Aeroday Star. 10.239 light-hours ahead.’

‘Excellent.’ Not that I had any real doubts. Now.

I didn’t need to say anything more. Our systems tech was refining our position as our sensor array latched on to known charting stars and the ship computers. I absently followed those readings via the neuro-link that fed data directly to my mind in an understandable way. Once collected, we’d to work up a series of short jumps to bring us close enough to Aeroday world to use our plasma drive engines for the final approach.

The sudden silence brought about by cessation of the dark energy filled generators brought Captain Kedinn up from the deck below. He climbed the stairs alongside the bridge deck, hands in his pockets. A quick glance around assured him that all was in order.

Turning to me, he said, ‘Looks a lot like Aeroday.’

‘That’s what the sensors say, Sar,’ I replied. ‘It’s been awhile, but I think we’re almost home.’

‘Good to be back.’

‘Aye, it is, Sar.’

With an absent nod, he walked out to the bridge deck’s forward railing to stare at a very familiar star, to either review the memories that came with it, or consider his plans for our future. Indeed, he stayed there for the three hours it took for that bright star to grow into a yellow sun over the course of three micro-jumps that brought us to within eleven hours of Aeroday until the third mate relieved me.

After that, we bean our final approach using our plasma drive engines. I took the opportunity to retire to my bunk and get some sleep. The first mate had the watch and we were within hailing distance of Aeroday’s Pilot Station by the time I got up and had something to eat.

An hour later found me at the end of the extended airlock gangway awaiting the arrival of the pilot boat to welcome the harbor pilot on board. I must confess to feeling pretty sentimental. It had been the better part of twenty years since I’d last sailed from Aeroday. It suddenly seemed like a long time. Plus years before that, I had been a pilot for the Port Authority and used to pilot the spaceboat that harbor pilots out to the interstellar ships that they would then conn to their assigned wharf in the hollowed out core of the small moon of Isvalar – the interstellar port of Aeroday. Given that, there was a chance that I’d know the harbor pilot we’d drawn.

After that berth, and having passed my Guild pilot’s exam, I had sailed out of Isvalar, as an apprentice, and then third pilot of the xai clipper, the Celestia, for 13 voyages, before moving on to first pilot of the Swiftstar for three more years. The Kanteaon trade is hard on crews, at least the crew of the first rank ships that raced from Kanteaon to Aeroday with the first of the season’s new crop of xai leaf. It burned through crews, including captains. It burned me out. So I left the Kanteaon trade to see the rest of the Aeroday cluster.

But that was to change again. Captain Kedinn planned to refit the Tarina, and return her to the trade she had be designed for – the Kanteaon xai trade. And I was willing to give it a go once again. But most of all, I was looking forward to a long downside leave on Isvalar while the Tarina was refitted.

But, of course, that prospect was too good to be true.
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‘Welcome aboard the Tarina, Captain Cansar,’ I said, as a familiar harbor pilot emerged from the pilot boat’s airlock.

‘Good to be aboard, Sar,’ he replied, taking my extended hand. ‘I dare say it’s been quite a few years since I’ve stepped aboard the old Tarina.’ And giving me a long look, he added, ‘Should I know you?’

‘It’s been a while, Sar, but in my youth I used to be one of pilots of the pilot boats. After that, I served as pilot aboard the Celestia and Swiftstar – Riel Dunbar, Sar.’

‘Ahh...’ he muttered, shaking his head as he searched his memory.

‘Never mind, Sar. I’m sure you’ll remember our skipper, Captain Bitten Kedinn. He was captain of the Imperial Aeroday Packet Company’s Zephyr for many years.’

‘Ah, Kedinn, I do remember him. Speak of the void...’

‘So we drew Captain Cansar, did we?’ exclaimed, Kedinn, who had just arrived to greet the pilot. ‘Welcome aboard the Tarina, Lee.’

‘Thank you, Bitten. A delightful surprise. It’s been too long. I was far from certain that this was the famous Tarina when the signal came in. She’s looking as fine as ever.’

Kedinn laughed, ‘Kind of you to lie like that. She looks just like what she’s been for the last 20 years – a marginal tramp ship. However, her looks were at the bottom of my list of priorities. I’ve been spending the credits I’ve managed to scrape up to get all her drive and dark energy generators fully up and running again. Her previous owners had decided that they didn’t need them all for the tramping business.’

Captain Cansar raised an inquiring eyebrow. ‘You’re her owner, Bitten?’

‘Aye. As you can guess, she’s a pretty marginal tramp freighter. There’s no need for her exceptional speed in tramping. Plus, she’s too small for the mainline worlds and nearly too expensive to run the fringe routes. But that worked to my favor when I had a chance to buy her in a backwater system. She was cheap enough, and her owners eager enough to unload her that I could just pick her up cheap with the credit I could raise. I figured I could get her to pay, if I hustled enough.’

‘She wasn’t built for tramping, that’s for certain,’ agreed Captain Cansar. ‘Planning on getting her back in the Kanteon trade?’

‘It’s been my goal and here we are,’ said Kedinn. ‘I’ll need to ease her back into the trade, but even so, I figure she can earn more credits even in the second rank of the Kanteaon trade for which she was designed for, than tramping the Aeroday backwaters.’

‘Aye, I’m sure she can. And I dare say, knowing how hard you drove the Zepher, you’ll have her back in the first ranks before too long. I seem to recall that she won a few Gilded Comets in her day. Drive’er hard and you’ll be in the thick of things before you know it. But enough gab, let’s get her to her berth. Fartha & Nynjara’s wharf in sector 37, I believe.’
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The little moon of Isvalar, some 327 kilometers in diameter, began its life as one of the moons of a gas giant in the Aeroday system. It was moved to Aeroday orbit to become its interstellar starport and embassy quarters at the height of Aeroday’s imperial aspirations. To move Isvalar out of its orbit, planetary engineers created a reaction drive engine that used the mass of the moon itself to provide its propulsive force – creating, by design, a 30 kilometer diameter hole through the core of the moon all the way through it – from its north to its south pole. They also installed a grid of graviton augmenters below the surface of the moon to increase its surface gravity to 25% of Aeroday-standard gravity, and gave it an atmosphere to match that of Aeroday. The outer surface of the moon was then parceled into a thousand districts – one for each of the planets that owed Aeroday some sort of allegiance at the height of the Associated Worlds of the Aeroday Star Cluster. These districts were then developed by each of these planets to serve as home for their embassy compound, trade and business interests, and the residences of their people employed by these pursuits.  

The hollow inner core was developed into a vast system of factories, shipyards, wharves and warehouses where the interstellar ships of all sizes could load and offload their cargoes in near weightless conditions – but with a livable atmosphere, which simplified the entire process. The usual procedure for ships was to stay in orbit and there unload and transport the standard cargo boxes up and down from the planet’s surface aboard fleets
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