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Chapter 1

“Now?” Tod
Riley spoke out in frustration. “You have got to be kidding
me.”

The station’s alarm
claxon rang through the corridors. Everyone in the cafeteria line
grumbled and started toward their emergency stations.

“This makes the fourth one in
twenty days,” The cook said as he closed the
secure door behind them.

Tod moved away from the crowd as they headed
toward the main airlock and emergency suit storage. As a
construction Tech, he had a fitted suit waiting for him at the
construction airlock.

“This is the Administrator. We
have incoming meteorites. This is not a drill. THIS IS NOT A
DRILL.” The urgent tone encouraged everyone to pick up their
pace.

Impact shocks vibrated the hull, loud
pinging sounds echoed, and Tod started to run. The sensors should
have alerted the station to the incoming projectile long before
they reached hitting range. The shift supervisor and his external
operations partner Marc were nearly into their suits when he
entered the airlock.

“I told them to calibrate the
damned things for small objects,” The supervisor ranted. “Stupid
idiots said I shouldn’t drop my tools.”

The intensity of the pinging increased.

“What’s going on?” Tod pulled
his suit out of its replenishment rack.

“Micro-meteors,” Marc said. “Sensors
didn’t detect them until they were right on us.”

“Maybe now they’ll ADJUST THE
DAMN SENSORS.”

“Boss,” Marc replied. “They
can’t hear you from in here.

Tod inspected his suit’s gauges. All were in
the green.

“Good thing, too. I don’t need
a reprimand. Yelling makes me feel better.” He put on his
helmet and turned to Marc. “Check me.”

Tod stepped into his suit, as his partner
started to go over their supervisor’s system.

“All good.” He said after a
few more affirmative pings.

Tod didn’t like to rush the procedure. One
forgotten step could have fatal consequences. Still, he moved more
rapidly than he was comfortable.

“Pressure loss in hydroponics
two.” The administrator’s voice convinced him to speed up further.
“All personnel clear all outer chambers!”

Marc had his helmet on and
was being
inspected as Tod secured his
own helmet and activated the internal atmospheric controls. The
sloppy-feeling suit inflated to a firm, familiar fit. Moments
later it was his turn.

“Good job, Tod. I think you
broke the station record.” Their supervisor’s voice filtered
through his receiver unit. He grabbed a tool bag and slung the
heavy satchel over his shoulder. “Tool up. We are on damage
control.”

The bag felt strange to
Tod. Weighted
and heavy. It was the first time he had to carry
one while simultaneously operating in a space suit and
in a
gravity field. It reminded him of lugging his father’s toolbox to
the tractor after his mother bundled him up.

“Let’s keep this place from
being torn apart.” The remaining construction crew arrived as they
were leaving. “Suit up and meet us in Hydro Two.”

The next several hours were among the most
interesting Tod had experienced since he arrived.




Chapter 2

After a short break to replenish the suits and get some food,
Tod found himself outside the station, repairing damage to the
hull. He brushed the frozen, desiccated remains of soy sprouts
cautiously away from the edges of the jagged hole. It was amazing
how much damage a few small rocks, moving a few hundred meters per
second, could do to the station’s flimsy hull plates. At least the
incident had convinced the colonial council to approve
the installation
of the new, thicker hull plating. He and others
had been advocating for the improvements for months, but there were
very few of the heavy plates and just enough in storage
to repair the damage. The other crews were securing the remainder
to the outer edge of the habitation ring, in preparation for the
next assault. They would have to produce more plates to fortify
the entire station. It meant a lot more work, and therefore more
time in space. Tod wasn’t about to complain. The accident meant
extra duty, and he never turned down extra duty.

The Administrator compensated
his employees well for such inconveniences. More than that, Tod
liked working outside of the station. He loved being in space.
Everywhere was peaceful, and the view of his homeworld far
below always took his breath away. It was hard to think of
the imminent
chaos that was approaching. Even the incoming
barrage would look pretty from planetside, like raining fire.
It was, however, one of the drawbacks to orbital construction work,
the eternal sameness.

The only other perceivable
motion came from the slow rotation of his homeworld, more than four
hundred kilometers below. ‘Above’ him, the new space station’s
habitation ring spun slowly, while generating the gravity that the
occupants enjoyed. An inspiring sight always filled his heart with
awe, but one that he dared not indulge in too often, lest he
grow distracted by the world’s beauty and lose track of time.
Most of the planet was
covered in darkness; the sun was cresting
the horizon and flooding across the central ocean.
The day was just
beginning on the continent of his
birth.

The electrical and science
techs had been busy making the modifications to the sensors. They
started working as soon as the barrage ended. The
planetesimal
particles had created a lot of damage. However,
when the next wave of the deadly space debris came, they would have
several minutes warning.

Several sections of
hull were pitted and penetrated. It would take hours to seal the
station-wide atmospheric leaks. He didn’t envy the rest of the
crew. He could visualize them huddling in the rooms on the inner
side of the ring wearing plastic, flimsy emergency suits. At least
there was no loss of life. No one was griping any longer about the
weekly depressurization drills. Luckily, the procedure went
off smoothly,
and he hadn’t heard anyone call the Administrator
a ‘tyrannical desk jockey.'

Tod remembered the only time he had to wear
one of the fragile emergency suits, as a recruit. He had not liked
the experience at all. To him, they were little more than a flimsy
plastic bubble that could rupture at the slightest assault. He much
preferred his custom fit, reinforced, self-repairing construction
suit.

Tod grabbed the damaged hull
plate with his magnetic grappler and pulled it away from the
station. He had a clear view of one of the storms main casualties,
the secondary hydroponics garden. A tear in the plating had exposed
a section to hard vacuum costing an entire crop of soybeans. The
last remnants still clung frozen to the jagged edge of the torn
metal. Tod moved carefully around the sharp protrusion, using his
gloved hand to remove the remaining strands. He was fully conscious
of the danger the hull tears represented. One slip or careless
brush against the razor edges, and his suit’s self-repair system
could only do so much. He’d seen the training films, one good,
long tear
and it was game over. Explosive decompression was
an ugly way to die.

The brittle vegetable matter
came off easily. A small clump floated past Tod’s faceplate on its way toward the
rings. Luckily, Tod was not overly fond of soybeans. The station’s
cook, however, was fit to be tied. The loss of a diet staple left
him struggling to revamp the menu. The overly creative chef spent
several months creating a new menu with soy as the nutritional
base. Now all his hard work was on hold until hydroponics could
regrow the crop. Ironic, Tod thought. He left Dritta to avoid
becoming a farmer,
now he was removing crops from orbit.
Sighing, he cleared another patch of dead sprouts.

Tod was all for improving food
quality. The food the colony torched up was
almost bad enough to drive him planet-side. The space
administration had determined that food should be nutritious and
have a long shelf life. The taste wasn’t a consideration. His
mother was a good chef, nearly good enough to make him
reconsider a
life on the farm. The station chef’s
methods at times pushed the boundaries of edibility. They may have
even violated a few laws pertaining to the humane treatment of
prisoners. The man considered himself an artist and frequently
experimented on captive and cajoled taste testers with mixed
results. Nevertheless, most of the new recipes, as nutritious as
they were, left Tod with little hope of improvement. It beat
the package
rations.

“Let’s hurry this along.”
Marc’s voice issued from Tod’s helmet speaker. His partner floated
a few meters to the side, holding a new hull plate ready to slide
into position.

“Doing my best.” The warning
alarm went off a nanosec later. “We only have a few
minutes. Drop it;
we can finish later.”

“Status reports all teams.”
The supervisor’s voice crackled.

“The section’s exposed. A good
hit would go right through an inner hull. The entire
station could decompress again. We can do this. It’s the last
plate.”

“Make it quick.” The voice
replied.

“Yeah, sure. Let’s make this
quick. Ready, I’m sliding it into position.” Working together, the
two men used their suit thrusters to position the massive object
into place. Tod pulled out his torch and activated the bright blue
laser beam.

He had long ago lost count of
the hours he spent floating, his space suit illuminated only by the
blindingly blue light of the utility laser. They worked silently,
in perfect coordination, an economy of motion that
only comes from months of tedious repetition. When the plate was
secure, the young construction techs inspected the welds. The
glowing metal quickly faded as the cold of space flash cooled the
molten seams into a strong airtight seal.

“Done,” Tod announced, “let’s
get in.”

The new steel plates would fortify the
station, protecting it against the occasional micro meteor
barrages. The threats could last moments or days, and the one that
struck earlier wasn’t done with them yet.

“Give me a nanosec.” Marc’s
voice came back. “Help me gather the tools. I want out quick. Got a
hot date.”

“Careful.” Tod stretched his
arm out to reach the tools he left floating near him “She’s my
sister.”

“Yeah” Marc responded. “But
she’s too cute to hold her genetic associations against her. By the
way, which one of you was adopted?”

Tod harrumphed and finished
putting tools into his bag. It had taken him several months before
he got into the practice of releasing the tools gently
enough, so they floated obediently nearby instead of drifty annoyingly
out of reach. He’d been docked pay for losing tools more than
once during training. The practice was paying off. He quickly
secured his tools in the bag.

“What did they promise you for
the extra shift?” Marc asked.

“Time off with pay. The race
is coming up. I got some modifications to make to my pod. You?” Tod
pulled the drawstring of the silver net tool bag, just as the
warning alarm went off again.

“All external construction
teams. Get inside now!” Jacky Berge’s voice interrupted over the
link. Tod turned toward Marc and activated his suit thruster for a
microburst. The compressed air jet projected him slowly past the
other man.

“Extra pay.” Marc pushed
himself gently away from the station wall.

“It’s sad when a man
gets greedy,” Tod said.

“Every bit helps.” Marc
retorted.

“So, you’re still going to go
through with it?”

“Yep,” Marc affirmed.

“You’re
nuts; I
grew up with her. I know what you’re in for.” Tod
adjusted his course with another short thrust sending him toward
the airlock. Marc was directly behind him.

“They say that learning is the
fun part,” Marc said. The suits proximity
alarms sounded. Tiny particles began striking his reinforced suit.
“That is if I get the chance.”

“Emergency override airlock
five.” Tod arrived first and grabbed the safety railing. He reached
out with his gloved hand and pressed the large glowing red button.
Small rocks moving at dangerous velocities bounced off the hull
next to him, and he held an arm up to protect his face
shield.

“Authorized” Jacky’s voice
sounded tense. The hatch slid open bathing them in bright
light.

“Owe!” Marc yelled. “Damn, I’m
hit.”

“You okay?” Tod turned to look
at his friend.

“It sealed, I don’t think it’s
bad. Grazed my
side. Think it missed the
enviro-controls.” Mark pushed Tod into
the hatch. “Get your ass inside.”

Tod went in quickly. The
engineers based the construction suits on military designs. Still,
small tears and openings that might arise in the course of their
duties were instantly sealed. And it didn’t pay to take
chances. Tod wanted his best friend in the airlock and a
pressurized environment quickly. All it took was one poor
seal, and it would be game over. Blood boils, eyes pop
out, and skin split open to allow the internal organs to explode
outward; that is unless he was fortunate enough to freeze
instantly. Their suits had good heater units, so he didn’t think
Marc would get that option.

As part of their training, he
and Marc were compelled to watch an instructional medical
dat.
It was a disturbing computer recreation of a person dying
from exposure to a hard vacuum, such as space. It was horrible and
messy. Although Tod had never known of anyone to
die in
such a fashion, there were stories. Perhaps they were only station
legends; the
kind made up to frighten young men into more
temperate behavior. In any case, he rarely took any chances. If his
insistence on finishing the plate killed Marc, then his sister Meg
would never forgive him.

Once clear of the outer hatch,
Tod activated the reentry sequence; the flashing lights indicated
re-pressurization. The taught bloated feel of his space suit slacked
as the external air pressure rose. Space suits always felt a little
clunky and wrong to Tod under normal pressure. It felt like being
stuck in a deflated child’s toy, made ridiculously heavy with
electronics. Marc groaned as the material brushed against his
wound.

On the wall above the panel, a green light
lit up when the air pressure and oxygen were back to normal levels.
Neither Marc nor Tod wasted time removing their helmets.

“Are you okay?” Tod began a
visual inspection of Marc’s suit.

“Yeah, just a scratch. I don’t
think it’s bleeding much. I probably won’t even get a day off for
it.”

“Let’s get you outta that
suit.” Tod released the secure latches, and the top of the
suit pulled free. A thin red band near his kidneys was
clearly visible and slowly oozing blood. “You are heading straight to
medical.”

“I’m good. Let’s get these
suits into the rack” They usually assisted each other in removing
and securing their space suits. Tod could tell from Marc’s
diminished speed and grace that his friend was in a little more
pain than he was willing to admit to.

Marc opened the hatch
to the Rep
Rack. The small compartment had space for ten
space suits. Each had power leads and oxygen hoses that protruded
from the wall. A properly hung and connected suit
would be
inspected by the system’s computer and
replenished with power and air. In a little over an hour, they
would be ready for the next duty session. An improperly secured
suit wouldn’t be ready when needed; some of Tod’s worse
nightmares began that way.

He glanced over at the
emergency suit hatch. He knew that suits in there were for new
trainees or for those techs who were too distracted, or careless,
as to not secure their
suits into the Rep Rack properly. Duty time
was duty time, if a person’s suit weren’t charged or aired up, well then,
they would do their time in an ill-fitting, and ugly
suit. This
usually happened only once as the scrapes and
rashes associated with using an ill-fitting suit helped one
remember not to let it happen again.

“Don’t forget to program in a
full inspection on that suit.”

“Yes, Dad.” Mark tapped the
sequence into the keypad then slid the hatch closed. “All
done. You know you are as bad as your sister.”

“Don’t let her
hear you say that. If I let you get hurt, she’ll be mad enough.
Let’s get you to
medical.”


Chapter 3

“I
told you, it was a scratch.” Marc grabbed his clothing from the
examination room locker.

“Well don’t say I didn’t try
to get you some time off.”

“I appreciate the thought, but
I got some plans that I am not about to let a scratch
ruin.”

“Such as?”

“I called your parents before
I started my shift.”

“Why?” Tod asked, “You will
never have the SECs to build your house if you keep wasting it on
planetary calls.”

“Some things are just
important enough to waste a few SECs on,” Marc
responded.

“It’s a beautiful patch of
dirt. Why waste a perfect fishing spot by putting a house on it?
It’s not like there isn’t a lot of room on Dritta to build a
house.” Marc was a forward thinker; however, he filed his
colonial land claim just before going into the training program. “Maybe
we can build a fishing lodge.”

“No, go,
Tod, as soon as my contract is over, then I’m
downside building my farm.”

There could be only one reason
for Marc to dip into his land development account
to make such an expensive call. Tod tried to visualize his
father’s face during the exchange. “Still, it had to be
expensive.”

“Not nearly as expensive as
having this torched up from planetside.” Marc
reached into his small wall locker and produced a small black box.
He opened it to reveal a thin golden band. It was not extravagant;
the stone was small, and the gold was most likely
impure. Even so, the cost of having it added to the payload of a
re-supply launch dwarfed the ring’s actual value. Tod was stunned;
he could no longer deny the intentions of his best friend toward
his sister.

“Dad agreed?” Tod
asked.

“Yep,” Marc closed the box and
put it back. “I was very persuasive.”

“Wow,” Tod found his voice
again a few moments later. “When are you asking her?”

“Tonight, at dinner. I got a
reservation at the restaurant.” A broad smile crossed Marc’s
face.

“What restaurant? The main
dining hall isn’t even
finished.” Tod countered.

“Ah, but my dearest friend and
soon to be brother in law, the facilities tech owes me a favor. I
talked the chef into cooking a special menu, for just the two of
us.”

“In a half completed dining
room? That’ll be romantic. How’d you manage that?”

“By telling
him, it would be an excellent opportunity for him to try out his
new menu.” Marc smiled. “Also, I promised to clean up
afterward and do his dishes, for a week.”

Marc’s admission sent Tod into a fit of
laughter as he connected the hoses and power feeds. “I hope you
like soy.”

“It’s the lack of
soybeans that has me worried; it’s going to impact food supplies
until they can torch up another supply load. What do you think Cook
can do with dehydrates?”

“I wouldn’t get my hopes
up.”

“We’ll come by after dinner.”
Marc adjusted his lightweight jumpsuit over the new bandages taped
just below his ribs. Then he slipped into the standard issue
station shoes that were little more than slippers with rubber
soles. They protected the feet, kept them from slipping on the
deck. “Do you think she’ll notice?”

“Not if you keep a respectable
distance.” Tod suppressed his amusement. He could easily make out
the rectangle under the fabric. “No, you look good, but if you are
going to marry her, you will do well to remember that she has
ears everywhere.” If his older sister didn’t know about his
injuries by now, she would before too long.

“Well, I’m going to see her now. Maybe I
can beat the grapevine.”

“Don’t count on
it.”

“What are your plans for
the break
shift?”

“I’ll be helping out Captain
Ortega. Give me a call in about six hours. Before that, you’ll have
to use the station's comm, as I’ll be in orbit.
We’re doing a scanning run in the rings.” Tod said.

Marc harrumphed. Tod had been
spending a lot of time with the old spacer; too much time to Marc’s
suspicious mind. “I’ve heard rumors. I want you to be
careful around
him. The man arrived under some pretty suspicious
circumstances, and no one knows much about him.”

“I’ve heard the rumors too.
Trust me; the captain
is only a pirate in the business sense.”
Tod said. “Both the Colonial Council and the Administrator have
cleared him to work on the station, and as you know, they aren’t
the most trusting of people. Most of them are Firsters, after all.
Besides, if it weren’t for the Tug’s fusion drive and cargo
capacity, the station wouldn’t be half finished.”

“I don’t get why he’s
helping us,” Marc said. “What does he get out of
it? We don’t have anything that he could possibly want.”

“We have what he needs,
docking and repair facilities for his ship. Some things are hard to
fix in space. He’s a lone merchant and some repairs he can’t do
himself. Besides, it’s not as if he can leave the system with a
broken star drive. “Tod said. “And whoever heard of a pirate ship
without a crew or weapons.”

“Just telling you, there are
rumors.”

“People are paranoid. Look,
it’s not that mysterious. The Tug had a system failure. The ship is
old. He was able to set one course. We were the closest system. It
requires specialized parts to repair a starship and money. The
colony pays him for special jobs, things we can’t do or would find
difficult. It really isn’t mysterious at all. He needs
money to fix his ship;
we pay him to do things we can’t. It is
mutually beneficial.”

“That’s not the
point.”

“In
fact, you should see if he could give you a
ride planetside. His ship can refuel from ring ice you know, oceans
too. He’d probably charge a lot less than the space guild does.
I’ll ask if you want.” Tod continued.

“Just because
he's helpful doesn’t mean he’s not a pirate,” Marc
said.

“Just being an offworlder
doesn’t make him one either.” Tod lightly slapped his friend on the
back.

“Umph!” Marc
groaned.

“Yeah, she won’t notice it at
all.”

“Great.”

“I’ve made several runs with
Captain Ortega already; ice to refuel the life support, raw ores
for station hull. Trust me on this. He’s really okay.”

“I just don’t get why you
spend so much time with that old derelict.” Tod loved Marc like a
brother, but it infuriated him that he was unable to rid himself of
the provincial mistrust of foreigners. He was a lot like Tod’s
father; he’d be a perfect addition to the family.

“The ship or its captain?”
Tod’s tone was flat. He wasn’t ready to confess, even to Marc that
he was hoping that, when the ship was fit for interstellar travel
again, the captain would consider taking him on as a crewman. The
Tug didn’t look like much, but she did have a star drive, which
made her the best ship in the system, and most likely only chance
of escaping a
life on the farm.

“Either, both. Your father
wouldn’t approve.”

“No, he wouldn’t.” Tod
conceded. “He won’t be happy until Meg and I are permanently
beneath the gravity shield.”

“You can’t exactly blame him
though. Geez, look at what he went through. It’s not just him
though, many Firsters objected to building the station, they don’t
want increased contact. What’s the Firster mantra? If we can’t make
it here, we don’t need it.” Marc said.

“It’s shortsighted. The only
way the colony survives now is with the bi-yearly Unity supply
shipments. Trading with other colonies means we could discontinue
the shipments we get now and become free of Earth
entirely.”

“The captain can help. He can
help us make trade connections with other colonies on the fringes.”
Tod leaned in and lowered his voice. “The Tug has a swift com. I’ve
seen it.”

“Yeah, and I’ve heard he’s
stingy with its use. If he’d open it to free use, we could send
messages to the earth in days instead of years.”

“The firsters like that the
nearest relay station is two light years away,” Tod said.
“Captain Ortega is practically a Firster himself he has as much
love for the Unity as Dad, and maybe even less trust. Too much comm
chatter and they’ll send a ship to investigate. He doesn’t want
that.”

“A man with a starship, hiding
from Unity authorities. Still sounds like a pirate to
me.”

“I want to learn to fly
a spaceship, and he’s teaching
me.”

“You could learn to fly here,
you know. With your qualifications, the Space Guild would take you
in a minute. All you have to do is apply. They’ve been working on
fusion drives. Soon we’ll be able to do some real system
exploration.”

“The guild would only consider
me as a candidate because of what the Captain has already taught
me. Besides, what would I do in the guild, strap myself to a
torcher, enduring the excessive G-forces of vertical
escape, just
to bring food and water to re-supply the
station? Oh, and the return trips, what a joy that’ll be? A flaming
screamer straight down into the atmosphere, praying every nanosec
that the heat shields hold. In twenty years, if I play my card
right, I might get to walk on the next rock over. I have a chance
to fly a real starship, with a star drive. You don’t know what it
feels like. It’s smooth like a pod, but with
more power than chemo rockets. I’ll never get a chance like that in
the guild.” Tod said.

“Give it a few years, and then
we’ll have our own spacecraft. We’ll need good pilots.”
Marc said.

“Maybe, if the son of a
politician, like Jerald Nguyen, doesn’t want the
craft,” Tod said.

“That’s something you’ll have
to square with your father; I promised him that I’d return
planetside to marry Meg. In two months, I’m planet bound, if your sister
will have me. You’ll be on your own out here.”

“I take it you’re not going to
re-up your contract then. Too bad, admins offering good bonuses
for re-contracting.” Tod said. “You could buy the section next to
yours and have a really
large farm.”

“I gave my word, and I have a
large enough spread to raise a family and live a good
life

“Well, I have to get to
the dock,” Tod said. “Call me later. I’ll
buy you a drink to ease your rejection.”

“As if,” Marc said, going
the other way around the habitation ring. Tod headed off toward the
hanger. Captain Ortega promised him a chance to fly, and that was
something he wasn’t about to miss.


Chapter 4

The large bay was nearly empty, and not on the
hab ring or subject to artificial gravity. One day, in the near future, visiting
starships would pack the station’s bays from one side to the other.
However, for now, it held only an old converted Unity scout ship.
Tod floated silently toward the Tug.

The once proud craft sat near
the far bulkhead. The bright lights of the hanger bay illuminated
the scars of many battles and the mutilation the military engineers
caused when they stripped of her weaponry and status. She was no
longer a
military vessel. She bore only minimal
weaponry, just enough for asteroid defense; in compliance with
Unity law.

Tod tisked at the
defacement to her once proud, streamlined hull. She
was originally built
for atmospheric landings and planetary
exploration. Age and modifications, however, had made her ungainly.
A planetary landing in her current condition would take a great
pilot.

A pair of legs protruded
uneasily from a gap between the Tug’s hull and one of the main
thruster exhaust ports. Tod was familiar with the grunting sounds
that emerged from the crevasse. The captain was straining to
reach some difficult recess. Tod was thinner and
had longer
arms than the old spacer. He knew that he should
have spoken up and offered his assistance to his mentor. However,
the sight of the veteran spacer’s flailing legs struck him as
funny. Instead, he floated near the bulkhead and watched with
amusement. Once finished, the old spacer pushed himself out of
the gap and found Tod smiling at him, smugly.

Captain Ortega floated to Marc and lightly
slapped him on the back with his heavily calloused hands. “Glad you
made it.”

Although slightly shorter than
Tod, his stocky frame hid a well-toned body. The friendly slap was
sufficient to send him floating into the Tug’s hull. Tod stopped
himself and turned to face the old spacer who was re-adjusting his
long black ponytail. It was often mussed when the captain
performed manual labor, but even so, he preferred to wear it down
his back as a tribute to his earth ancestry. It wasn’t as
though he
was vain; in fact, Tod got the impression
that he wore his clothing for utility, not fashion. He’d
never seen him in anything other than his fading merchant fleet
uniform or something civilian but of the fashions worn at the
station, lightweight and functional.

“Yeah, sorry I was
late.”

“Not to worry. Heard you and
your friend had a little excitement.” The captain lightly pushed
off from the deck, floating to the top of the tug where he’d left
his tool pouch. The old spacer moved gracefully, like one born to
the stars, exuding confidence that many of the planet-borne rarely
achieve. Tod wondered if he’d ever spent a day planetside in his
life. The captain grabbed something from the pouch and pushed
himself back to the deck less than a meter away from
Tod.

“Yeah, meteor shower snuck up
on us.”

“That’s not the bit I heard. I
heard two reckless techs chose to finish installing a hull plate
instead of running for cover.”

“Yeah, I guess that’s about
right, but if we didn’t get it…”

“I’m not criticizing, you were
there, and you knew the risks. It was your call. Glad you’re all
right. Is your friend Tanner okay?”

“Yeah, he didn’t even need
stitches. We got lucky.”

“Luck is a good trait to have,
especially for the reckless.” The old man laughed.

“Do you still need
help?”

“Still plenty to
do.”

“That looked like fun.” Tod
teased.

“Glad you think so.” The
captain looked up.

“Well, did you get it fixed?”
Tod asked.

“Yep,” The veteran
spacer knew more about starcraft than anyone Tod had ever met.
“All fixed.”

“Good, then I don’t have to
crawl into that mess,” Tod said. The position the old
spacer had crammed himself into looked narrow, uncomfortable,
and even a little painful.

The
Captain’s smile grew broader and he handed Tod the part he’d
retrieved from his bag, a power coupling. “There’s still the other side.”

“I walked into that.” Tod
floated over. “Alright, give me the adjuster.”

“Here you go.” The Captain
handed the tool to his young protégée. Tod maneuvered his lanky
frame into the same ridiculous position that he had seen the
captain in. It would have impossible to achieve
such a feat within a gravity field. The station designers had
considered such matters; the repair hanger was located in
the station's
non-rotating trunk. It had no gravity.

“I’m in. Now, what am I
doing?” Tod’s muffled voice escaped the crevasse.

“You’re replacing the old
regulator coupling.”

“Are we still going into the
rings?” Tod asked as he searched for the correct part. “Found it, I
think. Yes, I found it.”

“After we get these
adjustments made.”

“This one looks fine, what’s
wrong with them?” Tod asked.

“Nothing’s wrong.
Well, nothing is
broken. The couplings were
just getting old. The power flow was growing a bit asymmetrical.
Best to replace them before the system loses balance.” The captain
explained.

“Oh good,” Tod said.
“Maintenance.”

“Yep, unlike the plasma
exhausts, a star-drive requires absolute synchronization of motive
force; a small imbalance can mean the difference between an easy
reentry into normal space or being reduced to
subatomic particles, strewn across a star system.”

“Good enough for me.” Tod
removed the old unit. “When did you get the navigation
fixed?”

“I haven’t as I said. The
navigation controls can’t be fixed here. Your colony doesn’t have
the technical
infrastructure to build a trans-stellar navigation
system.”

“You’re not giving up, are
you?” Tod couldn’t keep the disappointment out of his voice. He
felt his dreams fading away like a deactivated hologram. Why bother
to fix up the old piece of junk if it was doomed to an ignoble
future as a star bound craft, an over-glorified shuttle,
good mostly for mining.

“Hell, no. I’m not giving up.
No offense boy, I’m not cut out to be a farmer.” If there was one
thing that Tod was sure of, the captain desired to get back
to deep space, to freedom. “I’ll get her moving, even if I have ta
take the sub-light route to a civilized system to
get her fixed up, but that would take years I don’t wanna
spend.”

“I thought maybe…”

“As colonies go, yours ain’t
too bad a place to be, so long as I haven’t worn out my welcome,
but I’d make a lousy colonist. I’ve got too strong a case of star
lust.” The captain’s tone left Tod no doubt that he wasn’t happy
about being stranded in a third-rate colony system. Tod could see
it in his eyes when he spoke. The old spacer spoke with an
enthusiasm that held him enthralled, a willing slave to his every
word. The passion with which he described other words was
infectious, and Tod had it bad. “I see a bit of the lust in you too
Tod.”

“Maybe a little.” He couldn’t
deny that he wanted to see the universe, to feel the soil of
another world beneath his feet.

“Then why the downness? You
should revel in your passion, so few people have it
anymore. Chase down your dreams like a hound with a scent.” The
captain advised.

“I was hoping that I might get
a chance to fly the Tug, that you would teach me to
Trans-pilot.”

“Oh, well maneuvering a hunk
of metal the size of a starship at faster than light speeds require
a lot of training and practice. Years of advanced study are
required.” The captain said.

“Then you can’t teach
me?”

“Maybe, if you’re
willin to put in the time. But it’ll take more than just a few spare
hours between duty shifts. The solution to this problem, however,
is a simple one. Sign onto the Tug. Crew for me. She needs a larger
crew than just me.” The captain said. “There ain't much ta do
during a trans-jump but study. It might take a few
years, but I think I can teach you.”

“Sign on as a crewman?” Tod
couldn’t believe it was happening. Could it
be as easy as saying yes?

“I’d be happy to have you.
Hell, by now you know more about the Tug than any other,
‘cept
me of course. Moreover, I like you. You listen.
You don’t act as if you know everthin’. Most people your age
don’t ya
know. It’s refreshing. It’s also nice for an old
man to have someone who actually wants to listen to what he has
to say. Let’s make it official, sign on. Fly with me.” The captain
offered again.

“But without a working star
drive, where could we go?” The regulator snapped neatly into place
as if in acknowledgment of the spacecraft’s
returned affection. He patted the cold solid metal of the hull
gently. “It’s in. What now?”

“Adjust to four eight one. You
misunderstood me, boy.” The captain seemed almost amused. “The
navigation is shot. It cannot be fixed here.”

“I know. I heard you.” Tod
adjusted the flow rate to the specified rate.

“Let me finish. And after I’d
just complimented you for listening. Do you know of a guy named
George Herricks?”

“Yeah,” Tod eased himself out
of the crevasse. “He’s a senior electronics tech, has a shop just
outside Landfall.”

“Don’t know ‘bout that, I only
talked to him over the com. Anyway, he’s making me a dedicated
course circuit board in exchange for some gold ore. Gold
makes really
good circuits.” The captain
smiled.

“You have gold?”

“Not yet. I detected a vein
during the last
scanning run, a big one. Keep that hush-hush. It’s
our secret.”

“Once Herricks makes the
component,” Tod righted himself, floating freely in front of the
captain of the Tug. “She’ll be able to Trans-navigate?”

“No, it’ll have to be a
dedicated course board, non-programmable. It’ll hold one
pre-plotted course and not a long trip either, just enough to take
us to Koreel
and back. It’s a limited route, but after a few
runs with a full hold, we’ll make enough SEC’s to
fixed her navigation controls good and proper on Koreel.”

“One world isn’t much of a
trade route.”

“It’ll do for a start.
Koreel has stuff your world could use and vice versa. Not a bad basis
for a business endeavor. Besides she’s on one of the major trade
routes. I’ll be able to ship you’re Colonies goods and trade for
just about anything in the Universe. That is if my first mate is
good at finding locals with goods to sell off world. There are
businessmen planet-side that will jump at the chance for an
off-world market to sell their goods. It’ll be quite profitable for
all concerned.”

“Really,” Tod said. “I was beginning to
believe the only way to get out of system was to join the Unity
Fleet.”

“Don’t even joke about that,
lad.” The captain’s voice went dark and hard. “I don’t want ya ta
consider it, not even for a nanosec. I know your dad told ya
about the
Unity, but not all about them.”

“I’ve heard
it,”
Tod said.

“Not enough
obviously so listen carefully. It is important that ya understand
this. Especially if ya crew for me ‘cause I’m
sure, we’ll have more than our fair share of contact with the Unity.
They can be the most callous people in the Universe.
Your people, all people are
just so much raw materials to them, numbers in equations used by
economists and politicians back on Earth. That’s how they view people, and they use them as they will,
for what they view to be the common good or the good of the core
worlds.” The captain’s tone compelled Tod’s attention.

“Don’t worry. I would never
join the Unity.” Tod wanted to travel, but he always intended on
returning home. Unity spacers often ended up on worlds far from
where they started.

“This is serious, the Unity
has from time to time to boarded merchant craft and taken
crew,
hell even passengers right off the ship and force them into
military service. It’s called being pressed into service,
based on some ancient Earth seafarer laws.”

“I understand.” Tod sighed.
“I’ll be vigilant.”

“See to it, at all times.
Being a pressee
in the service of the Fleet is no life. Even if
you survive it, you might never see Dritta again. If you fly
with me,
you will learn.” The smile returned the captain’s
face much to Tod’s relief.

“If I sign on I’ll be
returning home often, right.”

“Every twenty or thirty cycles
I reckon. Initially, that is. After we
get the nav fixed, we will be making trips to further, more
isolated systems. Then we might be only back to Dritta a
couple times a season.”

“Can I think about it a bit?”
Tod said.

“Sure son, you don’t want to
be hasty in matters like this.” The old spacer smiled as he pushed
himself toward the Tug’s entry hatch. “Let’s go find some
gold.”

“I’m ready.” Tod floated to
the main hatch, just behind the spacer.


Chapter 5

“She’s old, Tod.” The captain punched in the access
code, and the hatch slid open. “By modern standards, but she is by
no means clumsy. Fusion drives have changed little over the
decades. Even her old engines can keep up with most of the
spacecraft in the Unity Fleet. In normal space, that is. In
trans-space, however, she’ll be a bit slow.”

“How slow?” Tod
asked.

“It’s there that she shows her
age. She’ll take a couple of weeks to get to the next
system. Modern ships could make the trip in about half the time.
She’ll still outpace most of the cargo ships that operate along the
fringe. Don’t worry lad we’ll be more than competitive. Her age
won’t be a hindrance to maintaining a trade route out
here.”

“Take the helm.” The Tug had a
small bridge, little more than a cockpit containing four duty
stations. The captain, however, had rewired all the bridge controls
through the helm station so that a solo pilot could operate all the
systems from the navigation counsel, even weaponry. She now
required very little in the way of crew, for piloting at least.
For years, the captain had been its lone occupant perhaps that was
the reason he agreed to teach Tod how to fly his precious craft in
the first place. Although a single person could now
fly the Tug, it was difficult to keep an eye on other panels. One
person having to navigate around planetesimal debris while
monitoring the power plant readouts and life-support would be
daunting, and exhausting. Mining required almost constant attention
to sensors and scanner readouts. It would be an almost impossible
job for a solo operator.

“Yes, Sir!” Tod didn’t
hesitate. He floated to the pilot’s seat. The captain brushed
the dust
off the command seat behind the helm and sat down.
From that seat, the captain could oversee the operations of each
station, if they were still active.

Tod studied the navigational display and
prepared to pilot the Tug out of docking bay. Although he had
performed similar maneuvers a hundred times in his pod, the old
scout was a lot larger and much less responsive. The captain
drilled every step of the procedure into his brain, but he was
still nervous about his first attempt. Reality had a nasty way of
ignoring the scenarios presented in training simulations.

“Ready?” The captain asked.
Tod nodded and adjusted himself more snuggly into the seat. The
captain activated the
ship's radio. “Tug to traffic control.
Request egress landing bay seven. Flight plan forty-nine
beta.”

“Departure approved.
Proceed with
confirmed flight plan. You have a clear orbit. Good hunting.” Tod
recognized the feminine voice that rang from the speaker, Jacky
Berge. She had a
nice voice
when it wasn’t yelling at him. She was too
focused on her job to get to know her very well. He once summoned
the courage to ask her out to dinner, but she turned him down flat.
Still, she was very
pretty.

The monitors on the navigation panel tracked
the atmospheric pressure as the hanger depressurized. Massive outer
doors opened, sliding into the station’s bulkhead, revealing a
crowded star field blocked only by the planet’s rings, which
glinted prismatically with the light of the sun.

“Exiting station.” The captain
continued. The docking clamps released and the Tug floated freely.
“Mooring clamps cleared. We are free ta go. Proceed, Mr.
Riley.”

Tod eased the reverse
thrusters to life, a gentle push that moved the craft out of its
cage and into the freedom of an orbit. Tod focused on the controls,
not realizing that he was holding his breath until the Tug was well
clear of the outer bulkhead. A deep breath and then he executed
a deft
turn on the maneuvering thrusters sent the craft
into a controlled roll resulting in a one hundred and eighty
degree flip away from the station. The prismatic beauty of the rings
slid into his field of view until it filled the forward
viewport.

“Not bad.” The captain said.
“Well, what are you waiting for, forward one-half Gee.” Tod
activated the main thrusters, and the craft accelerated
away from the station. Tod rejoiced in the force of
‘gravity’ that pressed him into the
padding of the acceleration seat.

“I’d love to race in this.”
The thought thrilled Tod to his bones. The chemical fuel rockets
Dritta used for its space program could out-speed the Tug for about
twenty minutes before depleting their fuel. The Tug, however, had much greater potential
and over the long run was capable of speeds Drittan craft could
only aspire to.

“Just keep the thrust to below
twenty percent,
please. Veer negative three twenty-one. Positive
zero, zero, three point eight. We’re heading for the far
side.”

The Tug obeyed Tod’s wishes as he increased
her velocity to achieve a higher orbit. A few well time
correctional bursts from the thrusters and they were safely heading
for the far side of Dritta. The day/night terminus line slid below
them as Tod peered into the darkness. Below, on his parent’s farm,
it was approaching midnight. He strained to see the familiar cities
and transit ways of the northern continent above the central
mountain range. He could see the land where he was born and raised.
The Tug’s course would take them directly over it.

A sudden desire to get on
the comm and
call his parents came upon him. The urge passed
quickly. His parents would never approve of the origin of the
message. He’d have to tell them about his excursions with the
captain eventually, especially if he took the old man up on his
offer. It would not be a pleasant conversation. Tod’s father was
Firster, and a small group of a very vocal group that warned
that building a space station meant losing the protection of the
‘Gravity Shield.’ To do such a thing for the sake of luxuries or
profit, for them, was short-sighted and dangerous.

The continent slid silently
below him uncontested. Tod noted the lights of the major cities;
the largest, Landfall, was just south of his parent’s farm, Base
Camp the second settlement founded and largest on Dritta. Could he
bring himself to go off with the captain, if doing so meant
breaking his father’s heart? If only he could make
his father understand, that Tod’s future, and any possible
happiness, lie in space, not on the farm.

Why couldn’t he make his
father see that he could be of more value to the colony serving it
from space? Their people needed other sources of trade, independent
of Earth authorities. He couldn’t protect his family from all the
evils of the universe. Fear ruled his father’s actions, fear that
the Unity might do to his children what they had once done to him.
His father couldn’t understand that those were different times and
that the core worlds were over fifteen light years away. Dritta was
located so far off the trade routes; it just wouldn’t
be worth the Unities time or the cost in fuel to come to get them.
Hell, it was all the colony could do to get an extra pick up
freighter when the mining had gone well.

The Tug steadily approached
the rings. Tod moved his hands over the control panel activating
the breaking thrusters as the craft slid easily into a new, orbit
synchronized to the inner rings at a distance of one
kilometer.

“Good.” The Captain often
praised Tod’s instinctual feel for space piloting. “Almost perfect.
One would almost think you were academy trained.”

“I aim to
hit.”

“Let’s find that gold.” The
captain activated the Tugs scanners and turned to face a large
computer read out.

“Captain?”

“Yes,”

“The planetary surveys never
found heavy metals in the system,” Tod commented. “If there were
the Nguyen’s would have started mining by now.”

“That’s what is in the
official survey report.” The captain winked, “Reports are not
always accurate.”

“If a Unity survey party
couldn’t detect gold, how do we? Our sensors are hardly state of
the art.”

“Our sensors are better than
you think; besides sometimes a survey gets rushed. The Tug was a
scout ship, remember. I was stationed on a craft just like her.
I know what she can do. It was sensors just like hers that did the
original survey. In those days, we didn’t have penetrative full
spectrum scanners, so we learned to narrow the search. It would
take forever to spectral scan every part of the rings. Since
I’ve been stuck
here, I just had more time to spend doing a
detailed survey.” The captain patted the housing of the Tug’s
sensor suite. “So, what we’re looking for is a chunk of rock that
is moving in a way that would indicate more mass than its size
would merit
if it were strictly a chunk of ice or rock. You
know showing more momentum or an odd wobble.
Something to show it is
denser, made of heavy metals, such as gold.” The captain studied the scanner display then pointed to a few
of the large chunks. “Here are some potential candidates. Now we
use a focused spectral scan.”

“Are you saying the survey was
wrong?”

“Yep.” The captain replied.”
It would be best if no one else knows that, not even the
colonial council, not yet anyway.”

“Why, with riches we could buy
the technology we need.”

“And who do you think would
control that wealth and technology? Who would profit from it? Would
you, or your family? No, it’ll be the ones with connections and the
power and money to get to the mines first.”

“People like the
Nguyens”

“Yes, and others like them. Do
these people strike you as a particularly loyal lot? Do you think
they would stand up to the Unity Government when they come to get
your resources
and believe me, if they find out, they
will. Would these people fight for the freedoms of your colony? Or
will they sell you all out for money and position? Will they
restrain themselves from an easy source of a wealth source already
free of the planet’s gravity well?”

The Nguyen family had the
largest crystal mine on the planet, and May Nguyen has
often displayed her dislike of colonial life. On several occasions,
she was overheard complaining about how backward it was and how
wanted to return to the core worlds in style. Tod’s father believed
that the only way her husband convinced her to come with him was to
gain the status and power that came with being the founding member
of a colony. “I see your point. But with the station in orbit, they
will find them eventually.”

“Well let’s hope it’s not too
soon. Dritta doesn’t have the tech to perform the scans I can, not
even from orbit. Unity ships won’t bother since the survey shows
nothing. I think that the deposits are safe, for now.
So long as it stays
secret.”

Tod looked over the readouts. Even with the
Tug’s equipment, he couldn’t detect any significant differences in
the ring material. Perhaps the ring’s riches were safe. “I don’t
see anything.”

“Look, at the large one to the
left, the one with the large protrusion. Its center of rotation
should be a little more to the right don’t you think? That means
there’s some dense matter in her.”

“So, we look there
first.”

“Remember, if the Unity had
known of the wealth in these rings, your people would never have
been allowed to colonize this world. It’s a good thing for you that
the survey captain botched his scans. When the colony is
ready to enter the universe, it might be able to do so as an equal
member, if you can hold on to your resources. Are you
ready?”

“Yep.” Tod pushed himself out
of the pilot seat and floated toward the pod hanger down the
corridor that led aft. “How much should we take?”

“Well, I promised Herricks
thirty kilos. The rest we find we’ll keep,” The Captain said, “for
emergencies. I’ve found a heavy one. I’ll direct you to it. This
area is dense. It makes scanning difficult. Best to make a note of
that, it might come in handy later on. It’d be a good place to hide
a ship if ya
didn’t want anyone ta find it. With the power
off, scan just
might overlook her.”

“There are
times, you
know when you really do sound just like a pirate.” Tod
laughed. “Some call you that, you know?”

“They do?” The captain replied
with unhidden amusement.

“In whispers, of
course,” Tod added.

“Of course. It is not always
easy to comply with all Unity dictates” He smiled. “But I’ve never
committed an act of piracy.”

“Yeah, yeah…” Tod slid out of
the pilot seat and made his way to the hanger bay. He punched the
access code allowing entry to the mining pod and floated in. The
mining pod was much like a travel pod, except that it contained
more sensory apparatus, a robotic arm, and a small cutting laser.
Tod sat into the pilot seat, activated the power and closed the
hatch behind him. The control lights activated and began their auto
systems check. “Let’s get to work ya old scoundrel. I have another
duty shift in eleven hours, and I would like to get some
sleep before then.”

“You work too hard.” The
captain said.

“My bosses are real slave
drivers.”

“Yeah, well maybe ya got too
many bosses.” The captain opened the outer pod hatch.

“Perhaps,” Tod conceded. “But,
I’ve got a contract to complete.” He viewed the pod’s monitors. All
systems were optimal. The life support system and compressed air
tanks for thrusters were all filled to capacity.
Good.

Tod loved the freedom that
came from piloting a pod. It wasn’t as fast, and it didn’t
have near the range of a proper spacecraft, but in the small
cockpit, he was completely in control. The small craft
responded instantly to his slightest correction. Although Tod
excelled in his piloting classes when he was learning to pilot the
station’s construction pods, it was the captain who had taught him
precision flying, in the rings. With the captain directing
him and using the Tug’s sensory systems, they were able to collect
all the minerals
the station needed in less than
one-third of the project's
timetable. The last thing Tod wanted was to
disappoint the old man. Although a pale substitute for the
approval he would never get from his father, Tod found the old
spacer’s acceptance comforting. At least someone appreciated his
skills.

The pod thrust out of the
hanger. The expanse of orbit between the inner ring and the outer
atmosphere had been his playground since he rode the shaky chemo
rocket into orbit. In space, he and his pod were graceful, as a
ballet dancer, twisting and twirling between the chunks of ice and
iron in the rings.

“Correct to two eight by point
one three.” The captain’s voice interrupted his reverie. “Good, the
rock is thirty-five meters dead ahead.”

Sunlight shone through the ice
crystals, reflecting and scattering in a cascade of color forming a
vast prismatic chamber, a vibrant rainbow, a cathedral of ice and
gold. The pod glided into the opening in the rings. The pod’s
bright mining lights cut through the colorful rays illuminating
the side of the large chunk of rock before the pod. A yellowish
glint reflected back the glare of his light beam. A
closer look provided Tod with his first look at the veins of
yellowish ore. Within the rocks that surrounded
the little spacecraft, gold was everywhere. Tod maneuvered the Pod
close to a gold-laden rock, it wouldn’t take him
long to extract enough ore to fill the pod's limited storage
capacity. Tod activated the cutting laser and robotic extraction
arms and went to work.

Over the pod’s comm, Tod heard
the voice of the old spacer, singing. Something about hating to
leave his ladylove, the call of space being too strong, and
drinking it off at a pub. Although Tod had no ladylove, he could
understand the sentiment. The tune was catchy, and soon he was
humming along.

The work went
quickly, and Tod soon had the pod’s small storage compartment filled
with the valuable ore. It was a good thing too; the warning light
on his systems panel indicated twenty-five percent remaining in
life support. Tod wasn’t worried; it should only take another five
percent of capacity, at most, to reach the Tug.

“I’m loaded, returning
with cargo,” Tod reported.

“I’ll be waiting,” The
captain’s voice rang from the speaker.

Tod turned his attention to
piloting. The maneuver thrusters spun the pod back toward
its mothership, but the pod felt sluggish.
Tod had taken full loads before, but never a load of metal as dense
as gold. The ore was heavy, the size of the veins allowed him
to laze off almost pure chunks. He activated the main
thrusters, and the pod accelerated forward slower than he expected. Tod
underestimated the degree to which it would affect his control over
the pod. The pod’s velocity wasn’t half what
he’d expected when he shut the thrusters down and started
his coast
to the Tug. There was just enough thrust capacity
remaining in the tanks for deceleration and docking.

“Behaving sluggishly,” Tod
reported with all the calm he could muster. “Very sluggish. It’ll
take me a little longer to reach you than anticipated.”

“I just performed a check on
the pod’s status.” The Captain’s voice replied. “You somehow
managed to pack a few more kilos of gold into the
storage bin
than we’d anticipated. You are still the pod’s
safety zone, but it’ll be tight.”

“Affirmative.” Tod wasn’t
reassured. He re-ran the course computations, fuel burn rate with a
new estimation of mass and programmed in a new course plan.
Then pushed
himself back into the comforting cushion of the
pod’s pilot seat and waited for the navigation comp to do all the
work. Usually,
he didn’t like to fly on auto, but a computer
could control thrust to a nanosec.

The sunlight playing through
the dirty,
icy crystals in the rings produced an almost
hypnotic effect. Tod had heard that staring into
a fire could make a person lose track of time. He
was quickly lost
in the beauty of the spectacle.

As a teenager, he tried to
immortalize the beauty and grandeur of the ring sparkle in poetry.
He’d wasted days searching for just the right word and phrase to
capture its majesty. There were no words to adequately describe the
phenomenon, or maybe he just lacked the
skill. Tod taped the failed attempt at verbal imagery to the wall,
on a corner in his quarters. It reminds him that for the sake
of art
he should never attempt such a feat
again.

The pod flipped, as the
thruster auto activated to slow the pod for docking.
Its compressed gas thrusters were at full, but the
pod still not decelerating quickly enough for Tod’s nerves. The
Tug was growing all too quickly in his viewport. He could see
the lights from the pod bay as the hatch slid open. Checking his
trajectory, Tod risked a short adjustment thrust.

“Coming in too
fast,”
Tod said. “Eight ball, corner pocket.”

“If we ever locate a table in
a sufficient gravity well, I’ll teach you how to play that game.”
The captain voice echoed through the pod. From his
viewport, Tod could see the Tug’s main thrusters come to
fiery blue life. The captain was attempting to match the pod’s
velocity.

“You’re on.” The forward
pressure ended suddenly as the pod’s reaction mass depleted. All
that remained was the limited fuel in the maneuvering thrusters. It
was going to be a hard dock.

“Okay baby,” Tod told the pod.
“You’re a tough little ship, just don’t crack when we hit.” Tod
sealed his space helmet and activated his suits internal systems,
just in case.

The pod flew deftly into the
docking bay. Tod didn’t realize that he was holding his breath
again until the force of impact violently forced the air
from his lungs. The pod collided and entangled in with the landing
bay’s capture net. His seat’s security straps pressed hard across
his chest. Tod gasped, trying to coax oxygen back into his lungs.
He waited to see if the mechanism had caught him.
Nanosecs passed tensely. If the net failed then the pod would bounce
back out into space. He could float back into the rings only to be
crushed by the ring fragments, or worse, fall into orbit without
enough thrust for a controlled re-entry. Slow, tiny breaths entered
his lungs as the pod came to rest in the now mangled net. He was
safe; a light
on the panel in front of him indicated that the
outer hatch was closing.

“You damaged the catch clamps,
that’ll be your next job.” The captain’s jovial voice came
over the intercom.

“It’s a deal,” gasped Tod,
happy to be back aboard the ship.


Chapter 6

Tod settled into his chair and gazed through his porthole. His
quarters were small, a mere two meters by four meters, just enough
room for a chair, fold-out desk and fold-down
bed,
but the view was outstanding. From his chair, he could see the
universe cycle around. The world spun slowly below him. The
chromatic beauty of the rings spun in high orbit. The
universe of stars shifted back to a view of the planet below as the
habitation ring spun in a never-ending cycle. He never tired of
the sight.

From his place of peace, he
contemplated signing on to crew the Tug. Did he do the right thing?
It was a chance to follow his dreams, perhaps his only chance. If
he went through with it, would have to abandon the world he
loved. Would his father disown him? It was done, he
agreed, and it would be official as soon as his contract
ended.

The captain granted him access to the Tug’s
memory files. They contained millions of pictures encompassing
hundreds of worlds, and he’d seen only a small percentage of them.
Each one of them filled his imagination and fired his soul. He
could not be satisfied, however, with computer images of places he
wanted to see for himself.

“Enter!” Tod responded to a
familiar chime. His door slid open, and Marc peered in
cautiously, only to be shoved inside by the loving hands of Tod’s
older sister. Meg followed behind him, half her body hidden behind
Marc’s. He knew his sister well enough to see that she was using
him to hide
her hand. She put on a stern façade to hide a
smile and contain her giddiness. She wanted to play with
him. Obviously,
Marc didn’t tell her that he already knew. Well,
he was game. Let the teasing begin, Meg was his only
sister, and Tod couldn’t resist the urge to toy with her.

“So, what are you two up to?”
Tod asked.

“Oh, not a whole
lot,”
Meg said.

“She...” Marc started, but the
gentle impact of a feminine elbow connecting with his ribs stopped
his remark in mid-word. It was only Tod’s desire to
play out the charade that allowed him to exert enough self-control
to prevent from breaking out in laughter.

“Coming in? I don’t want
the entire station looking into my room.” Tod activated the
bunk release. It slid easily from the wall and came to
rest at knee level, allowing the pair to make themselves more
comfortable.

“No, we wouldn’t want that.”
Meg kicked a dirty jumpsuit out of the walkway.” We’re getting
married!” She exploded in excitement; she never could keep a secret
long.

“Oh,” Tod replied. “That’s
nice.”

“I said I’m getting married.”
Meg looked to Marc for support against her obstinate
brother.

“Good, it’s about time.” Tod
continued. “Who’s the unfortunate slob?”

“Marc, of course!” She tugged
Marc’s arm.

“Marc?” Tod turned to face him
and watched as his best friend stood beside Megan valiantly
fighting off a giggle attack. “Oh, I’m so terribly sorry.”

Meg glared. Marc broke. Tod had seen him
tell bald-faced lies directly to the face of their overbearing
shift leader on more than one occasion without so much as a flinch,
but in front of his sister’s angry, pleading countenance, the man
crumbled.

“You knew!” She glared at Tod,
who just smiled innocently. “Just wait, I’ll… someday
I’ll…”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t help
myself. Marc showed me the ring. He wanted my opinion and
my approval. Besides what kind of brother would I be if I didn’t
look out for my only sister?”

“One who minds his own
business?” She said. “But you wouldn’t be my brother then, would
you?”

“Dad says to always be true
to yourself.” Tod opened the top drawer and looked the two small
packages that he had recently placed there. His signing bonus; a
third share of the remaining gold separated into two piles each
almost a kilo. One was for his father, to hire someone to help on
the farm in his stead. He would send more after the route
was
established. He was about to break his
promise, but he didn’t want to leave him shorthanded.

He pulled out the other pouch
and weighed it in his hand before handing it to his sister. “This
is a wedding present. Go ahead, you can open it
now.”

Meg took the proffered gift
and opened it carefully as if expecting something to
leap out. Such mistrust would have hurt his feelings if it
hadn’t been
founded in a lifetime of practical jokes.
She looked into the parcel, and stunned surprise full swept
across her face. “This can’t be.” She stammered. “Is
it?”

“Yep,” Tod smiled.

Marc stared; amused at
his fiancée's
gaping expression until finally, curiosity got
the best of him. She handed the bag over so that he could share in
her wonder. As Marc peered into the bag, Meg threw her arms around
Tod and hugged him tightly.

“How…” Marc gasped as he
investigated the contents of the package. “Is this…
gold?”

“Should be enough to help you
get set up down below,” Tod replied.

“Where did you possibly get
gold?” his sister swallowed, her eyes darting around. “Tod this is
a fortune.” She whispered.

“Only a small one. Shhh.” Tod
put his finger to his lips. “It’s a secret. You can’t tell anyone.
The captain believes if Unity authority knew about the deposits in
the rings they would be strip mining before we could stop them.
There is more than ice and iron in the rings.”

“But how did you get it?” Marc
asked.

“You know that I’ve been
helping him mine the rings for metal deposits to build the station.
Well, we found a deposit.” Tod explained. If he knew his gift would have caused so many
questions, he would have gotten them a gravy boat.

“Did you stake a claim?” Meg
asked.

“No, it’s a secret I told you.
No one can know. For now, the Tug is the only craft around capable
of mining it.” Tod said. “So really there is no need.”

“Except for the Unity, they’ve
got the ships.” Marc reminded him.

“That’s why it has to stay our
secret.” Tod agreed.

“Oh, Marc if the Unity ever
found out. Dad says the reason they leave us alone is that we don’t
have anything that they want. What if they learn about this?” Meg
asked.

“They are not going to find
out, and why we can’t stake a claim. It’d be like sending a signal
beacon to every greedy prospector from here to Earth. There are
some small deposits of gold on the planet. If anyone asks, tell
them we found it in the stream that runs across your land. You can
even file a claim and pull out a little at a time. No one will be
the wiser if you’re careful. Planetary gold deposits don’t interest
the Unity. It costs too much to blast it free of the planet’s
gravity. But orbital deposits would be irresistible; we couldn’t
even protect it from claim jumpers.” Tod said.

“Protected by the
gravity shield,” Meg said.

“Tod’s mentioned that before,
what is it some deep dark Ryan family secret?” Marc
asked.

“No,” Meg
responded.

“I’ve never heard of a gravity
shield. Sounds cutting edge. Why haven’t I heard of it?” Marc
asked.

“It’s not a real shield, it’s
just an old military term my father uses occasionally,” Meg
said.

“It refers to the difficulty
and expense of removing a large mass from a planetary surface.
Everything has to be pushed out of the gravitational field with
enough thrust to reach escape velocity. It’s expensive, in many
cases prohibitively expensive. That’s why the Unity space forces
don’t draft soldiers from planets anymore unless they’re desperate.
When they do, they do so they go to worlds along trade routes with
easy access to refueling facilities.”

“Is that why they drop our
supply shipments from orbit in hot re-entry capsules?” Marc
asked.

“Yeah, otherwise the supply
ships would have to transport all the fuel required to land and
escape the planet again. It would considerably reduce the amount of
cargo they could carry. We don’t have anything that they want that
badly, so were ‘shielded’ by Unity economics.” Tod
explained.

“That’s why father moved to
this boondocks colony,” Meg said. “We are so far
from the trade routes that we only get supply ships a few times a
year. It scares him that we are out here in orbit, beyond the
planet’s protection.”

“He’s not going to like my
decision either. I’ve signed on as crew to the Tug.” Tod
confessed.

“Tod, no. It’ll hurt Mom and
Dad if you don’t come back.”

“I start as soon as my
contract ends. Meg, this is my chance to get away.” Tod said. “I
won’t be gone forever.”

Meg stood defiantly. “You’ll be out here,
exposed.”

“The Captain wants to start a
small trade route, just fringe worlds, no Unity. The station will
be our homeport. I’ll be back several times a year. I’ll make more
than I ever did on the station, enough to afford planet side
visits. I’ll be able to get stuff from off world. Things no other
colonists can get, our farm, are parents will get
rich.”

“Dad doesn’t want
that.”

“That’s how colonists get to
be prime families when the colonies mature. Prime families have
authority and status. I can ensure us a place of
honor.”

“He won’t understand.” Meg
knew she was wasting air.

“No, I’ve tried, and I don’t
think he’ll ever understand. Meg, you and I both know that I’m not
a farmer. I can’t live his life. He might listen to you if you
explain it to him. I can make more SECs in one run than an entire
season’s crops.” At the very least, he hoped to have Meg on his
side.

“Dad’s expecting you back on
the farm. He’s got plans he’s been putting off. Expansions and
repairs.”

“Give him this,” Tod reached
into the drawer retrieving the second package. He handed it over to
his sister. “With this, he should be able to hire all the
help he’ll need.”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ve always
told Ma that the world would be off without you. I’ll try to help
smooth things, but, well, you know.”

“Thanks.” Tod rose to his
feet. He was truly grateful for her assistance, but her support
would mean more. “Out, you two. Go have fun. I’ve got to get an
early start tomorrow, and I’m already
exhausted.”

“Yeah, I have the early
shift, remember,” Marc said.

“Walk me to my door?” Meg
asked.

“You bet.”

“You’ll be at the race?” Tod
asked.

“Wouldn’t miss
it,”
Marc said.

“Meg. They are broadcasting
it planetside. Mom said she didn’t think
Dad will watch, but she’d try.” Meg said.

“And you.”

“Yes, little
sib, I
wouldn’t miss it.” She walked out.

“Out I have to rest for the
race.” Tod pushed them gently out his door then sat back
in his
chair. The universe in all its glory continued to spin just beyond
his porthole. Beyond it, a wondrous future awaited him. Between
them, however, remained the most unpleasant encounter he and his
fathers would ever have.


Chapter 7

Tod woke early and went to inspect his travel pod. The race
would be short, just to the leading edge of the inner ring and
back, barely a few hundred Kilometers. He and Jerald Nguyen joined
forces to convince the administrator to sponsor the race. It was a
way to promote the space program planetside. There was no prize,
just bragging rights and the knowledge that your pod was the
best.

Tod’s old salvaged travel pod
was modified, as were those of the other pilots, except Nguyen’s.
He found it damaged and drifting in the rings shortly after
he’d started working on the station. The original survey ship had
abandoned it for reasons unknown. With the assistance of Captain
Ortega, Tod recovered and repaired the aging wreck. The old man
knew his way around space pods pretty well. Still, it took months
before she was spaceworthy again.

Fortunately, for Tod, Ortega
knew the proper paperwork to file to claim her as salvage legally. The Earth wouldn’t get the transmission for another year, so
to be safe; they had copies are filed with the colonial
government. Together, they were even able to modify her design and
add a few nonstandard features, special modifications that would
allow for more range and speed. The pod was ready, all systems
functioning and every tank and battery filled to capacity.

The pod that Jerald Nguyen was
racing was a new design, built by Nguyen Industries. They were
readying their factories to mass-produce them as the next
generation of station travel pod. For Nguyen, this was a chance to
promote his father’s new toy and the company’s new moneymaker.
For Tod, this would be his chance to prove the superiority of
his modifications and piloting
skill.

The highly-polished metal of
the Nguyen Industries pod shined, distinguishing it from the line
of racers. Between Tod and him, there were two Pods of standard
station design, the old design. These were of no concern;
however, everyone knew that the real race was between him and
Jerald. Tod wanted was to beat the new pod, he wanted to defeat
Nguyen before the eyes of all Dritta.

The pods lined up, floating
between two temporary satellites. The pilots waited for the
signal the start. A
bright red laser shot across the start line. Tod activated the standard compressed gas thrusters and sped
forward. His pod was by far the oldest in the race, it like the
Tug; however, it had superior, Unity technology. She
easily passed the two station pods. Only the Nguyen Pod was able to
pull away from the pack. A situation that Tod was about to
remedy. He activated the pod’s recently installed arc jets. Power
from the extra batteries flowed into the diodes imbedded in the
compressed gas thrust ports. Arcs of electrical energy filled the
chamber superheating the gasses as they emerged; dramatically
increasing the pod’s thrust. The sudden burst of acceleration
quickly left even the Nguyen prototype behind.

Tod worked the math, and then
rechecked it. Fifteen seconds of arc jet thrust then he could drift
into the lead. The race wouldn’t even be close. As the pod sped
toward the rings, Tod deftly activated the maneuver thrusters and
maneuvered his pod for a perfect
one-hundred-and-eighty-degree flip. He could see the other
racers converging on him. The rules of the race stipulated that
each pod
had to reach within ten kilometers of the rings.
Tod figured that with the advantage given his pod by the arc
jets, he could afford to show off a little and still breeze
by them to an easy victory. His pod came within one
kilometer of
the leading edge of the rings. Tod watched the
timer on his navigation console and counted the time to
deceleration. He could see the other pods approaching, slowly.
Three, two, one…

The pod’s thrusters flared
to life
again, followed immediately by the arc jets
boost. The pod decelerated with a jolt. The force of it threw him
back into his seat again by the sudden change in velocity. By the
time Nguyen’s craft had caught up, Tod had reversed course and as
accelerating back toward the station. He couldn’t resist the urge
to wave as he passed.

Tod cut the power to
the jets
and watched as the pod drifted swiftly toward the
station with satisfaction. He had won. There was no way that the
others could catch up. Perhaps news of the victory would reach his
father. He wouldn’t approve, but he might find it in him to be
proud of his son, at least for a brief, undeclared
moment.

A few kilometers ahead, Tod
could see satellite beacons, the finish line. A few
maneuver thrust corrections, and he was right
on line to pass between them. Tod turned the pod and activated the
retro-thrusters. A slight backward pressure indicated the slowing
of the pod. Then for the coup de gras, he
activated the arc jets again. Nothing. He reset the switch
and tried again. Nothing. Damn. The controls were
unresponsive. Trouble. If he didn’t act soon, he’d win
the race with only moments to enjoy his victory before
embedding himself into the hull of the space station. Tod set the
maneuver thrusters to full, using most of the mass in his
compressed gas tanks in a maneuver that changed his course to miss
the station
and the finish line. Without the arc jets, the pod
didn’t carry the gas in the main tanks to decelerate the pod and
maintain orbit.

“Mayday! Pod four,
malfunction. Attempting repairs, but the course is fixed. Anticipate unintended
orbital escape.”

“Station command to pod four.”
Jacky Berge’s voice broke a bit as she spoke. “Recommend emergency
life support measures. Do you require rescue?”

“Hey, Jacky,” Tod said. “Don’t know yet. Is
the path before me clear?”

“You’re clear to
the,
leading edge of the far ring.”

“Thanks, I’ll let you know on
the rescue in a few moments. Out.” Tod
popped the cover of the panel off the
navigation console. He could see the problem. The last arc jet
acceleration had put too much stress on the Tug. The control wire
that led to the jets had melted through.

Tod removed his gloves and
pulled out a pair of wire cutters from the toolbox. Unclipping his
safety harness, Tod was able to float free turn himself to get a
better view of
the problem. The pod was speeding quickly toward
the rings,
and there wasn’t much time to repair the wiring.
He stripped a repair wire and spliced it into the controls. It was
a patch job, but Tod hoped it would hold long enough to limp home.
He turned his body around and re-strapped into his pilot
seat. Here goes, well everything. Tod flipped the switch. The pod
responded with a strong backward jolt.

“Control. pod four condition
green.” Tod forced himself to breath more slowly. “Returning under
own power.” Slowly.

“Copy that,” Jacky said.
“Glad to hear it.”

“One last thing?”

“What is it?”

“Who won?”

“Pod one, The Nguyen
Industries travel pod.”

“Thanks.” The pod came to a
halt and reversed course. Tod turned off the thrust leaving enough
just enough to dock, unfortunately, it meant he would be
spending the next few hours returning at the pace of the tortoise,
instead of the hare.


Chapter 8

Tod stifled a growing yawn as he explained station’s Extra
Station Activity (ESA) protocols to the five new hires that stood
before him. Repairing his pod had taken a long time, and he
hadn’t gotten much sleep. From the looks of the bags under Marc’s
eyes, he hadn’t either. Marc’s condition, Tod suspected, was
entirely self-inflicted. He took comfort t that, unlike his friend,
at least he wasn’t leaning on the bulkhead as he spoke. Each man
had already qualified in both space suit use and free fall
construction techniques. Tod hoped that their practical skills and
common sense matched how their test scores. He could use
an easy duty session.

It might have been it was
revenge for the trouble he and Marc gave the senior
construction tech when they came on board, but the man always
assigned the duty to take the new recruits on their first ESA
jaunt to Marc and Tod. It was a short tour of the outer hull of the
station, a chance for them to get their feet wet and for Tod and
Marc to weed out anyone who couldn’t hack it. Actual,
hands-on, training was
scheduled for later in the week. At least
it promised to be a short shift.

“Any questions?” Training
policy required that Tod check for understanding
frequently.

“I signed a six-month
contract,” Dan Hershey was the first to speak up.” I heard rumors
that the station will be finished in four. What happens
then?”

“That’s a good one.” Marc
nudged Tod. “And practical.”

“Yes, the station should be
operational in four months, maybe earlier if you learn your jobs
well. What does that mean for us? Well for one it means a bonus for
the entire crew. The thing to remember is she’ll be up and ready
for traffic, but far from finished. The station is a work in
progress and may take years or even decades to fully complete.” Tod
explained.

“Especially since each year
the council adds to her proposed function and duties. It’s safe to
say that any of you who wish, for whatever insane reason you may
have, to stay up here can probably guarantee yourselves a good long
career. If you’re good enough that is.” Marc added.

“Is the station
really made out of materials from the planet's rings?” asked
Kramer Niels, a trainee that looked too young to have completed his
primary education, let alone the advanced training required for a
zero-gee construction tech.

“For the most part.” Marc
broke in. “The initial sections were blasted into orbit by chemical
rockets at great expense. Once in orbit, however, we were able to
use pods to get materials from the rings. An ore refinery
unit was
included in one of the early torches.
Once the engineers got the vital equipment online, pods
mined the rings for the iron, copper, aluminum and other ores needed
for hull plates and circuitry. We replenish the station's life
support from ring ice. We later hired a private contractor who has
his own
ship and can bring larger loads at a faster rate.
That’s the primary reason that the project is ahead of schedule.
It’s also the reason they trained you people. We are now refining
ore and creating plates and support beams faster that we can use
them. Frankly, we need more hands.”

“They say that you’ll be able
to see the station at night, back planetside.” Kramer Niels
continued.

“I’ve heard that too.” Tod
broke in. “A fact that might prove useful on a date. A walk at
night, looking at the sky. ‘Doesn’t the station look big tonight?’
‘Yep,’ I’ll say and brag about how I
helped build
it. Should make for some memorable nights. You’ll
be able to do the same thing if you pay attention to your
jobs. Otherwise,
it’s a one-way ticket down gravity well riding a
hot pod to a
fast splashdown.”

Kramer’s face went red, but
his eyes stayed attentive. Tod wondered if his supervisor had felt
the same way when he gave him the same warning when he first came
up. It was important that the men know exactly how
serious their new duties were. In the vacuum, even minor mistakes
could be fatal. The fear of expulsion had edged him to caution on
more than one occasion.

“Don’t mind
him,”
Marc said. “He’s just a little touchy. He’s been that way since he
had to retrieve the last careless trainee. Recycling space suits
full of bloody goo tends to make him testy. On the brighter side,
if you survive your first couple of walks, you stand a good chance
of living long enough to complete your contracts.
Okay, let’s suit up.”

Tod could barely contain the
smile that struggled to break wide across his face. The concerned
looks on the trainee’s faces almost sent him into hysterical
laughter. Their own trainer had taught them to train the
recruits in that fashion. Tod found himself wondering who first
came up with the training routine. He supposed it might have been
an old earth tradition. Whatever it's origins the lecture had
scared both he and Marc into more cautious behavior. Perhaps that
was the reason they were assigned the trainees.

“Just pay attention, you’ll be
all right,” Tod advised them. “Remember,
carelessness can not only get yourself killed but others as
well.”

The new trainees took much
more time than they needed getting into their suits. They
didn’t exactly
dawdle so much as double and triple check their
procedures and equipment. When the group finally lined up at
the airlock
hatch, they all passed inspection, although one
trainee just barely. Tod and Marc pulled out a long tether line and
connected the trainees to it.

Marc operated the airlock
controls. He started the depressurizing sequence, and Tod’s
suit swelled, showing him that the chamber had reached zero
compression. Lights on the panel confirmed his assumption. A deft
motion with his now bulky glove activated the outer hatch.
It slid silently open to reveal the planet spinning obliviously
four hundred kilometers below. Marc took the lead. He activated his
suit thrusters and gently pulled the line of construction techs out
of the station. He almost laughed; they looked like
beads strung out on a necklace between the two experienced techs.
Tod took up the rear where he could watch over the
group.

“The view is
awe-inspiring.” Tod broadcasted on the
open frequency. “It’s a sensory experience beyond any that you’re
likely to have had before. It’s also one hell of a distraction,
however, and allowing yourself to become absorbed in it can be
dangerous. So now, we will relax for several minutes, float and
enjoy the view. Get used to the feeling of zero gravity, look down
on Dritta, find your home settlements and get this out of our
system.”

“Like you ever have.” Marc’s
voice came across Tod’s private channel.

“Shhh!” Tod retorted. Marc was
right; he loved it out there. What he didn’t like was being
responsible for a string of trainees. It limited his freedom. After
several minutes of ‘ooh, awes and there’s my town.' Tod
retook
control. “Turn now and face the station.
Take note of the large red circles spaced evenly around the hull.
The flashing lights make them easy to see. Those are emergency ESA
points. Each contains tether hookups, power and life support feeds.
In case
of an emergency find one and get to it as quickly
as you can. I still breathe today because I knew where the nearest
one was when an emergency struck.”

“What’s that beacon beyond the
rings for?” Kramer Niels pointed.

“There’s no beacon out there.”
Marc turned to see what the trainee was looking at. Just beyond
the rings, a section of space grew suddenly, blindingly
bright.

“What the hell do they think
they’re doing?” Tod gasped

“Is it…” Marc
started.

“Emergency recall, quickly now
everyone back to the station,” Tod ordered. “How dare they
come out this near a planet?”

“What?” the oldest trainee,
Jay Crow’s voice came across the open frequency.

“Inertial wave!” Tod
looked as the light of the stars distorted as a massive wave of light
and kinetic energy spread quickly outward from the object that
reentered normal space. “Move now! Back to the
station.”

The trainees struggled with
their barely familiar suits. Marc and Tod set their
suits’ maneuvering thrusters
to maximum. The trainees were
performing perfectly, considering their lack of
emergency training. Tod would note that in their personnel records
if they lived through the experience. The group floated toward the
nearest Emergency station as quickly as their limited space suit
thrusters would take them.

The wave
of energy connected with the leading edge of the planetary
rings. Tod watched as its force collided
with the ice and rock pushing it aside like a child’s breath on
a dandelion.

“Marc,” Tod said in a weak
voice over the private channel. “The wave will hit us broadside if
we attempt the emergency point. We have to put the station
between the wave and us. Use it like a shield. A ‘Hail Mary’ move at
full burn.”

“Shit! Are you sure? Damn.
Okay then. “Marc said privately. Over the open frequency, the
response was more controlled. “Priority countermand. New procedure:
on three, everyone, activate your thrusters to full. We try for the
far side of the station. Check your tethers. We’re not going to
lose anyone today.”

“One, two,” Tod did his best
to ignore the fearful grumbles filling the comm band.
“Three!”

The thrusters all activated in
near unison. The line of men accelerated toward the lee of the
station and the minimal protection that it would afford them. A
wall of ring debris rushed toward them, as the group moved with
agonizing slowness. Suit thrusters were not designed for speed,
and they were in a race that Tod knew they couldn’t
win.

The struggling group was still
meters away from the edge of the station when the wave struck it,
and then it struck them. The wave felt like a soft
rubber pillow strapped to the front of his father’s tractor.
Behind it came the debris, like a river free of its damn. At least
the construction suits protected them from the radiation. Tod
thought as the mind-numbing force of the wave struck leaving them
all senseless and careening toward the planet below. It would be a
miracle, however, if they survived the shards of ice and
rock.
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