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CHAPTER
1

K-T-Space: Near Side of Antares, Scorpius
Sector – Years 2766 to 2806

 


The old familiar sensations filled Henrietta
with dread. It always affected her that way, the two times she had
gone through this before. And she had just experienced another
episode. It seemed as though untold lifetimes had passed since
Henrietta first became immersed within that cold, confining gel.
All motion within … all action … all life … had suspended. It was
like blindness, but without darkness. It was like sadness, but
without emotion. It was like being, but without ever having been.
And, as always, she knew it would end violently.

She felt her body stretch into a long, thin
line, like a rubber band on the edge of breaking. She tried to
resist the pain she knew would come but realized the attempt was
futile. So instead, she braced herself for what was expected:
infinitely rapid deceleration.

Mäe, faz com que pare a
dor. Mother, make the pain stop.

 


* * *

 


He, on the other hand, felt no pain at all.
For someone approaching five hundred years old—although having lost
count, he was not absolutely sure how old he truly was—Perry
actually felt quite spry. By all rights he should. For most of his
life he was offline and essentially unaware of his existence. So
the actual number of years he was conscious was rather limited,
much like an anxious teen dreaming of one day growing up. And like
most teens, Perry’s adolescence had been frustrating. His life had
been a series of mishaps in his quest to grow up. He found—after
reawakening decades ago—that he had lost all memory and had to be
reeducated from scratch like an accidentally reformatted computer
hard drive.

Come to think of it,
Perry rationalized, that analogy is
not entirely inaccurate; I am as much a computer as I am
alive.

Perry spent a few microseconds mulling that
over as he loyally continued down the path fate had selected. He
tried to puzzle out if comparing himself to a computer was actually
humorous, but could not quite make up his mind. It was not like one
of Jimmy’s clever turns of phrases, but it did hold promise of
raising a laugh or two.

Maybe I should ask Jimmy
when he wakes up. He should know.

He valued Jimmy’s advice. Although
humans were so terribly confusing—and he wondered if he would ever
fully understand them—he decided he needed to try. With years upon
years of time to kill during their journey from Antares, Perry
occupied his time consulting the crew’s deep records. Maybe by
comparing the five teen’s life experiences he would be able to
figure out the differences he was seeing. Perhaps he
could bring order to the chaos humans
represented. One thing he did know: he sure had the
time.

Jimmy Dallas was born in the year 2345. That
was over 420 years ago in the reckonings of a continuously constant
universe. Trips through hyperspace, however, interrupted the
inexorable flow of time, artificially stretching out the span of
human life by forcing the star-traveler into periods of unconscious
stasis.

As the star-travelers “slept” through
K-T-space, they would not quite cease growing, but rather would age
more slowly, at a rate of 1.8 days per light-year travelled. And as
they slept, time continued marching on in normal space at an
accelerated rate until the two units of time were thrown completely
out of sync. So, although Jimmy had lived through 461 years of
history, he was physically only thirteen—as near as the crew could
tell. That was because they could only guess how far they traveled
in the first place to arrive at Antares during their perilous
escape from the Wasatti. That event was what tore them from their
comfortable homes and landed them in the middle of uncharted space.
And home for Jimmy had been the planet of the Hive species, just
before his time at the ill-fated Vega Construction Base … which was
where the children happened to be when it was attacked.

Jimmy was the youngest of the bunch and was
just as intelligent, if not more so, than his friends. Smart and
young, though, was not the best combination to possess. Jimmy was
always the outsider of the crowd. Perry wondered what made one
child a social misfit while another could adapt to almost any
situation. After all, every human had the same genetic
materials—within 99.9 percent—and pretty much had equal access to
the same opportunities.

But what was that
expression humans used? Oh yes, Jimmy was
cool; if only the others could see
that.

Perry decided there were some things he knew
nothing about, but what he did know was that his analysis of humans
should be the least of his problems and that he should be
concentrating on his real job, or his new friends would be very mad
at him.

He did not want that.

They said he had problems concentrating.
Said his thoughts flew from one subject to another. Said he could
not keep his mind on any one thing for very long, which was
ridiculous seeing that he could carry out 800 trillion individual
tasks at once.

Why would they think that
of me? Perry wondered.

Well, I did waste five hundred years lost in
space … and I do enjoy talking, especially to Henrietta … but I can
still run the ship even though they think I talk too much ….

Perry did have all of human history
and all of human knowledge stored in his memory, at least up to
when they left the human colonies … if only he could access it all.
Was it his fault he and the crew were so lost? Probably, he admitted soberly.

That darned security
override protocol the humans use to keep the Wasatti ignorant of
the locations of their colony worlds is what is keeping me, and the
crew, in the dark. If only the crew could
find my spare blue systems key, all would be fine.

This time through the void, Perry was
fighting as hard as he could to stay focused and awake. That was
essential if he wanted to keep track of the exact path he was
taking, or they would be lost yet again.

Or, actually, more lost than they already
were.

On this trip Perry was succeeding … in a
manner of speaking.

They say life can be
tough, Perry reflected. That was the first time Perry
used that saying and he realized how true it was.
Life is a mixture of happiness and sadness,
and the trick is spending more time happy, which
was not always easy.

All in all, though, Perry was doing fairly
well considering all he had been through.

Perry took pride in his identity. He had
been built out of sheer necessity, which made him what he was. A
human exploration ship encountered a lone Wasatti scout ship in
deep space six hundred years ago. The human ship was destroyed just
after its captain sent a message back to the Ten Colonies. From
that point on, humanity and their green, gelatinous allies from the
congenial Hive world at Tau Ceti were trapped in the middle of a
vicious interstellar war with the insect-like Wasatti. No one was
sure where the Wasatti came from. All they knew was that the
nine-foot-tall bugs were completely inflexible and refused to
negotiate, let alone communicate with their new-found foes.

The Ten Colonies became embroiled in
their first star-spanning war, fighting not for territorial gains
but for mere survival. And to survive, the humans needed to stay
one step ahead of their ferocious enemies. So thirty–five years
after that first violent contact, the best of human and Hive
scientists gathered at a secret base burrowed deep within an
asteroid orbiting sterile Vega to build the greatest weapon yet
devised—the organomechanic starship Sampson
K. Perry, who later became known to five young teens
as “Perry.”

How the teens ended up on the ship was a
whole different story. It was the morning of Perry’s first space
trials. Ruben Wilkins—Captain Stephen Campbell’s executive
officer—was the only person living on board and was leading the
children on a brief school trip through the developing ship. Perry
was pleased to have visitors and was eager to show them what he
could do. Perry was also quite surprised how enjoyable it was to
discuss new ideas and thoughts with someone other than Ruben.

Ruben was nice, as some
would erroneously claim, but … distant. Ruben never
liked Perry, and he could never understand why. I never did anything bad to him. I was as loyal as possible.
Everything Ruben asked of me, I gladly obeyed, Perry
recalled. It was as though Ruben considered
it a chore to speak to me. I wonder, he
reflected, if Ruben thought of me like the
other children think of Stiles? That likely explains it. Although I
never bully anyone around like Stiles does ….

Stiles Essen was the oldest of the crew at
seventeen, by a mere five months. But he took pride in that
insignificant seniority. Seemingly, the universe revolved around
Stiles, and the sad fact was that the idea was not confined solely
to Stiles’ imagination. He was the next in line in a long paternal
lineage of political strongmen; in fact, his father was the
governor of the important Vega base when it was destroyed. Although
only fourteen when he was forced to leave the colonies, Stiles was
being carefully groomed as the next colonial president. He
definitely had the drive and the Grecian god-like looks of an edgy,
strawberry blond to go along with the position.

Surely, Perry
mused, humans have a better way of choosing
leaders than that.

Perry gave up thinking of Stiles and
consulted the current navigation routines. That made him think back
to the last time he entered K-T-space. It was quite fortunate the
teens were aboard when they were. The Wasatti entered the Vega
system and conducted a surprise attack, destroying the base as they
swept through. Captain Campbell, leading the small system squadron,
kept the Wasatti at bay as Ruben led the new ship toward
safety.

Perry’s first flight in space turned into a
run for his life. The three protecting ships could only do so much,
and the Wasatti hit Perry with a massive energy shot, disabling all
ship functions and killing Ruben outright. The pain the ship
experienced was still a vivid scar etched in his memory banks. He
realized he should have perished from that extensive damage, but he
was able to self-repair his initial wounds. That supreme effort
took all his energy and put him offline as he struggled for life.
All while the Wasatti closed in to capture him. So there he was, in
the middle of a fierce space battle, offline, and with no crew
other than the five young teens.

If not for the
children, Perry thought, I
never would have escaped. I owe my life to them.

The teens found a way to bring Perry out of
his stupor just as the Wasatti Marines were cutting into his hull.
Peter and Ali jumped the ship out of the Vega system and away from
danger, although no proper jump coordinates had been set. That
should have been the beginning of a happy ending, but it turned out
to be just the beginning of Perry’s next star-crossed ordeal.

During the long, directionless journey from
Vega through K-T-space, Perry lost track not only of time, but of
his identity and of what he truly was. Perry had absolutely no
recollection of the trip and could only take it at face value that
they arrived at Antares, a massive red supergiant star, as young
Peter Campbell—Captain Campbell’s son—had speculated.

It was a lucky coincidence that Peter was
along for the ride. Without access to the ship’s navigational
database, their only clue to their unexpected location came from
those old, boring astronomy lessons Peter’s father had drilled into
him.

Perry knew that Peter was a throw-back
enigma in the modern times in which they lived, always willing to
resist convention. He hated the “efficient” programmed deep-teach
sessions all children subscribed to and preferred to cling to the
Northern Cheyenne oral traditions of learning, having knowledge
patiently passed down from father to son.

According to his vague recollections,
Peter guessed Antares was around six hundred light-years from the
Ten Colonies—ten times farther than any human had ever travelled.
That meant Perry had spent around five hundred years passing
through K-T-space with no one to talk to—seeing that humans so rudely travelled through K-T-space in
stasis, Perry reflected. And because the teens were
traveling faster than light in their induced state of semi-coma,
they aged only three years as opposed to Perry’s five hundred.
Throughout the entire journey, Perry desperately grasped for any
threads of sanity he could find. It was a battle Perry nearly
lost—except for Henrietta’s kind ministrations.

Seventeen-year-old Henrietta Moreira was
born along the lush, southern tropical beaches of Brazil Province
on Old Earth. She had a dark, natural beauty that Perry could
appreciate conceptually, but only in an abstract sort of way. Perry
was able to visualize all five children through his numerous
internal sensors, but differentiating the intrinsic attractiveness
among humans was a problem he was still trying to solve.

Henrietta had long, flowing hair that swept
around her shoulders, almost as if it were a mysterious liquid held
together by magical forces. And the curves of her developing body
were unquestionably different from those of the boys—also seemingly
producing some magical effect on her unsuspecting crewmates. Perry
understood there were physical differences between the male and
female of the species, but to Perry the overall health of the
individual cellular materials that made up the person, and the
intelligence generated by the synapses in the brain, were what
truly mattered. Perry was led to believe, however, that Henrietta’s
cells were put together fairly well, from what he deduced.

 


* * *

 


Her head hit the wall and shattered like a
glass bullet as the rest of her body tumbled into the jumbled mass.
Henrietta wondered what truly happened to the cells of her body as
they made the transition from hyperspace to normal.

Do they fly apart, like
passing through a sieve, and then reform out of some encoded
genetic blueprint? Are we the same people who started the
trip? Henrietta decided she had no interest in finding
out. Just coming out alive again after living the life of the
undead for so long would be good enough for now.

She took comfort in the fact that the
worst was over, even though the throbbing pain was still within
her. She tried to move, but her muscles rebelled. Conceptually, she
knew from her studies why that was so. It was commonly referred to
as muscle memory, but more accurately it was referred to as
neuromuscular facilitation. It was a process where
a very specific signal from a motor neuron struck a muscle cell and
caused it to contract by releasing a specific amount of
acetylcholine. That was the stuffy knowledge she had taken away
from her medical textbooks, but it was the simple trick dancers or
athletes used to perfect their moves. Done repetitively, the body
could accomplish the given task without consciously thinking about
it.

Whatever the task, it would
become more and more accurate after each
trial, but all her normal, subconscious practice trials had long
since stopped in the cold passageways of K-T-space. There was no
movement in hyperspace, and after years of
inactivity—without moving a fraction of an inch—each muscle cell
had atrophied and had lost the memory of what it was designed to
do. Her trapezius could no sooner push against her shoulder blade
than help run a race. Her gastrocnemius would be just as confused
keeping her leg upright as trying to paint a portrait. From decades
of unconscious stasis, her body had transformed into a sack of
uneducated cells needing to relearn anew how to act as a human
body.

Like Perry had to learn
again how to be a ship, she realized through the
clearing fog.

 


* * *

 


After finding themselves lost at
Antares, the five teens worked tirelessly for a solid week bringing
Perry back to consciousness, although even then he felt only about
ten percent recovered. That jumble of new experiences was a lot to
go through, but the humorous part—and yes,
it might be wise to check with Jimmy if that was humorous
too—was that with all they had gone through, they
still were in serious trouble. After they out-jumped from Vega,
they found themselves helplessly drifting, locked in Antares’
strong gravity well. They just barely escaped, once Perry was able
to remap the connections to his engines.

That is the second time I
owed my life to the children, especially to Henrietta, who
reeducated me, and Ali, who provided expert engineering, once we
reentered normal space at Antares. Sure, I might like Henrietta
best, but Ali is special too, Perry
reflected.

Ali Hamadi, like the other children and his
famous starship-designer father, was an extraordinary overachiever.
In Ali’s mind, he believed he had to work extra hard to make up for
his perceived, almost obsessive, sense of lost time. Time was a
precious commodity to Ali, and the young, short but massively-built
and dark-skinned boy hoarded it with a jealous intensity brought on
by his father’s own fame.

To maximize his father’s incomparable
advances in the development of artificial intelligence, the
colonies purposely settled the Ali family at one colonial world
after another for brief periods of time. This allowed his dad the
opportunity to advance his critical work and then “sleep away” tens
of years in K-T-space between worlds to allow technology to catch
up with his brilliant discoveries. These stasis manipulations
stretched his dad’s working career over hundreds of years, but as a
result, Ali saw himself as a homeless vagrant as he followed his
parents around the colonies like a wandering gypsy.

Ali was born on planet Empire forty–three
years prior to the Vega attack but could not recall a thing about
his homeworld, having spent only his first two years there. Then,
like a box of useless household cargo, Ali was put under for nearly
fifteen years during the long journey to his next three-year home
on Jackson’s Landing. There, Ali grew into a confident and
precocious five-year-old engineering tinkerer on the recently
developed colony. Socially, Jackson’s Landing would have been yet
another disaster for Ali if not for his chance meeting with Peter
Campbell. At Jackson’s Landing, Ali and Peter had become the best
of friends and were nearly inseparable, but colonial policies
forced the two children to move on once again.

Fortunately, Ali’s dad—destined for an
R&D facility—and Peter’s dad—assigned to the military base—were
both scheduled for Mars for their next postings. So, other than a
couple months of scheduling differences, the two boys spent their
next nine years asleep traveling from Jackson’s Landing to Mars.
For them, the time away from each other was hardly noticeable, and
they spent the next year and a half bonding even closer within the
domed Martian city of Olympia. Then, it was another
seven-and-a-half-year sleeping voyage for Ali to Vega, where he met
Henrietta and Jimmy for the first time.

The Vega base turned out to be like
all his other adopted homes—unfulfilling and hollow—except that Ali
knew his old friend Peter was scheduled to arrive two years down
the road. The one thing that did interest Ali at Vega, and was the
center of his young life there, was the exciting work he and his
father were finalizing: it was the Sampson
K. Perry.

Perry looked back on those early days with
happiness, much like Jimmy had done with the Hive world.

Dr. Hamadi might very well
be my father, Perry reflected. If so, would that make Ali my brother? Someday
Perry hoped to sort out all those convoluted
implications.

Perry enjoyed it immensely whenever
Ali tweaked his operating systems. He figured the feeling was
somehow similar to what he read about a person scratching a pet’s
ears. It was … soothing … and
the ship came to view Ali as his personal caretaker.

He owed those five kids everything and was
determined to protect them against anything that got in their way.
But keeping them safe and alive would not be easy. Not only were
they lost far, far from home, but Perry’s navigational database was
locked out for security reasons, and food for his human passengers
was running dangerously low.

Finding food in the middle of deep space
will not be easy, either.

The more Perry thought about their
predicament, the more concerned he became. It was as though the
universe were testing them, heaping one problem on top of another.
Food was one thing, but Peter—Perry’s default captain due to
Peter’s genetic similarities to his father, who would have been his
captain—grew seriously ill from Antares’ lethal radiation.
Henrietta, acting as the medical officer, was able to save him, but
Peter’s illness put annoying Stiles in temporary command. No one,
other than Stiles, was happy with that particular turn of
events.

 


* * *

 


Henrietta’s body felt sluggish, like every
cell was separated from its neighbor by hundreds of miles. Her
medical knowledge of what was going on eased her temporary
confusion, but did not make the sensations any more pleasant. It
seemed like ten years had passed before the palm of her hand
finally pressed against the horizontal surface it rested on, and
for all she knew it might have been.

It felt spongy, whatever her hand was
touching. She strained to remember where she had been before the
jump. The sensor room, she
recalled. This new thing her hand rested on should have been hard
and form-fitting to her curved fingers. The last thing she
remembered was gripping the navigational joystick, anxiously trying
to keep the target star perfectly aligned.

But whatever this was felt different. Soft,
yet … resisting. Flat, but rippled in all the right places. It
feels like my hand is meant to be here ….

Her isolated confusion turned into mild
curiosity as she tried to work out her latest mystery. With eyes
still closed, she kneaded her fingers reflexively and felt tendons
give way along a bony ridgeline.

That’s the supraspinatus
connected to the clavicle. An old children’s song came
to mind about bones connected to other bones … or tendons connected
to bones more accurately.
But if that’s my shoulder, I don’t feel the
pressure. Her strange puzzle grew additional, unmarked
pieces needing to be fitted together.

 


* * *

 


After three long weeks escaping the Antares
system, Peter found a candidate star likely to host a terrestrial
planet 61.4 light-years away in a direction they hoped would be
toward the colonies. That jump, as Perry knew the humans would say,
was a “piece of cake” and would only take twenty years for him to
navigate.

Perry wondered how a measurement of time
could taste like a culinary treat and catalogued yet another detail
he might never understand about human thinking.

Perry was very concerned, though. Although
he inadvertently deviated from the route Peter had so carefully
charted, he was able to keep track of time and the vector through
which they traveled. The anticipated twenty-year journey had
doubled, turning into an unplanned forty years through K-T-space,
being pulled toward another random gravity well not of his
choosing. The simple fact was that Perry’s capabilities were far
from what they should be, and somehow it looked as though he had
gotten them lost yet again.

What will they think of me
when they wake up? Perry wondered.

 


* * *

 


Feelings returned as parts of her body
reassembled. Something was poking her in the chest. It was a sharp,
persistent annoyance.

If that’s my caretaker connector, I might be
in serious trouble! What if it’s loose?

Henrietta felt true panic for the first
time.

Sitting in a CT-chair, she should feel
nothing at all. Her connection to the ship would provide all the
nutrients she needed. The medical systems would monitor her
autonomic routines and keep her heart beating, albeit at a
miniscule rate. Her blood would continue to flow through veins and
arteries instead of congealing. Oxygen would infuse lungs and pass
through countless alveoli. It all worked through her CT-connector
hanging freely from her chest.

But if it’s poking me, something’s terribly
wrong.

 


* * *

 


Perry strained his forward sensors, once
again trying to locate any clues about the stellar object pulling
them along their path. They were still firmly enclosed within the
shrouds of empty K-T-space, and—as he had tried over and over again
for the past four decades—Perry was unsuccessful glimpsing any of
the physical universe surrounding them. His voyage from Antares,
which was the first leg of several planned for their journey back
home, should have ended twenty years ago at a promising K2-type
star. That star offered them the closest, best chance of hosting a
planet with Earthlike qualities. Perry’s crew was counting on him
to bring them to such a world, for without finding a rare,
food-producing refuge, his new human friends would starve. Leaving
Antares—with the crew already on half rations—they only had
forty–two days’ worth of food remaining, with a minimum of a
three-year passage back home still facing them.

Perry and the crew had done everything they
could think of before initiating the jump to help them navigate to
that promising stellar system. He had to agree he would need all
the help he could get, too. With an ironclad security system
preventing him from using all his abilities, he was essentially
flying blind.

The first thing all five teens did was
inject adrenaline into their bodies to stay awake for as long as
possible while his ship’s systems set up the navigational routines.
Those few extra precious minutes might very well spell the
difference between success and total failure, keeping Perry on
course. Next, Henrietta had been posted in the forward sensor room
with her hand planted firmly on the navigational joystick; her sole
duty was keeping the destination star centered precisely on-course
until the forces of K-T-space put her under.

The remaining kids were placed strategically
around other critical stations within the sentient ship to watch
over other functions that would hopefully bring them safely and
efficiently to their chosen target. Stiles even shut down all
unnecessary communication channels within the ship to keep Perry
from the useless chatter he was always prone to use. For this jump,
Perry could not be distracted. Everything they planned was designed
to get them to that critical stellar system, eliminating any
chances for error or interruption.

That was the plan.

Perry knew something was terribly wrong once
the scheduled twenty years expired. While he monitored their
progress through space, the sleeping teens were tied into his
caretaker system, slowly absorbing nutrients to keep them alive at
a half-ration consumption rate of a quarter-day per light-year
traveled. He kept hoping with all his might that his
Krenholdtz-Turner engines would begin cycling down, but the trip
extended an additional year, and then another. Then, Perry began
counting off the years by decades as he helplessly monitored the
food stocks in his supply tanks dangerously dwindling away.

They had their plan. They would travel 61.4
light-years to a system possibly containing food, and in the
process consume fifteen days of rations. That would leave them with
nearly a month’s supply at the other end, which was enough to
search out one additional stellar system if needed until food was
eventually found. It was a desperate gamble, but it was the only
option they had. That was why it was so critical for Perry to
remain on course, but the expected 61 light-year trip was already
over 100 light-years long—and growing—with Perry unable to do a
thing to stop it.

The previous time Perry went into K-T-space,
which coincidentally was his very first time, he emerged six
hundred uncontrolled light-years away. Perry sadly realized that
with the amount of food remaining, if he made that same mistake
again, it would be more than enough to starve the crew. Three times
over.

 


* * *

 


Maybe the undead world would
not release Henrietta this time
….

Henrietta forced her unfocused eyes to open.
She was not sitting upright in her chair, like she remembered.
Instead, she was lying prone, face down.

That explains the
poking, she realized with relief. Her head was nestled
in the crook of something warm and inviting, but she was too close
to make out what it was. With great effort, she raised her head and
looked around. She appeared to be in her room.

How’d I get here?
Henrietta wondered. I should be
on-station in the sensor room. Did somebody move me?

Something was still not right. She fought
the persistent fog surrounding her.

No, this isn’t my
room, she realized. It’s
Peter’s. What the heck am I doing here?

The final events just before jump slowly
returned to Henrietta as each neuron in her brain found its
matching receptor.

Yes, now I remember. Peter
was in dire trouble. He was disconnected from his life support
unit. Henrietta had been in the forward sensor room,
keeping the ship on target for as long as she could stay
awake.

Stiles made us take adrenaline to fight the
drowsiness for as long as possible ….

It was becoming clearer to her now. She was
the navigator for the ship, but she was also the medical officer.
Being shorthanded, they had no other choice. So she took a portable
medical monitoring device with her to the sensor room; she
programmed it to watch over the four other kids on the ship to be
sure they were all right. Armed with the med-PAD at her side, she
was all set to watch the target star on her screen for as long as
they stayed within normal space. Everything was fine for awhile,
but the medical unit unexpectedly went off seconds before the jump
occurred. Peter was disconnected from his life support, and for
some strange reason he was in his room instead of the bridge, where
he should have been. The jump would be twenty years long and Peter
would die within the first couple days if he was not plugged in
immediately.

Oh, my God ….
The memory still punched Henrietta’s gut like a cold fist.
She remembered now. She abandoned her post and rushed to Peter’s
room. The countdown to jump continued like sand pouring over her
head, but she could do nothing to stop it. Stiles had cut off all
ship communications to force Perry to concentrate.

Stupid Stiles ….

Entering Peter’s room, Henrietta was
horrified to find him sprawled helplessly on the deck. Peter would
not respond to her frantic pleas, and she thought he was dead until
she felt a faint heartbeat. Using the last of her adrenaline
reserves, Henrietta threw Peter onto his bed and connected him into
the caretaker unit just as the ship transitioned. And as time began
to stop, her downward motion slowed just long enough for her to
connect as well.

She still remembered the voices calling from
the cold void—the strange voices from throughout the galaxy … and
through it all, Peter’s confused question.

“Arietta, is that you?”

Henrietta remembered the last silent
words she sent from her mind in reply. “Yes, Peter, it’s me. Rest now, we’ll be okay.”

So that’s why I’m here
…. The blank puzzle was finally pieced together.
Henrietta was lying on top of Peter in his bed, her head resting
calmly on his shoulder. The CT-connector was still poking her in
the chest, but overall she felt supremely comfortable. She stole a
quick glance at the strong, Northern Cheyenne cheekbones of her
crewmate. It was one of the many fine features Peter inherited from
his mom. She was disappointed, though, that his dark-blue eyes—a
gift from his fair-skinned dad—were still closed.
His eyes are usually so soft, she
remembered. She dared a sniff of his raven-black hair. For a
moment, she allowed her guard to drop … and nestling in, imagined a
different ending.

She blushed as Peter stirred.

 


* * *

 


The grey curtains of K-T-space slowly parted
as Perry finally felt his K-T engines winding down on their own.
Perry scanned the horizon as normal space once again took form,
searching for the star that attracted their fall.

What kind of stellar system
did my navigation routines latch onto this time? Perry
wondered. On his first voyage into K-T-space, a red supergiant had
attracted his attention. Those types of stars were notoriously
bad—impossible, actually—for providing a stable environment for
life to evolve on one of their planets.

And if this is another star like the last
one, the children will be doomed.

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
2

K-T-Space, In-Jump Transition Zone – Acrab,
0835, January 23, 2806

 


A soft weight pressed against Peter’s chest.
It was warm and surprisingly comfortable. He opened his eyes and
found Henrietta lying on top of him like a blanket.

“Um, is there something I missed?”

Henrietta pried her body up and slid to
Peter’s side; her brown, silky hair brushing along his face like a
passing caress. He realized with a start they were laying together
in his bed … alone.

“Duh …,” Henrietta replied.

He knew from his three-year experience
with her as a friend she always had to be in control, and her first
reaction would naturally deflect his question. She’s as stubborn as a mule ….

Henrietta hitched up on an elbow and tried
to get off the bed but was too weak to complete the action, so she
helplessly sank back down to his side. Her cheeks colored in
embarrassment.

Peter could see Henrietta trying to compose
herself as she brushed the wrinkles out of her uniform. It looked
as though she were trying to rid herself of unwelcome evidence. She
stared at everything in the room, except his face.

“I, uh …,” Peter began, thinking an apology
might be needed for some unknown reason.

Henrietta continued his unfinished sentence,
“Nothing happened, if that’s what you’re wondering.”

Peter glanced down toward his toes, making
sure everything was still in proper order. It also gave him time to
gather his thoughts while he figured out what was going on. “Well,
I didn’t think so. I mean … you and me … come on ….”

“Right,” Henrietta replied tartly. She
gathered all her forces and rotated around until her feet fell
toward the deck. The momentum forced her torso up, and she warily
sat upright. She reached across Peter’s chest and disconnected her
CT-plug from the wall. The action forced her to lean on Peter’s
chest once again, but she did not have the strength to get up a
second time. Surrendering to her weakness, she grunted in
resignation.

Peter could see the frustration growing on
her face as she lay helplessly over him. “You do seem to be finding
ways of ending up there, don’t you?”

“Oh, yeah, saving your life will do that
sometimes,” she replied sarcastically.

“Saving my life …?”
What’s she talking about?

“What happened to you, anyway?” she
asked.

“Happened? When …?”

Henrietta finally found the strength
to jump up and stood over the bed on wobbly legs. “You …
idiota …!”

Henrietta’s words could only tumble
out after a frustrated shake of her head. Knowing that Portuguese
was never a good sign, Peter could see her anger growing by the
second as her energy slowly returned. What’d I do to make her so mad?

“You unjacked about a minute before we
jumped. Luckily, I had a health monitor with me on the upper deck.
I come down here—made the trip in a minute, by the way—and find you
collapsed on the floor. What were you thinking, anyway?”

“Collapsed? No way ….”

“Oh, sure; I dreamed the whole thing.”
Henrietta looked around the room and found a chair. She awkwardly
nudged it around with her toe and sat down heavily. “Walked in my
sleep in the middle of K-T-space and jumped on top of you while you
slept. I do that all the time ….”

Peter racked his brain, trying to
piece together the last few minutes of his life. The first thing he
remembered was waking up in bed, with the mystery of Henrietta on
top. How’d she get here? Peter
wondered. For that matter, how’d
I get here? He glanced
to his side and found his CT-connector still in the wall. He pulled
it out in confusion. Scattered memories started clearing from the
fog. We jumped from Antares!

“Antares ….” Peter mumbled.

“Nice goin’, Sherlock,” Henrietta observed.
“With your smarts, you could get a job as a detective!”

“But, I was supposed to be on the bridge.
How’d I get here?”

“That’s what I want to know,” Henrietta
replied. “And are you so stupid you’d unjack?”

“No.” No way
would I do that, he thought. Why?

“I almost hate trying this,” Henrietta said,
looking up at the ceiling. “Perry, are you there?”

“Yes, Henrietta,” Perry replied. “I am here.
It is good to see you and Peter again.”

“Thank God,” Henrietta sighed. “I was afraid
you wouldn’t be there.”

The last time the sentient ship came out of
jump he was wiped clean. It took days for the crew to bring him
back to consciousness as the ship helplessly drifted toward that
gigantic star. And even after coming back to life, Perry was still
nowhere near full capabilities.

“There were times during the journey when I,
also, was afraid I would not survive the ordeal,” Perry replied.
“It is most difficult being alone for that long, but I was able to
‘hang in there,’ as you would say, although I have no arms to do
so.”

“Perry, what am I doing here?” Peter
asked.

“You are lying in your bed, Peter,” the ship
replied. “Is this a test of my cognitive abilities?”

“No,” Peter replied. “Mine, actually.”

“Were you damaged in transit? I thought I
had taken good care of you.”

“No, I’m fine. I just don’t know how I got
here. The last I remember was heading to the bridge with
Stiles.”

“He unjacked, and I had to save him,”
Henrietta interjected.

Perry hummed. “It is most fortunate, then,
that Henrietta was there for you. You would have perished,
otherwise.”

Peter smiled faintly. Henrietta had
mentioned before that Perry hummed when he was concerned and purred
when he was happy. At first he did not notice the odd mannerisms,
but after awhile it became apparent. “We were hoping you could tell
us what went on,” Peter suggested.

“Normally I could, but Stiles locked my
systems down ship-wide to force me to concentrate on the jump. All
I had access to were the operations of the jump,” Perry
explained.

“Henrietta,” Perry continued after a slight
pause, “do you think I talk too much?”

“No,” she replied too quickly. “Not really …
well, maybe a little.”

Perry hummed.

“So, you have no idea how I got here?” Peter
asked.

“No, nor do I know how Henrietta ended up in
your cabin. Everything inside the ship was locked out until we
exited K-T-space. Stiles set up a subroutine that freed my systems
once the K-T engines shut down. Thus, I am free to talk to you
now.”

Henrietta rested her chin in her hands in
exhaustion. Rubbing her forehead, she said, “When I saw that Peter
was unjacked, I rushed down and plugged him in. I had just enough
time to plug both him and me in.”

She cut it awfully close,
then, trying to save me, Peter realized.
She could have died.

“That explains many things,” Perry replied.
His hum began to transform into a purr. “Perhaps Stiles can tell us
why you were not on the bridge, Peter.”

“What’s the status of the others?” Henrietta
asked.

“They are all out of stasis now. Jimmy was
the first to awaken, in armscomp, and is currently searching for
water. Ali is making his way to the bridge from engineering, and is
talking to me as we speak, asking me about my operating systems. Ah
… Jimmy is now also heading to the bridge and will arrive at about
the same time as Ali. Stiles is on the bridge and is violently
scratching the gluteus maximus muscle on his right side.”

“His ‘what’ …?” Peter asked.

“He’s scratching his butt,” Henrietta
clarified.

Peter smirked. “Figures. Okay, what say we
head up there and see if we can find us some answers.”

 


* * *

 


Jimmy and Ali had already joined Stiles on
the bridge by the time the lift door opened to let Henrietta and
Peter out. Henrietta motioned for Peter to go ahead, but—ever the
gentleman—he declined and made way for his friend to exit first. As
she stepped onto the bridge she noticed Ali and Stiles at the far
end discussing the status of the sensors, while Jimmy, on the near
side of the bridge, was scanning com, most likely to see if there
were any stray communications signals bouncing around the stellar
system they had just entered. He seemed perfectly at home working
by himself at the com station.

Jimmy seemed to relate well to the Hive
culture, possibly because the communal aliens had no name for the
individual and he could bond with them within an inconspicuous,
gray anonymity. Truth be told, Jimmy always seemed happiest when he
was alone, and no wonder. It never was a good idea for a skinny,
slight-of-build, red-haired and freckled adolescent to stand
out.

Remaining inconspicuous was something Jimmy
should have known and taken to heart, but the problem was that he
also had a stubborn streak a mile long. Deep down, he knew
intuitively why it was not a good idea to stand out, but he ignored
convention and went out of his way to fight the social norms to be
conspicuously conspicuous—especially with Stiles, who bullied Jimmy
unmercifully.

Jimmy always said he would have been
perfectly happy spending his entire life on Hive, studying his
beloved languages and computers, but after his father died of a
genetic mismatch with the local alien environment, Jimmy and his
mom hastily boarded a transport for a 31.4 light-year voyage to the
Vega Construction Base, losing nine years to the universe but aging
only two months in return. Ever the misfit, he was the only child
at the base before Henrietta arrived a year later. He instantly
took on a reputation as a strange little fellow relating more to
the Hive aliens than to his own kind.

So, for the following seven years, Jimmy
made his home on that sterile asteroid base, distancing himself
further from humanity and dedicating his life to linguistics. Since
leaving the base several centuries ago on his wild ride with Perry,
Jimmy had gone through quite a bit with the new crew and had
developed a few socially-redeeming values. Perry loved his oddball
sense of humor and he did make those great “Antares Rangers”
patches for the crew.

“All audio frequencies are totally silent,
Ali,” Jimmy reported. “So far there’re no signs of life out
there.”

“Figures,” Ali replied. “Keep looking,
though.”

“Of course, knucklehead,” Jimmy replied.
“Like I got anything else to do,” he continued under his
breath.

Ali looked up through his projected screens,
seeing Henrietta for the first time. “Doc …! Hi; we were just
talking about you.”

The other two boys stopped what they
were doing as Henrietta walked into the large room. The bridge was
just as they had left it. Like everywhere else on the ship, the
walls transmitted a pale-olive glow that looked like reptilian skin
stretched tightly around the room. The walls were gently curved,
giving the room a more cavernous look than a traditional command
center. To the front was a large view screen, projecting a perfect
image of space outside the ship. Henrietta was relieved to see that
the system they were now in looked normal and did not contain those
annoying gaseous nebula clouds that surrounded Antares.
Those nebulae were beautiful,
Henrietta remembered, but played
havoc with our sensors.

“Hey, guys,” Henrietta offered in greeting.
“Got it all figured out where we are yet?”

Ali took a quick sip from his water bulb.
“Nah, we just got the sensors up again. We were just about to begin
calibration when you showed up. We … … yo! Chief, how ya feelin’
…?”

Peter stepped out of the lift and split off
from Henrietta to dispense a couple water bulbs.

“Peter! What the—” Stiles began, before
cutting himself off.

“Good to see you too, Stiles,” Peter said.
He handed a bulb to Henrietta and joined Jimmy at the com.

“Man, I was worried about ya,” Ali said.
“Good thing Stiles was there.”

“Stiles …?” Peter asked. “What’d he do?”

Ali glanced at Stiles, prodding him with his
elbow to explain. Stiles appeared to be frozen stiff and said
nothing. “Aw, he’s just being modest. You coulda died down there.
He saved your bones, is all ….”

Peter glanced between Stiles and Henrietta.
“Gee, seems like everyone is stepping over each other to save me
these days.”

“Hey, back up a minute. What’d I miss?”
Jimmy asked.

Like the rest of the crew, Jimmy had been
stationed in a separate part of the ship prior to their jump. He
had been at armscomp, ready to launch missiles if any threat
appeared at their destination. Ali had been far to the rear of the
ship in engineering, monitoring the ship’s operating systems.
Henrietta should have been up in the forward sensor room, keeping
the ship on target at the start of the jump for as long as she
could remain awake, and Stiles and Peter should have been on the
bridge, monitoring the overall journey.

Should have been,
Henrietta thought. Except for some
reason, Peter ended up disconnected in his room, and I needed to
rush down to plug him back in. “So how did Peter end
up in his room?” she asked.

“I, uh …,” Stiles began. “I put him
there.”

Peter looked confused. He edged around Jimmy
and sat down heavily at the tactical station. “Why’d you do that?”
Peter asked.

Stiles shut off his panel. “You don’t
remember?”

Peter shook his head. “No, it’s all a
blur.”

“No wonder.” Stiles replied. “We were
heading up the lift from medical and we took our adrenaline shots.
You remember: to stay awake for as long as we could.”

“Oh, yeah,” Peter replied. “I gave you
yours, and you gave me mine. That’s the last I remember.”

“Right. You said you hated needles. Once I
gave you your shot, you collapsed. Scared me to death,” Stiles
said. “Figure it must have messed with that radiation medicine you
were taking.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Henrietta interjected.
“Those meds should not have caused a reaction. I made sure of
that.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be the first time you
made a mistake,” Stiles retorted.

Peter became seriously ill during their
close approach to Antares’ lethal radiation zone. Henrietta’s first
series of treatments made Peter worse and he rapidly developed
cancer, even though the disease should not have advanced so
quickly. Something Henrietta prescribed caused the rapid
degeneration, but for the life of her, she could not figure out
what she did wrong or how the disease grew so quickly. Only Stiles
knew the real reason. He wanted to take command of the ship and had
sabotaged the medication to get Peter out of the way. No one else
knew, but that was the quickest way Stiles figured he could assume
his rightful place.

Stiles had spent the first eleven years of
life on the influential colonial world of New Capital. It was there
that he dedicated his life to the cut-throat world of colonial
politics. There, he learned from the best of them.

He felt secure in his future until he
learned of his father’s new posting as the Vega governor. Because
of that horrid event, he had been ripped away from his homeworld
comforts and forced to accompany his stern mother on the 32.8
light-year voyage to Vega. Waking up ten years later, which was
physiologically only a two-month span for Stiles, he found himself
in a cold hell of his father’s making. He was surrounded at the
Vega base by barren rocks, egghead scientists, bumbling engineers,
and four total morons for classmates. And to his chagrin, his
classmates were the only people currently left in his world.

He suddenly realized he was outside the
mainstream of political scheming and could sense his carefully
groomed future slowly slipping away. To regain his stranglehold on
the pulse of the colonies, Stiles would need to work twice as hard
as before and be twice as ruthless. He viewed obstacles as
opportunities, as any good politician would. That was the Grand
Game of Politics after all. And he was determined to play it well,
whether six miles or six hundred light-years away from the coveted
presidential compound.

Henrietta glared at Stiles,
embarrassed at her previous failures as a doctor.
He’s right, I really did mess up. She
did, however, develop a secondary treatment that cured Peter’s
illness—just in time to beat the jump, but not quickly enough to
have Peter back in command of the ship.

“Well, however it happened,” Stiles
continued, “it knocks out Peter’s lights. We were heading up to the
bridge and he loses consciousness. So I stop the lift before we
arrive. I get Peter to his room, shove him onto his bed, and
carefully jack him in. I made sure he was okay—remember?—when I had
Perry confirm that everyone was jacked in just before we
jumped.”

“Yeah,” Henrietta confirmed. “That’s
true.”

“Arietta says she found me on the deck.
How’d I end up there?” Peter asked.

“Beats me,” Stiles replied. “Maybe you came
out of it and tried to make your way back to the bridge. How am I
supposed to know what you did down there?”

“Perry,” Ali began, “did you record any of
this stuff? Can you tell us what happened?”

“Unfortunately, no, Ali,” Perry replied.
“Remember, we were under ship-wide blackout conditions. Stiles was
concerned about my concentration wandering during the jump, so all
sections, except for engineering and the bridge, were at secrecy
levels. I was instructed not to communicate in any way with the
crew until jump terminated. Therefore, there are no records of what
went on, except for engineering and the bridge.”

“Yeah, we tried asking Perry already. He’s
no help at all,” Henrietta concluded. “Nobody knows what made Peter
unjack, including Peter or Perry.”

“In this case, no,” Perry replied. “I am
just as confused as all of you. I am sorry.”

Henrietta began summarizing the facts. “So,
apparently Peter was all snug in his bed in his room. Then a few
minutes later I get the signal he was unplugged.”

“How’d you do that?” Stiles asked
suspiciously. “You were supposed to be in the sensor room.”

“I was, but I took a portable med-PAD with
me. Had it monitoring the crew. Rushed down to his cabin, found him
on the deck—unplugged—just in time to jack him back in. Almost
didn’t have time to plug myself in, either. Thought I was a goner
….”

“That sure was good thinking! Carrying that
med-PAD with you,” Ali proclaimed. “Glad you’re looking out for us,
Doc.”

“Yeah, right,” Henrietta replied.
Something was not adding up, but Henrietta could not put her finger
on it. Way too much was happening that, by
all rights, shouldn’t be. Am I that bad a
doctor? Henrietta wondered. She was only seventeen,
after all. Who am I trying to kid,
anyway?

Peter stood up and walked over to Henrietta,
putting his hand on her shoulder. “I guess I have both of you to
thank,” Peter mumbled. He glanced up at Stiles and then back to
Henrietta. “So, thanks.”

“All’s well that end’s well, right?” Ali
asked. “So, anyone around here hungry? I’m starved.”

“Well, knowing how Perry operates, it’ll
take him forever to recalibrate the sensors,” Stiles replied, “so
we might as well grab something to eat. Perry, let us know when you
finish.”

“Of course, Captain Essen.”

 


 


 


 


CHAPTER
3

Acrab Star System, Normal Space – 0900,
January 23, 2806 (Ship Year 540, Day 20)

 


All external sensors were hopelessly out of
spec after being readjusted at Antares’ gas-filled system. Normally
they were designed for the near-vacuum of outer space, where stray
molecules were few and far between, but while at Antares the ship
had been engulfed by thick, chemically diverse nebulae that were
nearly impossible to see through. There, it had been essential for
the crew to find a good destination star away from the clouds, and
Ali had done everything possible to force the sensors to see
through the unusually dense clouds surrounding the red supergiant
star. What he accomplished worked well enough to find a new
destination, but now that they were once again in empty space, it
was as though someone had taken a hammer to a sensitive optical
instrument and forced them to look through it.

Perry set to work immediately on his
recalibrations. It would take him several hours to bring them back
to factory settings, but he was looking forward to the challenge.
He began to purr contentedly as he began his new task.

He would have preferred simply hitting
“reset” to bring the instruments back, but that was not an option.
“Unimportant” things like default settings were not the priorities
the crew spent much time on when they were fighting for simple
survival back at Antares. And as a result, defaults—by
necessity—had been purposely overlooked. Henrietta and Ali had
managed to get some of Perry’s memory restored, but way too much
was still buried deeply within his cortex, currently inaccessible.
So Perry needed to build the sensor software up from scratch,
relearning what every system was and what each component was
designed to do. He needed to go over the programming line by line,
which would not be a simple matter, seeing that the amount of code
dedicated to sensors alone was what would normally be stored in
three rooms full of mainframe computers. Perry experimented with
what Henrietta might say in a situation like this.

“Eh, it will give me
something to do.” Perry decided that would be the most
appropriate response, although she would
mash some of her words together like humans usually
do.

In the final analysis, Perry was just
as interested in discovering where they were as the teens must have
been. Not only was Perry obsessively curious by nature, but he felt
responsible for the predicament they were facing. Finding
answers immediately would not
be soon enough for Perry’s tastes.

Perry initially used whatever sensor
data was available once he came out of K-T-space, but the universe
looked out of focus, as a person needing corrective lenses without
them would see the world. There were a few nearby blobs that must
have been stars, but other than that it was all one big grey blur.
Perry knew he had jumped nearly twice as far as he should have, so
there was no chance they were at the star they aimed for, or at the
next scheduled star down the line for that matter. Peter had found
only two candidate stars suitable for life near Antares, and this
surely could not be one of them. Stiles—especially—will not be pleased.

Perry decided it would be best to
delay telling his friends the bad news. He was not sure why that
was so
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