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      Amelia Blueheart sat beside her friend Largo on the bridge of his ship, Nobody’s Business, and watched hypnotic waves of green and yellow undulate across the video screens on the bridge walls.

      “It reminds me of traveling under a vast methane sea.” Largo turned his handsome face to her. “You know you’re moving, but there’s no point of reference, no way to measure how far you’ve traveled or how much farther you need to go to reach your destination. And the colors are similar, too.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Undersea travel was not in her realm of experience. “Wait. Was that your way of telling me we’re lost?”

      Largo flashed a grin and settled back in the pilot’s chair.

      The Nobody’s bridge was exceedingly comfortable–as were all the crew areas of the ship. A small cargo ship that could be handled by a crew of one and carry up to a dozen passengers, Largo had received the older Nobody in lieu of payment for a job.

      Amelia admired the way he’d made the ship his own, adding creature comforts, and beefing up or upgrading its systems. It was a well cared for ship, a responsive and comfortable ship; a ship that had never hosted more than its crew of one since Largo owned it. Not until Amelia been invited aboard.

      She felt absurdly pleased about that.

      The bridge gel seat warmed to Amelia’s body temperature and molded to her petite frame, a bit like sitting in a giant human palm–or floating in a cloning chamber.

      Largo brought up a three-dimensional holo of the gate they were traveling through so she could mark their progress, but the snaking waves of color on the video screens behind it kept snagging her attention. One in particular looked slightly out of synch with the others.

      Travel through the galactic gates was never pleasant for a ship’s crews. The anomalies that allowed ships to traverse vast distances over a short time frame required a ship to shut down its propulsion engines–no matter the fuel source–while inside the gates.

      No crew liked to kill their engines. It made them vulnerable to attack when exiting a gate. Many had tried to travel through the gates with engines idling, never to be seen again, whole crews lost. After the loss of too many ships and countless lives, it was finally accepted that the only way to utilize the gates was to shut down a ship’s propulsion system.

      Given the vastness of the galaxy, using the gates was necessary if a ship wanted to travel beyond its home star system.

      Amelia began to wish she’d stayed in her cabin. The patterns on the screens were making her queasy.

      “You doing okay?” Concern filled Largo’s gold-flecked tawny eyes.

      Amelia managed a wan smile. “I’ll be fine. How long until we exit?”

      They were on their way to Belliot, Largo’s home planet. Unfortunately, they were having one hell of a time getting there. A detour at the request of an old friend of Largo’s a few months earlier had nearly cost them their lives. It had definitely cost Largo a friendship.

      “Not much longer, I promise.”

      Since leaving Ankama, they’d slipped in and out of gates, making their way along the Milky Way’s Scutum-Centaurus Arm. Amelia sided with the enthusiasts who believed the gate system had been created millions of years before by ancient travelers from other galaxies. Why else would each entry/exit sit near a planet?

      The naysayers insisted the gates were natural ripples in the space-time continuum created by gravity waves from long extinct pulsars, and the entry/exit points were created by the planets’ magnetic fields.

      It didn’t really matter who was right. What mattered was that the discovery of the gates pushed space travel forward by leaps and bounds, allowing ships to reach distant planets and opening up trade between vastly different cultures.

      The transition between travel inside the gate to free-floating in space always made Amelia dizzy and upset her stomach. When she still belonged to the Tribunal, she wasn’t allowed outside the confines of her cabin, but she always knew when their star cruisers exited a gate by the way she felt.

      “Did you see that?” she asked, pointing to one of the video screens. “The wave pattern is different on that screen. It’s almost as if . . .” Her voice drifted off. She frowned. “Wait.” She watched the screen intently.

      “There. It did it again. It’s as if something is manipulating a gate.” She watched the screen, counting in her head. “It’s a regular disturbance. It has to be from an outside source. I think . . . I think it might be a distress call, Largo. The closer we get to the entry point, the stronger the signal.”

      Largo began scanning frequencies for the call. He trusted Amelia’s instincts. She had a knack for picking up on patterns well before others saw them–part of her translator clone’s genetic soup.

      Translators worked non-stop until they either burned out or failed to bring about a satisfactory resolution, at which time they were terminated. The life expectancy for an adult translator rarely spanned ten years.

      Amelia was a runaway translator clone. If found, she would be terminated. Largo would be stripped of his ship and his credit account for aiding her.

      For Largo, the risk was worth it. Amelia Blueheart was the most generous and fascinating woman he had ever met and he wanted her in his life. Permanently. She had raised him out of the dark funk he had fallen into over the last decade. Since they’d been together, his moments of happiness kept multiplying.

      Although he’d never said the words for fear of scaring her off, he could admit to himself that he loved her.

      “I think the call originates right outside the exit.” He pursed his lips. “Damn. It could be a trap.”

      Pirates–collectively known as the Kuri–liked to wait in ambush outside the exits and grab a ship when it was in the vulnerable period before its engines powered up enough to maneuver. The Department of Galactic Safety stationed ships at the well-traveled gates, but they didn’t have enough men or ships to guard every gate. Numbers of ships and their crews were lost to pirates each year.

      Amelia’s green eyes remained focused on the screen with the troublesome wave pattern. When it appeared again she felt sure it was a distress signal. Was it a trap or was it real? She pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head.

      “I don’t see that we have any choice in the matter, Largo. Galaxy law says any ship that catches a distress signal must respond unless the danger to itself is too great. Since we can’t assess the level of danger from inside the gate, we have to exit.”

      “This is exactly the kind of out-of-the-way gate the Kuri like to stake out. That concerns me.”

      “I agree with you.” Amelia drummed the slender fingers of one hand on her thigh, thinking.

      “But I don’t see that we have a choice,” she eventually repeated. “Can we arm the ship before we exit the gate?”

      “No. But we can have her ready to arm as soon as we’re clear.” He pulled up the defensive weapons panel and programmed the new destination into the navigation system. “Are you ready?”

      Amelia nodded and grabbed her stomach. It never helped, but she was ever hopeful that it would alleviate the queasiness. Her ears popped and she felt as if she was being squeezed along with the Nobody. The video screens went dark. Moments later, pinpoints of light began to pop up on them. Amelia swallowed against the bitter bile creeping up her throat.

      The ship’s engines kicked in, but Largo let it hover. A large cargo ship appeared on one of the screens, a gaping hole in its port side.

      “I assume that’s the source of the distress call,” he said. He scanned his instruments, but saw nothing alarming. “There are no other ships in the area. I’m going to ease closer.”

      He circled the huge ship slowly, looking for more signs of damage. “I don’t see any–Amelia? What’s wrong?”

      Amelia felt light-headed, but it wasn’t from exiting the gate.

      “I know that ship,” she whispered. “It belongs to my friends, the Zabolovs.”
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      The ruptured Malapar drifted outside the gate, another dead ship in the vastness of space. Space junk collectors would find it eventually and haul it to their junkyards where they’d strip all usable parts to sell and melt down the remainder. The melted metals were separated, pressed into sheets, and sold to resellers who then resold them to ship builders. It was amazing how little went to waste.

      “Can you tell what happened?” Amelia asked. While she had recovered from her initial shock, she still felt sick inside. Even if she hadn’t known the Malapar’s current crew, she considered all Zabolovs to be her friends.

      “I know the Zabolovs, Largo. This could not have been an accident. They’re too intelligent to let anything this catastrophic happen. They have back-up systems for their back-up systems, and every one of them is capable of piloting or fixing anything that might fail on their ships.”

      “You make them sound like geniuses.”

      Amelia nodded. “They are, in their own way. They are far more technically advanced than any other culture I’ve dealt with. This ship might look like an old clunky cargo ship, but I can assure you that it is state of the art inside.”

      Largo guided the Nobody around the huge cargo vessel, looking for an explanation for the hole in the hull.

      “Wasn’t the Malapar the Zabolov ship that helped you escape the Tribunal?”

      The fact that he remembered what she’d told him about her escape warmed her.

      “Yes. I lived on her for nearly four months.” Her hand went to the pocket where she kept her banking device and the small green disk her Zabolov friend Zimmian had given her.

      The disk would send a signal to Zim, letting him know she needed him. She never intended to use it, but carried it with her as a reminder of the first friend she had ever made.

      “Every time I think about what you went through to get away from the Tribunal . . .” Largo reached over and squeezed her hand. “It must have been a terrifying experience.”

      Despite her worry, a half-smile tugged at Amelia’s mouth at the memory of hurtling through space in a tiny capsule, trusting that her new friends would rescue her. “I didn’t completely understand what was happening at the time. I’m sure I would have balked if I’d known.”

      “The Zabolovs risked a lot to help you.”

      Amelia nodded. Her gaze never left the ship on the view screen. “Yeah, they did. They were my first friends. And because they were my friends, I need to figure out what happened here so I can let their families back home know. They’re a tight community. They’ll be worried when they don’t hear from the crew.”

      “All right. How many crew members are on board?”

      “Most likely four.” She smiled at Largo’s surprise. “I told you, they’re a technologically advanced society. One person could operate the Malapar if necessary.”

      “I think I’d like to meet these Zabolov friends of yours.” Largo guided the Nobody closer to the gaping black hole in the Malapar’s hull. “Look at the edges of the hole–they curve inward, not outward like they would if there had been a shipboard explosion. The cause of the explosion came from the outside.”

      He paused, not wanting to voice what he was thinking until they knew more. Still, he couldn’t help but wonder if the Tribunal had figured out that the Malapar had helped Amelia escape. How far would they go to punish her crew?

      “Can we board her?” Amelia didn’t really want to go on the dead ship. She didn’t want to see the bodies of her friends, even if the crew consisted of Zabolovs she’d never met.

      Largo shook his head. “Can’t risk it. At least not yet. We’ll send in a remote control probe first. It will give us eyes and ears inside the ship. Then we’ll decide how to proceed.”

      Amelia let out a sigh of relief. The probe would tell them if there were bodies that needed to be retrieved. If so, she wouldn’t leave them here. They had families who needed to deal with them according to their customs so they could have closure. The junkyard dealers would merely jettison them into space where they could float for thousands–possibly millions–of years.

      Largo launched a probe and guided the cylindrical gray disk through the hole in the Malapar’s hull.

      “The hole leads to the cargo bay,” Amelia said, watching the images projected to the view screens. She frowned as the probe circled the bay. “It’s empty. They normally head home as soon as they’ve delivered their cargo. The crews stay out a year at a time and I’m told they’re ready to get home by the end of their run.”

      “Which means they were attacked as soon as they left this gate and their cargo was stolen. Or they’d made their deliveries and were heading home when they caught a distress signal and exited the gate to help. We’ll have the probe scan for trace to see if we can identify what they were carrying once it checks the rest of the ship. Which way now?”

      Amelia pointed to the bottom edge of a hatch high up the far wall. “Through there.”

      A series of hatches prevented the cargo bay from sucking the atmosphere from the crew areas.  A survivor would have closed the open hatch before restoring atmosphere to the rest of the ship. Added to the fact that if anyone was left alive they’d have taken the damaged ship home, she didn’t hold out any hope of finding survivors.

      Largo guided the probe through the cargo bay hatch into a short corridor with smooth gray metal walls, a dimpled gray floor, and a smooth gray ceiling with recessed lighting that should have flickered on at the probe’s presence. As the probe moved slowly down the dark corridor, its cone of light picked up two more open hatches.

      “What are we looking at here?”

      “It’s the utility corridor. Engine room is on the left and ship’s systems on the right. The bridge, crew’s quarters, and crew areas are on the next deck up.”

      Amelia rubbed her chest with one hand, trying to relieve her building anxiety. The probe entered engineering and flashed its narrow beam over the room, reflecting off a complex series of polished metal cylinders. Largo widened the beam and turned the probe in a slow circle, revealing a network of slender pipes fitted with numerous valves and digital screens.

      “See anything of interest?”

      “I never visited engineering when I lived on the ship. Sorry. I can’t tell if anything is damaged there.”

      Largo pondered the view screens. “It’s an unusual set up, but I don’t see any obvious signs of damage. All right. Let’s check the ship’s systems room.”

      The probe spun until it reversed direction and entered the open hatch on the opposite side of the corridor.

      The open hatches worried Amelia. The Zabolovs were a meticulous and careful people. When she lived aboard the ship, they impressed the importance of always closing any hatch she opened.

      Largo guided the probe slowly through the room, hovering whenever he wanted to get a closer look at a digital panel or gauge.

      “Do you know what you’re looking at?” she asked, when she couldn’t stand his silence any longer.

      “The usual. Water, heat, atmosphere, gravity, air pressure. Nothing looks out of whack.”

      “The Malapar smelled better than any ship or space station I’ve ever been on. Until the Malapar, I thought everything in space smelled metallic and stale.”

      Largo raised his eyebrows and slapped his palm over his heart. “Even the Nobody? I’m deeply wounded.”

      Oh, no. She’d insulted him.

      Amelia searched for a way to soften her thoughtless words, but then Largo smiled and his eyes sparkled. He was teasing her. This was a recent experience for her, this human interaction called teasing. He’d had to explain the concept of not meaning what one says to her several times. She didn’t understand teasing well enough to try it herself, but she was learning that–at least when Largo teased–that it was done with great affection.

      She smiled back, thankful for Largo’s attempt to alleviate some of her anxiety.

      “The Zabolovs live deep in a mountain range that’s covered with green forests. They found a way to duplicate the fresh, green scent of their forest and project it through the ship’s living areas,” she explained. “Whenever I closed my eyes in my quarters I could imagine I was sitting in their forest. I think it helps prevent the crews from getting homesick.”

      “If we ever meet these friends of yours, maybe they’ll share their secret. I’d quite like it if Nobody smelled like a green forest.” He turned back to the view screens. “I don’t think there’s anything else for us to see here. Not now anyway. Should we ascend to the next deck?”

      The next deck held the crew areas. If there were bodies to be found, they’d be there. Amelia tried to speak past the sudden lump in her throat, but could only nod. She waited for the probe to move, but it remained floating in the utility corridor. When she glanced at Largo, she saw the concern in his eyes.

      “Maybe you should wait for me in your quarters,” he said gently. “You don’t need to see this.”

      The offer tempted her. It would be so much easier to wait for Largo to check out the rest of the ship and report what he found. It was also cowardly. She shook her head.

      “No. I need to see for myself. Besides, you’ll need me to tell you where to go and explain what the probe sees. Please proceed.”

      He reached over and squeezed her hand. “That’s my girl.” He would have been surprised if she agreed to wait in her quarters. Amelia never retreated when her help was needed, no matter how dangerous the situation.

      The probe moved forward to the end of the corridor and floated up alongside metal rungs secured to the end wall until it reached another open hatch. The open hatch meant the crew was dead.

      Amelia’s breath hitched. Largo glanced sharply at her but she waved him on.

      The upper deck corridor looked the same as the utility deck corridor, only it was twice as long. The lights here also remained dark as the probe moved forward. Amelia shivered.

      “What’s the layout up here?” Largo asked. “Where should we go first?”

      “Crew’s quarters are on the left. The mess, holo deck, and library are on the right. Bridge at the end.”

      “How many personal quarters?”

      “Five. No, six.” Her jaw was clenched so tight she could barely speak.

      Largo nodded and guided the probe into the first hatch on the left. Its beam revealed a room comfortably appointed with thick dark green carpet–another reminder of their forested home–and a wide bunk attached to one wall. All the rooms were carpeted and filled with comfortable, colorful furniture designed for long stretches of space travel. Red and gold cushions floated above the floor.

      The probe bumped against a pillow, sending it across the room. Largo reversed direction and returned to the corridor. He guided the probe into the library next.

      The compact, black drives holding thousands of Zabolov vids and books and their viewers looked undisturbed. Nothing floated despite the zero gravity because everything in the library was secured. The library held the crew’s entertainment and was well protected from unexpected loss of gravity.

      Largo continued to guide the probe in and out of each room it came to, heading steadily toward the bridge. The crew quarters were all the same; personal items and anything not secured floated undisturbed.

      “How-how long ago do you think they were attacked?” Amelia asked. Her heart thudded a little harder every time the probe exited a room and moved closer to the bridge. The bridge was where she expected to find the bodies.

      “There’s no telling. Not yet, anyway. I’d need to see the ship’s logs. When were you last on board?”

      “About six months ago.”

      “So they were attacked sometime between six months ago and earlier today.”

      Amelia nodded. She couldn’t speak. What was there to say?

      “Hmmm.”

      “What?” She searched the view screen but saw nothing.

      “The hatch to the bridge is closed. Every other hatch the probe has encountered has been open.”

      Hope stirred in Amelia’s chest. “That’s a good sign, right?”

      “Don’t get your hopes up.” Largo looked at her. “Seriously. Don’t expect miracles. It might only mean that whoever damaged the ship couldn’t access the bridge.”

      Despite Largo’s warning, Amelia clung to her hope that there were survivors. “Or it could mean the crew holed up in the bridge and kept the attackers out.”

      Largo guided the probe back along the corridor. There was nothing more to see. It was time to bring the probe home. He tensed, waiting for what he knew was coming. Amelia would never turn her back on anyone who needed her help. It was one of the things he loved about her.

      He glanced her way. Had he spoken that out loud? He hoped not. The one and only time he’d told a woman he loved her she’d left him. He wouldn’t make that mistake again. Not until Amelia realized she felt the same way about him.

      She was still staring at the view screen. “One of us has to board the Malapar and check behind the closed hatch.” She turned her lovely green eyes toward him, her jaw set. “It has to be me. You need to stay with the Nobody.”

      Largo silently swore and pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. It was one thing to send a probe into the damaged ship, quite another to send a person. He hated the idea of Amelia going into the disabled ship alone, but he couldn’t leave the Nobody sitting untended right outside a gate. What if whoever attacked the Malapar returned? Then they’d both be stranded on the disabled ship.

      He dropped his hand. “Dammit, Amelia. It’s dangerous. You aren’t trained to dive a ship.”

      “I have to go,” she said quietly. “If we leave now, I’ll always wonder if we could have saved them.”

      Largo sighed. “I know you have to go. But I don’t have to like it.”
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      Despite her brave words to Largo, Amelia was terrified. Nobody’s Business was tethered to the Malapar by a long, thin cable stretched between the two ships and attached near the top of Malapar’s gaping hole. She dangled from that cable, secured by a harness over an enviro-suit, one especially constructed to withstand the vacuum of space.

      She fought to keep her breathing and pulse even. At least there was no wind to blow her around.

      If Largo noticed her elevated pulse, he was wisely keeping it to himself. He had briefly tried to talk her out of visiting the ship before she stepped out of the air lock, but they both knew it had to be done. So here she was, dangling from a cable so thin she could barely see it and questioning if she was up to the task.

      The enviro-suit was slightly large for her build and felt bulky and awkward. She kept her movements slow and deliberate the way Largo had schooled her, afraid that she’d set herself into a spin and snarl the harness line if she moved wrong. Grabbing the cable with a gloved hand, she took a moment to breathe and assess her position.

      She had never felt quite so insignificant. In the vastness of space she was less than a tiny speck of matter–smaller even than a single atom. Even the enormous ore ship she was heading toward felt small surrounded by the infinite, dark expanse of space.

      Without gravity to tug on her, she weighed nothing. Combined with the vastness, it only added to the humbling sensation that she was little more than a microscopic mote in the large scheme of life.

      Paused near the halfway point, she arched her neck to look above her. At her request, Largo had pinpointed their location on a three-dimensional star map. She wanted to know how far they were from Trestan, the Zabolovs’ home planet. Answer? A long, long way.

      From her location two-thirds of the way out the Scutum-Centaurus arm of the Milky Way, the stars crowded into the center of the spiral galaxy looked like a thick, milky cloud of dust. Instead, she knew the galaxy’s center was comprised of billions upon billions of stars spread out over unfathomable distances.

      “Why did you stop? Is something wrong?” Largo’s voice sounded clearly in her earpiece, as if he stood next to her.

      “I’m fine. I stopped to admire the view. It’s pretty spectacular.” And she was postponing the moment when she discovered what lay behind the closed hatch on the ship, she added silently.

      She released a short jet of air to get her moving again and focused on the breach in the hull instead of what lay beyond it. The trip back to the Nobody would be easier. Once she detached the cable from the Malapar’s hull, the cable would retract and carry her back to Largo’s ship at a much faster rate than she was moving now.

      “Make sure you have a firm grasp of the hull and are moving inside before you disengage the cable from your harness.”

      “I haven’t forgotten.”

      A big sigh erupted in her ear.

      “I know. I’m talking to keep myself calm. I should be the one out there, not you.”

      “We discussed this. I can’t pilot your ship if anything goes wrong, ergo, I need to be the one out here.”

      “Ergo? Did you really say that?” The smile in Largo’s voice eased some of her tension. “Once you get inside the ship I want you to keep up a running commentary so I know you’re okay.”

      “Aye, aye, sir. Entering the cargo bay and disengaging now.” The hull was thick, at least three meters; the edges of the hole twisted and scorched black. The fingers of her gloves picked up residue as she pushed off and into the bay. They would analyze it when she returned to the Nobody, looking for clues to tell them what was used to attack her friends.

      As she moved deeper into the bay, her breath sounded loud and artificial in her ears. The faintly metallic air in her breather left a slight, bitter taste in her mouth. The bright beam of her helmet light disappeared into the bay’s dark corners, making it feel even more immense.

      “The cargo bay feels so much larger than it seemed on the drone’s view screen.”

      “It would. You’re experiencing it in three dimensions now instead of two. Have you located the hatch to the upper deck?”

      “Not yet.” She widened the beam on her helmet light and turned a circle.

      “Look higher.” Largo had visual hooked into her helmet so he could help guide her. With him in her ear and being able to see what she saw, it almost felt as if he was inside the enviro-suit with her, a comforting sensation.

      “There it is.” She angled her body and released a one-second jet of air, propelling herself higher and toward the far wall. She sailed through the hatch and bumped into the corridor wall.

      “Hit it in one,” Largo said. “Good job.”

      “Thanks. I’m headed to the end of the corridor and up through the next hatch to the crew’s deck.”

      “Use slow, deliberate movements and watch for sharp edges or objects. You don’t want to puncture your suit.”

      “Understood.” Amelia pushed off the wall and bounced hard off the opposite wall. She bounced back and forth until she was able to grab the edge of a hatch.

      “Amelia.”

      “I know, I know. Slow and deliberate. Let me try that again.” She crouched as best she could and angled her body toward the far end of the corridor before pushing off more slowly. This time she floated partway down the corridor before hitting the opposite wall.

      “Much better. Before you go up . . .”

      “Yes?”

      “You don’t have to do this. Whatever lies behind the closed hatch could be upsetting.”

      “More upsetting than having newly birthed clones die in front of me because I couldn’t save them?”

      Silence.

      “Sorry. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

      “No, it’s all right. I just . . . I wasn’t sure how to respond. I know the dead clones still haunt you, but there was honestly nothing you could do.  As I’ve told you many times, their deaths are not your fault. Remember the ones who survived because of your efforts.”

      Amelia could hear Largo’s frustration and wished she hadn’t mentioned the clones. She still had nightmares about them, but he didn’t need to know that. It was time to change the subject. She pushed the memories of the clones from her mind and focused on the Zabolov ship.

      “I’m through the hatch and onto the crew deck. Heading toward the closed hatch now.”  Grabbing the edges of the open hatches, she propelled herself along the corridor, a corridor she knew well, until she stood in front of the only closed hatch.

      “Someone has to be inside,” she muttered. “Else why would it be closed?”

      “I agree.”

      She’d forgotten Largo could hear every word she spoke. She appreciated that he didn’t try again to talk her out of entering the room. He knew she was going through with it and would support her.

      “When I lived on the ship, the doors were palm activated. I might still be in its system.”

      “You can’t remove your glove. Grab the pry tool.”

      The enviro-suit had several pockets. She fumbled with a flap and managed to pull the small pry tool from her right sleeve.

      “These gloves are impossible.”

      “Not impossible, but certainly difficult. It’s hard to beat  human fingers for dexterity. You’re doing great.”

      After several failed attempts, she managed to pry the cover off the door mechanism.

      “Excellent. Now the black box.”

      “Seems like it should have a fancier name considering what it’s capable of.” She pulled a small black box with two wires protruding at one end from the suit’s left leg pocket. “Now what?”

      “Move the wires in the control panel so I can get a look. There. See those two metal strips under the wiring? You want the two wires from the black box to hit those two strips.”

      Amelia pulled back just before the wires made contact.

      “You had it. Why did you stop?”

      “I wasn’t thinking straight. Largo, what if whoever’s on the bridge isn’t wearing an enviro-suit? They’ll die as soon as I open the door.”

      “Do they have video feed of the ship?”

      “I think so.”

      “Then they know you’re outside the hatch. And if they don’t have enviro-suits how have they been getting food and water? You need to open the hatch.”

      “You’re right.” Amelia pushed the wires aside again and pressed the black box to the two metal strips.

      “That’s it . . . Wait for it.”

      The hatch slid open.

      Amelia put the tools away and steeled herself for what lay beyond the hatch. Beads of sweat rolled down her spine even though she wasn’t hot. Grasping the edge of the doorway, she propelled herself inside the bridge.
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      It was a small bridge for such a large ship, a testament to the Zabolovs’ sense of design and efficiency. Six black gel seats set in two rows of three in the center of the room were the only furnishings. Vid screens wrapped around three walls.

      It took Amelia a moment to make sense of what she was seeing.

      Gel seats and vid screens. That was it. No bodies.

      “The ship can be operated from any of the gel seats,” she told Largo as she looked for any clues that would tell her what had happened to the crew. “It can even be piloted from any of the crew’s quarters. I told you they believed in back-up systems to their back-up systems.”

      Now that she was over the initial stress of not knowing what lay behind the closed hatch, she didn’t know if she was relieved or disappointed not to find anyone.

      What did it mean that there were no bodies? Had the crew been taken hostage? Or had their attackers jettisoned them into space, never to be found?

      Maybe they’d made it to the escape pods.

      Damn. She’d forgotten about the pods. She’d have to check for them on her way out. She should have remembered the pods sooner.

      “Amelia, there’s a light flashing under the center front gel seat. What is it?”

      Amelia used the seat backs to pull herself along and bent down to look. Largo let out a string of cuss words.

      “Get out! Get out now! Hurry, Amelia. Use your jet. Hurry!”

      Amelia reacted to the panic in Largo’s voice. Whatever the flashing light signified, it had frightened him. She turned and launched herself from the nearest seat, waiting until she moved through the hatch to release a spurt of air from the jet.

      “I need to check the small bay where they keep the escape pods.”

      “No! You don’t have time. The bridge was booby-trapped with an explosive device. Your friends would want to do the most damage possible to whoever attacked their ship. You need to get to the hold or you could be destroyed with it.”

      Explosive device. The Zabolov people were miners. They regularly employed explosives in their work. Destroying the entire ship would be preferable to letting their technology fall into an enemy’s hands. Largo was right–she needed to move fast.

      “Largo. Don’t wait for me. You need to detach the Nobody and move it away from here.” She reached the end of the corridor and descended to the utility deck, grateful that this was a much shorter corridor.

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “I’m heading into the cargo hold now.” She hovered beside the hatch as she directed her head beam this way and that, but she couldn’t find the blast hole. Then she remembered that it was lower on the hull wall.

      Grabbing the edge of the hatch, she bent in half and pulsed the jet, holding her arms straight in front of her when she took off. She didn’t want to hit the far wall with her helmet.

      “Amelia. Hurry, dammit.”

      “Largo you need to disconnect the cable from the ship. Now. Please.”

      “Not until I have you. Now move your pretty ass and get out of that hold.”

      “I’m trying,” Amelia grumped. She swiveled her head back and forth until her light picked up the breach in the hull. She was going to miss it by three meters. Twisting her torso, she pulsed the jet enough to change direction.

      She felt, rather than heard, the ship rumble around her.

      “Largo, leave now or we’ll both die.”

      “Not going to happen. Keep moving.”

      Amelia barely heard him. She shot through the breach and grabbed for the cable but missed.

      “I missed it! Disconnect, Largo! I’m going to give the jet full power and hope I can get far enough away from the blast. Look for me.”

      Largo hesitated a brief moment. If Amelia had missed the cable then there was no point in remaining tethered to the crippled ship. He released the cable’s far end from the Malapar and pushed maximum power to the engines, until the Nobody was far enough from the Zabolov ship to avoid the worst of any flying debris.

      The screen linked to Amelia’s helmet cam went black.

      “Amelia? What’s happening? Do you hear me?”

      Silence. A cold, greasy knot formed in Largo’s belly.

      A blinding white light engulfed the Malapar. Pieces of black debris hurtled from the ship in every direction. If a piece struck Amelia the impact would kill her instantly.  Even a small chunk of debris could puncture her suit.

      “Amelia! Answer me!”

      He switched the screens to show the view from each of his ship’s outside cams, searching for a human body floating among the expanding wreckage. Her only chance of survival was if she’d been thrown clear of everything.

      He would operate on the premise that Amelia had been thrown clear. To do anything else would mean giving up hope.

      She had another hour of oxygen left in her breather.

      The clock was ticking. He had to find her, and quickly.
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      Amelia knew she wasn’t far enough away from the ship when the Malapar exploded. Jagged pieces of debris surrounded her. She tucked into a ball as much as the enviro-suit would allow, trying to make herself a smaller target. She hoped Largo had seen the sense of moving the Nobody away from the Zabolov ship or they were both lost.

      She couldn’t see the Nobody. Even if she knew where it was, she had no air to spare for the jet. She needed to conserve whatever she had left in the hopes that Largo had survived and could locate her before she ran out of air and suffocated.

      A piece of debris skimmed over her helmet, sending her into a spin.

      “Largo? Largo! Can you hear me?”

      Nothing. When the piece of ship skimmed her helmet it must have knocked out the comm. She should be grateful that’s all it did. Twenty centimeters lower and it would have severed her head.

      She pushed the thought away. She was frightened enough without imagining all the horrible ways she could die at that moment.

      Think about the Zabolovs. Why hadn’t she remembered the pods and checked them before she entered the bridge? They were kept at the ready in a special bay at the end of the crew deck, hidden behind a hatch disguised as corridor wall. If she had checked there first, she’d know if the crew had escaped or were taken prisoner.

      Not that she
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