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            THE ENDLESS LIMINAL SPACE

          

        

      

    

    
      A small ship armed to the teeth flew across the Tetra Galaxy, always aimed toward the Milky Way, like an arrow pointing home.  The Wanderlust had been designed for a crew of twelve to eighteen, so theoretically, there was plenty of space for the eleven officers living there.  But no one in the Tri-Galactic Union had ever predicted a crew like this one.

      Lieutenant T’lia Diaz didn’t think much of the Tri-Galactic Union.  She’d attended their academy, served on a ship—a different one, back before everything had gone wrong—and risen to the rank of lieutenant before.  Then she’d quit, joined the Anti-Ra, and been labelled a terrorist.  All for the crime of defending her homeworld.  If she had her way, Lt. Diaz would have never worn a Tri-Galactic Union uniform again, but very little had gone her way in the last six months.

      Even so, there was a time and place for rebellion, and this wasn’t it.  The blended crew composed of Tri-Galactic Union officers, Anti-Ra freedom fighters, and a couple stray hitchhikers they’d picked up needed to work together to keep The Wanderlust running smoothly.  They needed to work together if they ever wanted to make it back to the Milky Way.  They needed to work together if they wanted to make it home.

      So, every morning, Lt. T’lia Diaz pulled on a black and navy blue uniform that she didn’t want to wear over her short brown fur, and she played nice, following the rules set out by the uplifted Norwegian Forest cat who was ostensibly her captain.  She tolerated the fact that the commandeering feline had clearly made a point of separating her from her fellow Anti-Ra when assigning officers to the two different barracks rooms, meaning that she had to share her semi-private space with a milquetoast uplifted Papillon, an overly gregarious white tomcat, and a downright weird caterpillar-like alien who they’d picked up off the back of a giant world turtle.

      Things could have been worse.  Lt. Diaz could have been sharing a barracks room with the hedgehog-like alien who saw himself as a caretaker to the caterpillar.  That guy never stopped talking, and his voice couldn’t have been squeakier.  He made the white tomcat seem almost tolerable in comparison.

      Captain Carroway had clearly been purposely dividing Korvax the hedgehog and Lys the caterpillar when they’d been assigned to different barracks rooms too.  That cat was super controlling.  It was a Tri-Galactic Union thing.  Everyone in the union liked their rules followed obsessively.  Though, Captain Carroway seemed especially focused on it.  Lt. Diaz supposed that was why the giant, fluffy cat had risen to the rank of captain, while someone more reasonable—like herself—had decided to drop right out of the fascistic organization.

      Lt. Diaz found little ways to rebel though, even now.  For instance, she’d taken to accidentally ripping her uniform every chance she got.  You know, carelessly catching her claws on the fabric as she took it off and then begging forgiveness because—of course—a canine like her didn’t have retractable claws like a cat does.  At first, Captain Carroway had gritted her fang-like teeth and allowed the Xolo-Lupinian to revert to her Anti-Ra uniform rather than keep wearing a garment with a big rip in it.

      Given that they’d begun conserving supplies—limiting the use of synthesizers to essentials—after the first week or so of this unexpected voyage, it wasn’t like the captain could just have Lt. Diaz replace her uniform over and over again if she was clearly going to keep accidentally ripping it.  However, the Norwegian Forest cat did synthesize a small sewing kit, look up instructions on the shipboard computer, and learn to mend the rips in Lt. Diaz’s uniform herself.

      Lt. Diaz had to grant that the cat was stubborn, and she stood by her word.  Once Captain Carroway insisted that everyone had to wear regulation union uniforms while on duty, she made it happen, even if it involved repeatedly mending new tears in Lt. Diaz’s uniform with her own paws.  It was a particularly brilliant stroke on her part to mend the uniform herself.  If Captain Carroway had forced Lt. Diaz to mend it, the Xolo-Lupinian would have found ways to mess it up or drag it out.  Instead, she was forced to live with the captain of the ship sitting in the multi-purpose room, thread and needle in paw, carefully tending to her apparent carelessness over and over during her limited free time until Lt. Diaz simply couldn’t stand the guilt tripping of it all.  She didn’t mind wasting the captain’s time...   But she did mind doing it in front of her Anti-Ra crewmates who weren’t playing such simple mind games with the captain.  It felt beneath her somehow.

      When Diaz wasted the captain’s time like that, she was simply wasting the time of a goodhearted—albeit misguided—Norwegian Forest cat who’d been good enough to blend their crews rather than try to keep the Anti-Ra prisoner on this journey after their own ship was destroyed.  She wasn’t fighting the union anymore.  It was hard to remember that, because when they did all get back to the Tetra Galaxy, well...  That would be a different story.

      When they got home, Captain Carroway would be the cat who had murdered her best friend Wilder and crewmate Maple while trying to destroy the defenses of her homeworld.  But for now?  Lupinia was a galaxy away, and their only chances of getting home involved working together.

      Working together.  Lt. Diaz chanted those words in her head day after day, reminding herself that rebellion needed to wait.  For now, she needed to live in this seemingly endless liminal space.  It always felt like twilight or the small hours of the morning just before dawn on The Wanderlust.  With such a small crew, trying to keep the ship in transit for months on end, Captain Carroway had them all on rotating shifts, so that the bridge was always manned, and at all times, about a third of the crew was in the middle of their sleep cycle.

      Lt. Diaz’s days rotated in and out of synch with her Anti-Ra compatriots.  So, some of her days, she got to serve with Commander Chestnut—the uplifted golden-mantled squirrel who had originally been her captain, before this hellish nightmare had begun and he’d taken a role beneath Captain Carroway.  Some days, she got to serve with Ensign Werik, the rabbit-like Morphican, and others she got to see Ensign Risqua, the Reptassan-Avioran hybrid who she’d grown closest to over these last few months.  She essentially never got to see all three of them at the same time because, again, Captain Carroway liked to keep the crew as fully blended as possible at all times.

      Lt. Diaz’s favorite days were the ones when her free time overlapped with Ensign Risqua’s.  Serving on the bridge with the reptile-bird was good too, but sharing free time was better.

      Cmdr. Chestnut had cozied up to the Norwegian Forest cat captain more than Lt. Diaz liked, and Werik had begun to bond really closely with Lt. Cmdr. Vossie—another Morphican, but also, an actual Tri-Galactic Union officer who had apparently been best friends with the captain for years.  Lt. Diaz could understand why Werik and Vossie had become close—the other Morphican had been from a different subculture that depended on electronic implants to help them regulate their strong emotions, and his implants had been destroyed.  Or, well, sort of lost—that was a whole story unto itself.  But the practical effect was that Lt. Cmdr. Vossie suddenly had to rely on his own natural skills to handle his emotions, since they were stranded out here on the far side of the universe where he couldn’t get replacements and there wasn’t anyone who could do the brain surgery necessary to implant them, even if he could get replacements.

      Lt. Diaz had sympathy for Werik taking on Vossie, trying to teach him the coping mechanisms that Morphicans who didn’t rely on the implants used.  It was only natural that they’d get close.  But it still felt a little like a betrayal.  Cozying up to the enemy and all.

      Whereas, Risqua?  She kept to herself, holding her feathers down flat, and focusing on a Lupinian opera she was writing in honor of Wilder.  Lt. Diaz found that deeply touching.  She’d known that Wilder had gotten close to Risqua before he’d talked Diaz into joining the resistance with them, but she hadn’t realized just how close they’d been.  It must have been pretty close if Wilder told her the plans he had for an opera he wanted to write, and now, in his honor, she was trying to write it for him.

      Since he never could.  He would never write an opera, and he’d never get to hear the opera Risqua was writing for him.  And it was all that damned Norwegian Forest cat’s fault.

      But Risqua was writing the opera, and Diaz would listen to it for him when it was done.  And then they’d get home to Lupinia, and they’d play it for his family.  And no one would ever forget what a sweet, introspective, imaginative, and wonderful Lupinian Wilder had been, because there would be an opera based on his thoughts.

      A lot of the crewmembers of the Wanderlust had taken up hobbies during the last few months, ways to pass the interminable hours as they flew slowly—so painfully slowly—back toward home.  The white tomcat, Ensign Melbourne, had taken up sketching, starting out with caricatures of everyone, mostly as a way to make them laugh.  But over time, the sketches had evolved, becoming more serious and involved.  Sometimes he sketched alien landscapes—either imaginary ones or places they visited searching for supplies to restock their dwindling stores.  Other times, he drew intricate cartoons about life back in the Milky Way.  If he kept it up, he’d have a whole graphic novel written soon.

      Cmdr. Chestnut and the two Morphicans had both been swept into becoming amateur gardeners and botanists by Lys, the caterpillar alien.  She kept the squirrel and rabbits busy helping her tend the cuttings they’d brought from trees on the back of the world turtle where she’d grown up and also new cuttings taken from every planet where they stopped along the way.  The small spaceship was becoming a virtual arboretum on the inside, filled with potted plants everywhere, which even Lt. Diaz had to admit was kind of pleasant.  It was soothing to have living, growing things everywhere, filling the sterile little vessel with the complex scents of life and loam.

      Korvax the hedgehog alien had become an amateur chef, figuring out ways to cook the various fruits and vegetables they managed to collect from passing planets and would hopefully soon be harvesting from the potted plant garden filling up every empty inch of the ship.  Lt. Diaz didn’t care much for his cooking—she didn’t think anyone really did—but there weren’t a lot of options while they were conserving power by rationing use of the synthesizers, so mostly, everyone knew better than to complain.  If it was edible, they’d be thankful and eat it, and so far, flavor aside, the food Korvax cooked was generally edible.

      Captain Carroway, of course, had taken to sewing in her spare time, probably to press harder on the guilt trip on Lt. Diaz.  She’d been experimenting with both cross-stitch and embroidery, fastidiously sewing little scenes on scraps of fabric.  And Ensign Mike—the weird toadstool-like officer who had apparently sprouted up around Lt. Cmdr. Vossie’s “lost” computer implant during the initial disaster that brought them all to this faraway blasted galaxy—had decided they wanted to be a doctor and spent every spare minute studying medicine and psychology.

      That just left Lt. Lee—the pretty little Papillon man—and Lt. Diaz herself who refused to become well-adjusted enough to their situation to take up any sort of real hobby, instead preferring to sulk whenever off-shift, each in their own, separate way.

      Lt. Diaz told herself that she was better than the Papillon, because at least she devoted as much of her spare time as possible to defending and supporting Ensign Risqua as the reptile-bird diligently worked on Wilder’s opera.  It takes a lot of privacy to work on something as delicate and difficult as a Lupinian opera, especially if you’re trying to realize someone else’s vision and properly memorialize them for all time.  So, she spent a lot of time quietly focused on a computer pad with headphones on, shyly protecting her work from anyone else’s sight.  It wasn’t ready yet for judging eyes, Ensign Risqua insisted.

      Lt. Diaz couldn’t wait to hear how the opera turned out.

      But really, sulking is sulking, and the Xolo-Lupinian had been doing a lot of sulking for the last few months.  She was angry about the turn her life had taken, and she was sad to have lost her best, longest friend in Wilder.  They’d been pups together on Lupinia, and he’d never made her feel weird for being half uplifted Xolo and only half Lupinian, even when the other wolf-like pups had teased her for her wider set eyes, shorter fur, and vaguely bat-like ears.  Wilder had been better than that.  Being stuck out in here in the Tetra Galaxy on this endless voyage might not have been so bad if he’d been here.

      This was the path Lt. Diaz’s thoughts followed over and over again, always leading to the same sulky circles, wearing a deeper and deeper groove in her mind.  She wanted to break out of that pattern.  Her life wasn’t going the way she wanted, but this was her life.  She needed to live it, even if she was stuck in the Tetra Galaxy on this small, cramped ship filled with Tri-Galactic Union fools frittering their time away for now.

      She simply needed to find a way to spend her time on the Wanderlust that could potentially be useful to her when she got back home.  Or else... she needed to find a way to shorten the time it would take to get back home.
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      The most useful thing that Lt. Diaz could think of to do with her time was research every aspect of the engines and computers aboard the Wanderlust that she didn’t already thoroughly understand.  That way, when she did finally get home to the Milky Way, she’d be able to take her knowledge and use it to upgrade technology on Lupinia.  Hopefully, there wasn’t going to be a need for an Anti-Ra force protecting Lupinia anymore, now that the planet was safely located in neutral territory.  But it couldn’t hurt to be prepared.

      As long as Lt. Diaz was being forced to play the part of a Tri-Galactic Union officer, she might as well make the most of it.  She would become an expert on the latest discoveries and advancements in Tri-Galactic Union technology, and then she could carry that knowledge with her when she was allowed to finally be free from ridiculous union strictures again.

      When Lt. Diaz explained her plans to Ensign Risqua, the purple-blue scales around the reptile-bird’s beak crinkled into a smile, and the red and blue plumes of feathers on the back of her head spread in a sign of approval.  “You and I are thinking the same way,” Risqua squawked.  “Neither one of us wants to waste our time out here.”

      “Exactly!” Diaz woofed.  “I’m not gonna putter around playing with plants or drawing silly little cartoons as my life passes me by!”

      “Hey,” Ensign Melbourne meowed laconically from where he was stretched out on his bunk, drawing a caricature of Korvax with tiny spaceships speared on the ends of his quills on a computer pad.  “My cartoons are supposed to be silly, so if that’s what you think of them, they’re succeeding.”

      At the moment, both Lt. Lee and Lys—who hadn’t been granted a rank by the Norwegian Forest cat captain—were on duty, so their barracks room was available as a place to hang out, socialize, or work on projects.  Whereas the barracks room that Risqua shared with the Morphicans, Korvax, and the weird toadstool guy had people sleeping in it right now.  Sure, Diaz and Risqua could have hung out in the multi-purpose room, but Captain Carroway had an annoying habit of popping into the multi-purpose room unpredictably and checking in on how everyone there was doing.  It was infuriating, and it made Lt. Diaz feel like she was a puppy in kindergarten, always being cajoled into playing nicely with the other puppies.  She didn’t want to play nicely.  She wanted to go home.

      “How is the opera coming?” Diaz asked Risqua, pointedly ignoring the white tomcat’s intrusion into their conversation.

      Ensign Risqua tilted her computer pad closer to her, shielding it from prying eyes even though neither Diaz nor Melbourne had been trying to look at it.  She was clearly quite self-conscious about her abilities when it came to capturing the vision Wilder had shared with her.  Lt. Diaz wished that Wilder had ever told her about his plans for the opera so she could be more help.

      “I’m up to a particularly difficult part,” Risqua whistled in her sing-song voice.

      Lt. Diaz had no trouble imagining someone with such a beautiful voice that always sounded like birdsong in the spring writing a piece of music.  She had more trouble imagining Risqua writing a Lupinian-style opera which would involve a lot of deep, sustained howling.  Most Lupinian operas were performed under a full moon and were seen as a celebration and call to the bright, shining disc in their sky.  Fortunately, since Lupinia had five moons, they experienced full moons often, and most operas were designed with a particular one of the moons in mind.  Their largest moon was a beautiful, deep red color, completely covered in deserts.  Two of the others were green with verdant forests, and the final two were both icy white, essentially giant snowballs in space.

      Lt. Diaz hoped that none of the moons’ orbits had been messed up when the planet had been moved to safety at the end of the disaster that had brought the Wanderlust all the way out here.  Based on her calculations—which she’d run over and over to be sure—the moons should be fine.  But she wouldn’t know for sure until she got home, and so until she got home, she would continue to wonder.  And worry.

      If the moons’ orbits had been altered, it could destroy hundreds of years of culture built around them.  Operas that were cornerstones of Lupinian culture would be permanently altered.  Lt. Diaz didn’t want to be responsible for that kind of violence being wrought on the culture of her homeworld.

      “Is there anything I can do to help you?  Make it easier for you to concentrate?” Diaz asked, restraining herself from asking again about whether she could answer any questions Risqua might have about Lupinian opera.

      “You just go study the zephyr drive and the mycelial network for the computers like you said,” Risqua answered distractedly.  It looked like she’d already sunk back into working on the opera, her talon-tips tapping away at her computer pad.  And after a moment, she pulled the headphones up from her shoulders where they’d settled and covered the sides of her head with them.

      Lt. Diaz sighed.  She wished she had something so absorbing and important to distract her.  She’d simply have to do the best she could in the engine room.

      The engine room was quiet.  Sure, it needed occasionally checking and some infrequent maintenance, but mostly, the coils of the zephyr drive hummed along, purring like a happy kitten, and pulsing softly with a gentle blue light.   Peaceful as a lullaby.  If you didn’t understand the physics involved and how those coils violently warped space around them, sending the Wanderlust hurtling through space at seemingly physically impossible speeds, you could mistake the entire device for a giant’s sleep machine—complete with white noise and night light.

      Lt. Diaz had studied zephyr drives at the Tri-Galactic Union academy.  She knew how they worked.  When she’d been younger and still starry-eyed, it almost seemed like magic.  Now, it was old hat and—quite simply—not good enough.  The Wanderlust might be flying faster than the speed of light, but even so, they were on a path that would take months to years.  Lt. Diaz poked and prodded and fiddled with every aspect of the zephyr drive, and she even managed to improve its efficiency by several percent.  When she told the captain about that, they’d probably all celebrate with extra synthesizer rations for a few weeks.  Big whoop.

      Lt. Diaz didn’t want to be able to synthesize fresh graalagh soup with perfectly sliced, translucently thin pieces of graalagh meat in a nearly boiling, clear, spiced broth.  (Yes, she did.  She wanted that very much.)  She wanted to go home.

      Unfortunately, increasing the efficiency of the zephyr drive wouldn’t actually shave any time at all off their trip.  Not even a few days.  It might make their trip more pleasant, but it wouldn’t shorten it at all.

      Lt. Diaz’s peaceful yet sulky solitude in the engine room was broken by the entrance of Cmdr. Chestnut and Lys.  The golden-mantled squirrel was explaining something to the pudgy green caterpillar about safety regulations, and when he finished, she said, “But even if we’re following those regulations, I think we could still squeeze a few plants in around the edges in here.”

      Lys gestured to the space behind the coils of the zephyr drive with three of the hands on the right side of her body.  She had a lot of hands.  Or feet.  It depended on how much of her body was being held upright versus crawling along the floor at any given moment.  Lt. Diaz supposed that was probably why Captain Carroway hadn’t insisted on her wearing a Tri-Galactic Union uniform as much as any nonsense about technically being a drafted civilian aboard the Wanderlust.  Realistically, there were no designs for a Tri-Galactic Union uniform that would fit Lys’s body.  Nor Korvax’s with all his prickly quills sticking out all over either.

      Lt. Diaz wished she had a whole row of hands and a bunch of stickly quills.  Then she wouldn’t have to wear this stupid uniform either.  She hooked a dull claw under her collar and yanked at it.  The fabric didn’t really chafe or irritate her any more than her Anti-Ra uniform had...  She just resented it more when it did.

      “Hmm,” Cmdr. Chestnut mused.  “I suppose a few of the cuttings we took from that last planet orbiting the supermassive blue giant star would really benefit from the blue light emitted by the zephyr drive coils.”

      Lys clapped her two rows of hands together and exclaimed, “That’s exactly what I was thinking!  So we can do it?”

      “If we keep them a regulation distance from any sensitive equipment then... yes,” the golden-mantled squirrel agreed.  Then startling, he noticed the much larger canine leaning despondently against one of the control panels.

      When her superior officer—the only officer who was supposed to be her superior officer—noticed her, Lt. Diaz rolled her brown eyes and growled, “Regulations.  You sure do love those ever since taking up with Carroway.”

      “Captain Carroway,” Cmdr. Chestnut corrected the Xolo-Lupinian sharply, unthreatened by her much greater size.  “And aren’t you off-duty right now?”

      Lt. Diaz grumbled a couple of choice Lupinian swear words in a voice low enough not to trigger the translation features in the comm-pins they were all wearing.

      “I speak Lupinian,” Cmdr. Chestnut chided.

      Lt. Diaz gave him a look that very clearly said that she knew he was well aware that she already knew that fact about him, and she did not care.

      “Ah, I see,” Cmdr. Chestnut observed.  “You’re in one of your I’m Going to Break the Laws of Physics and Get Us Home Tomorrow or Die Trying phases.”

      “What?” Lt. Diaz woofed.

      “They happen every few weeks,” the golden-mantled squirrel chittered.  “You get all determined and excited about it... and when it doesn’t work, you go into a depressive phase for a few weeks before trying again.”

      “I do not!” Lt. Diaz objected, but as soon as her commander—and honestly, whatever divide they might have between them right now, her friend—pointed it out, she was able to see the pattern for herself.  It was clear as day.  Maybe, if there ever were straightforward days on this blasted ship, she’d have been able to see the pattern for herself.  Instead, she just kept padding her way through this interminable twilight without either the aid of high noon or a full moon.

      Lt. Diaz got all twitchy without the occasional full moon.  Her fur started itching, and she just didn’t feel right.

      “Ensign Mike pointed the pattern out to me,” Cmdr. Chestnut continued.  “They’re a very observant fellow, that one.  You know that they’re offering counseling sessions now?  You might want to consider trying one.”

      Lt. Diaz bristled at the idea of talking to a mushroom with a computer implant for a brain about her problems.  It wasn’t like talking to them would make this journey go any faster.  Though, a small, annoyingly reasonable voice in the back of her mind pointed out that it might make the journey feel like it was passing faster.

      But did she really want that?  To lose all of this time on this waste of a journey and just feel like it wasn’t happening?  Numb herself to how her life was slipping away between her grasping claws, and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it except—apparently—get therapy from a talking mushroom.

      “Ensign Lee has been doing something very similar, you know, going through cycles of determination and depression,” Cmdr. Chestnut added, causing Lt. Diaz to bristle even more.

      It was one thing to be told that she was behaving so predictably that a mushroom only a few months old could see right through her.  It was something else entirely to be compared to that prissy, captain’s boy, cat-pleasing Papillon.  He was everything that was wrong with uplifted dogs—too tame, too controllable, too domesticated.  And sure, Lt. Diaz was half uplifted Xolo, but she was also half Lupinian, a species that had risen to full sentience entirely on their own paws.

      Everything that Lt. Diaz could think of to say to her commanding officer in that moment would only make it worse, and despite the cloud of rage that had settled inside her, she could still see clearly enough to know that.  So, she held her tongue, turned away from the small golden-mantled squirrel and even smaller caterpillar beside him, and sulked at the computer display in front of her, trying to look busy.

      Cmdr. Chestnut returned to talking to Lys about expanding their arboretum into the nooks and crannies of the engine room, and after a few minutes he left.  Lt. Diaz assumed that Lys had left too until a soft voice said to her:

      “I know you used the Waykeeper’s hyperspatial slipstream—”  Lys pronounced those words very carefully, as if she’d had to memorize them to get them right.  Even though she’d spent her entire
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