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  The Derelict


   


  Something about the Nova Alnilam system didn’t feel right. Perhaps it was the radio silence that greeted Isaac and his brother Aaron as they exited jumpspace near the fifth planet. The ice giant world shone pale in the crystalline light of its sun, but the orbital colony sent no transmission to greet them. On every channel, their commscans picked up nothing but empty static.


  “Alnilam Station,” he said, transmitting across all the standard bands. “This is the Medea, requesting docking permission. Do you copy?” 


  Silence. Isaac counted to five and glanced at his younger brother.


  “I don’t think they’re picking us up. Have you got our trajectory yet?”


  “It’s coming, it’s coming,” said Aaron, his eyes practically fused to his screen. “Just give me a second.” He brushed his unkempt hair out of the way and scratched at the patchy stubble on his chin.


  Isaac sat back in his chair and mentally reviewed what they knew about the system. A Class F star on the barely inhabited fringes of the south second quadrant, Nova Alnilam lay almost six light-years from the nearest permanent settlement. That put them on the fringes of the Far Outworlds. The first colonists had arrived about a hundred and twenty years ago, but the records after that were spotty and inconsistent. An obscure astrographical survey in the Gaian Imperial catalog showed that Nova Alnilam was rich in uranium and other radioactives—which, if true, would make it the perfect third leg in the trade route Isaac hoped to set up. Few starfarers ever came out this way, though. For all Isaac knew, they were the first people to visit this colony in decades.


  “Got it,” said Aaron. The main cockpit display showed a starmap of the local sector with their current trajectory in green. Around the sphere representing the planet itself, a red ellipse traced a separate orbit.


  “Is that the station?” Isaac asked.


  “Yeah. Since they aren’t responding, I figure we ought to calculate our own approach vector.” 


  Isaac frowned. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. If there’s any local traffic that our scanners haven’t—” 


  “What traffic? We’ve picked up nothing but silence ever since we arrived in this system.” 


  “All the more reason to be cautious.” 


  “Come on,” said Aaron, his voice rising to a plea. “How dangerous can it be? It’s not like we’ve picked up a distress beacon.”


  “Of course we haven’t. The nearest possible help is nearly two parsecs away.”


  “Is that what you’re afraid of?” 


  Isaac sighed. “Yes, and with good reason. What if the colony is dead? What if they were wiped out by a deadly disease? What if there are volatiles in the vicinity of the station, and our ship blows up the moment we try to dock? Something is definitely wrong here, and I’m not going to risk everything just to find out what it is.”


  “So what are we going to do?”


  “I don’t know,” Isaac admitted. “We can wait a while to see if anyone responds, but if they don’t, we should cut our losses and move on.” 


  Aaron frowned, incredulous “You mean go back to Nova Minitak?” 


  “That, or Esperanzia.” 


  “But it took us so long to get out to this place! Besides, what if they aren’t dead? What if there are survivors who need our help?” 


  “Unlikely,” Isaac muttered. Still, his brother had a point. As much as he wanted to avoid getting involved in whatever had happened here, if there were any survivors it was their responsibility to help them. After all, the only law in the Outworlds were the promises that they made to each other—promises like mutual assistance. 


  “We can’t just leave now,” Aaron argued. “Not after we’ve come so far. We’ve got to find out what happened here.” 


  “I still don’t think that’s a good idea.” 


  “Why the hell not?” 


  Isaac groaned and rubbed his forehead. Because some things can’t be unseen. 


  “If anyone on that station is still alive, they would have contacted us by now. And if everyone is dead, there’s no telling what we’ll find there.” 


  “Come on! Let’s at least get a little closer. What’s the harm? Maybe we’ll find something.” 


  That’s what I’m afraid of.


  As much as he hated to admit it, though, Aaron was right. It was a six-week journey to the nearest port, and if they didn’t come back with anything to pass on, someone else was liable to waste the time and fuel to come out here—and perhaps they wouldn’t be prudent enough to bring enough reserves for the return voyage. No, the responsible thing was to gather as much information about this settlement’s demise as they safely and reasonably could. At least that way, the voyage wouldn’t have been a total waste.


  “All right. What’s the most fuel efficient route to a parallel orbit with the station?” 


  “Hang on just a sec. Calculating… there! Two passes round the planet with three engine burns and an ETA of six hours. Though if we spend only five percent more of our sublight fuel, we could shorten it to four.” 


  “No,” said Isaac, shaking his head. “We need to conserve as much fuel as possible. Time isn’t a critical resource.”


  Aaron groaned and rolled his eyes, but he made no other protest. He knew better than to press Isaac over spending their scarce resources, especially this far out. If they weren’t bound to the same starship, Isaac didn’t know what would become of his brother. The Outworlds were as harsh as they were vast, as the ghostly silent Alnilam Station could attest.


   


  * * * * *


   


  The pale white sun was setting over the horizon as the Medea made its final approach. Wispy white tendrils sped above the planet’s upper cloud decks like ethereal ghosts racing each other into the oblivion of night. As Nova Alnilam dropped closer to the horizon, an eerie green light shone on the edge of the upper atmosphere—an alien sunset over a world of toxic ice. By now, Isaac was sure that he and his brother were the only ones to witness it. They’d continually hailed the station during their approach, without any response. There was little doubt in his mind that the station was derelict. 


  “We’re coming up,” he announced, one hand on the flight stick. “Have you got a visual yet?” 


  “Yeah, still about fifty klicks out. Coming up fast, though.” 


  “What can you see?”


  Aaron peered at his screen. “Visually, it looks fine. Both station wheels still rotating, no major hull damage.”


  “Are you sure that they’re rotating?”


  “Yes. No leaks, no fractures. Infrared shows traces of heat around the windows and exhaust ports, consistent with an internally heated structure. If the station is abandoned, it sure doesn’t look it.” 


  There’s got to be something else going on here, Isaac thought, frowning. Something that we can’t yet see. If anyone was still alive, there was no way they could have missed them. Even if the station’s long-range transmitters were down, the Medea was close enough now that a simple shortwave was sufficient. He checked the comms again, just to be sure. Silence. 


  The blue-green horizon turned a deep shade of turquoise as the sun passed behind it. The clouds below turned from blue and violet to black as the night finally swallowed them. Above, the stars began to brighten. Millions of tiny pinpricks of light—a host of ageless, silent sentinels in the midst of the eternal void. What had they witnessed here, so many lonely light-years from the rest of civilization? Isaac shivered. There were times when he felt small and helpless, indeed. 


  On the dark side of the horizon, where the ocean of stars met the blackness of night, a tiny point of light gradually grew brighter than all the others. It was the derelict station. As they came closer, the man-made structure gradually took shape: two narrow wheels running at cross-purposes to each other around a fat central cylinder with antennae on one end. Isaac gripped the flight stick and rechecked the nav-computer to make sure they were still on course. A flash of pale blue lightning indicated that a massive storm was brooding in the shadows far below.


  “We’re coming up on the station,” said Aaron. “One klick and dropping.”


  “Can you try again to contact them? Be sure to use the shortwave, too.” 


  “Come on, Isaac. Haven’t we tried enough?” 


  “Just once more.”


  Aaron groaned, but went ahead with it anyway. Isaac kept an eye on the main screen as he made the final maneuvers, bringing them into a parallel orbit just five hundred meters away. 


  “So this is Alnilam Station,” he mused as he peered at the ghostly sight. The station’s hull was a dark gray, the beacons at the ends of the antennae flashing a deep red. The starlight was too dim to give anything more than the basic shape of the structure. On the inside of the wheels where the windows should have been, there was a blackness as dark as the night on the planet below. 


  “I’m picking up something,” said Aaron.


  “Is it a signal?”


  “No, it’s something else. Radiation signatures, concentrated mostly at the hub.”


  Isaac’s heart fell. “That would be one of the station reactors, probably leaking fuel or coolant.” Proof that no one’s alive in there after all. 


  “Well, it can’t be that bad, since the wheel engines are still working. And I’m only picking up radiation immediately around the reactors, so it’s not like it’s leaked down to the rim. If anyone’s still alive—” 


  “—then they would have fixed the leak. Sorry, Aaron. They’re all dead.”


  Aaron bristled. “How do you know that? For all we know, the engineers are gone and none of the survivors knows what to do about it.”


  “If there are any survivors, why haven’t they hailed us?”


  “How should I know?”


  Isaac shook his head and turned to his secondary display. The reactor leak was a problem, but it wasn’t big enough to have killed everyone outright. It was probably just a system failure that had happened after everyone else was dead. And he had to admit, it was troubling that the life support systems all appeared to still be online. Heat, pressure, air—all of those systems were automated, but they didn’t typically have as many redundancies as the reactor. Perhaps his brother was onto something. 


  “We’re just as much in the dark now as we were when we first jumped in,” he mused aloud. 


  “We should dock and go inside,” said Aaron. “Take a quick look around. Even if there aren’t any survivors, we can at least find out how they died.” 


  “Are you crazy?” said Isaac. “We have no idea what’s in there. For all we know, the place is infected with the plague.” 


  “So we wear EVA suits and take a quick, sterilizing spacewalk before we come back. No big deal.” 


  “It’s still a bad idea. We’re not going.”


  Aaron scowled and rolled his eyes. “So what? You just want to turn around and leave? Abandon this place without finding out what happened?”


  “That’s right. We know the station is dead, and that’s enough.” 


  “But we don’t know that,” Aaron protested. “You said it yourself—we’re just as much in the dark as we were when we arrived. Except for a tiny little reactor leak, everything else looks fine.” 


  It does not look fine, Isaac thought to himself. He was already beginning to regret his decision to come to this system at all. 


  “Listen,” Aaron continued, “even if there aren’t any survivors, maybe we can salvage something to make this trip worthwhile. It’s more than a parsec to the nearest settlement, and we’ve already burned through enough supplies that we’ll have to sell half our cargo just to replenish it.” 


  That much was true. Even with the credit they’d built up around this sector, they’d be dangerously low on fuel if they turned around now. The Medea was a small ship, and it could take them almost a year to make up their expenses if they cut their losses now. Still, the thought of setting foot on the station made Isaac’s skin crawl. 


  “It isn’t safe,” he muttered.  


  “So what? We knew that before we came here.” 


  “Not like this. Whatever happened to those people, it’s not our problem.”


  “Yes, it is!” said Aaron. “It became our problem the moment we arrived in this system. Since when are you the one to shirk responsibility?” 


  Isaac rolled his eyes. “They’re dead, Aaron. What more can we possibly do?”


  “We can find out what happened to them and get their story out. They deserve as much, and the rest of the Outworlds needs to know.” 


  Once again, Isaac grudgingly had to admit that his brother had a point.


  “Okay, okay. I’ll bring us up to one of the docking nodes so we can go in. But I want you to stay with me at all times, Aaron. Understand? We do this together—no running off.” 


  “Yeah, yeah. Together. Got it.”


  I hope you do, Isaac thought as he stared out at the derelict station. Down below, lightning flashed silently, illuminating the tempest for a single instant before fading back to darkness. 


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Are you sure you want to go in with EVA suits?” Aaron asked as he slipped into his thickly insulated pants. “These things are going to be heavy.” 


  “Just put it on,” said Isaac as he secured the heavy utility belt on his own. With the padded insulation and protective outer layer, the suits weighed nearly half as much as he did. The important thing, though, was that they were perfectly sealed and provided enough oxygen to last a good five hours. Whatever they encountered on the other side of that airlock, it would have to get through nearly four centimeters of armor, enhanced with durasteel fibers and self-sealing repair gel. 


  They suited up in silence, Isaac in the narrow vestibule just outside the airlock, Aaron in the corridor by the bathroom. Whoever had built the Medea hadn’t designed for it to allow more than one person to suit up at once. Considering how the starship was barely large enough for two to live on it comfortably, that was hardly a surprise. 


  Isaac fit his arms into the sleeves and secured the clamps on his wrists. He zipped up both sides of the chest flap and fitted the helmet brace around his neck while the magnetic seals closed over the zippers. It was an older model, so the helmet would have to be secured separately—no fancy retractable gear. The gloves came first, though, a tight fit but thick enough that they made his hands feel like paws. He could already feel sweat pooling on his chest and under his armpits.


  It’ll be better once I’m used to it, he told himself as he pulled his helmet down from the vestibule. The micro-suction fabric on his gloves helped him to get a firm grip on it, and the slots around his collar helped him guide it in until it was secure. 


  The moment the helmet clamps sealed with a hiss, Isaac felt as if he’d been cut off into his own private universe. The glass faceplate gave a slightly copper color to everything outside, while the indicators in the corner of his vision displayed his vitals. He took a deep breath of the canned oxygen, and the hiss of the airflow filled his ears.


  “Need a little help?” he asked, toggling the external speakers by clicking his right thumb and ring finger twice.


  “I’ve got it,” said Aaron, his voice coming through a bit tinny. The pickup on the microphones wasn’t all that great, probably because the designers hadn’t considered them an important feature. After all, there was no sound in space.


  “Great. I’ll be waiting for you in the airlock.”


  Isaac barely lifted his feet as he shuffled into the Medea’s only airlock. The greenish-yellow LEDs shone down through thick plastiglass, protection from the harsh vacuum. Unlike the rest of the ship, the walls and ceiling were made of the same durasteel plating as the rest of the hull, designed for exposure to the void.


  He stopped and stared at the opposite door. The rhythmic hiss of the airflow mingled with the silent pounding of his heart as he wondered what lay on the other side. The sweat pooling against the back of his neck felt strangely cold. He wished his brother would hurry up.


  “All right,” Aaron’s voice came clearly in his ear. The suit’s radio sounded much better than the external microphone.


  “Are you ready?”


  “I’m right behind you.”


  “Great,” said Isaac. “Let’s get started.”


  The door behind them shut, and a low hiss sounded through the external microphone, as if through a long tunnel. The access panel by the outer door flashed green. Isaac pressed his gloved palm against it, and the light flashed yellow. After a ten second wait, the airlock doors parted. 


  Isaac held his breath. On the other side, a similar durasteel-plated room waited for them. The lights, however, were not working. He activated his headlight and stepped over the threshold onto the derelict station.


  “Does the gravity feel a bit heavier on this side?” Aaron asked as he followed him on board. The airlock doors on the Medea remained open. 


  “Don’t know. We’re still too close to the ship to tell.”


  Isaac waited for the access panel to flash green, and when it failed to do so, he pressed his gloved palm against it anyway. The inner door hissed open.


  If the air on the station was any different from the air on the Medea, he couldn’t tell. However, splotches of black mold on the opposite bulkhead told him that they’d been right to suit up. A thin layer of dust coated the floor, and the lights—such as they were—had dimmed so significantly with time that they seemed to cast more shadows than light. Isaac stepped through the doorway, and a small cloud of dust rose up around his feet. 


  “Wow,” Aaron’s voice transmitted over the suit-to-suit radio. “This place is a mess.”


  “Step carefully, and stay close. We don’t want to take any unnecessary risks.” 


  For once, Aaron didn’t object. 


  Using their headlights for illumination, they climbed a set of stairs and walked slowly out into the main rimside corridor. It was almost twenty meters wide, with the docking nodes in the center. Long, narrow windows ran along the walls and floor. Several of the ceiling lights had already burned out, so that it was difficult to see the curvature of the station. Still, that familiar sense of an inverted horizon was enough to make Isaac feel as if he’d been here before, shuffling through a perverse dreamscape.


  “Is that a computer terminal?” Aaron asked, motioning to a set of display screens set above a kiosk next to the airlock. All but one of them were dead, and even it was flickering. 


  “If none of these computers are working, I don’t think we can refuel here.”


  “Nah, we’ll be fine. We can always access the tanks externally. I got a good look as we were coming in, and it shouldn’t be a problem.”


  “Great,” said Isaac. “Let’s just be sure we fill up with the right stuff. The markings on those tanks aren’t Gaian standard.”


  “When was the last time you saw anyone in the Far Outworlds follow imperial standards?” 


  He had a point. The thing that worried him, though, was that none of the signs were written in a language they understood. Lines in blue and green paint ran along the ceiling, but the labels beneath the arrows were written in a blocky script that was completely indecipherable. They didn’t seem like hazard signs, but it was difficult to know for sure.


  “Let’s follow the rimside corridor a ways,” said Aaron. 


  “All right. So long as we stick together.”


  “Why? Are you scared?”


  Isaac didn’t answer.


  They followed the corridor almost a hundred meters, until the airlock was lost behind the upward-curving ceiling. The same repeating pattern of docking nodes, computer terminals, and other spaceport fixtures repeated itself with little variation, everything covered in a thin layer of fine dust. Wherever there was condensation or water leakage, nasty patches of mold had taken root. Very few of the ventilator fans were still working.


  “It seems a bit like home, doesn’t it?” said Aaron, breaking the eerie stillness of the place. “I mean, aside from … well, you know.”


  “This isn’t Megiddo Station.”


  “I know that, but you’ve got to admit—I mean, the design is pretty similar.” 


  Isaac said nothing, preferring to continue their investigations in silence. Aaron didn’t press him.


  They found the first body a short while later. It had decayed so much, with the skin stretched tight across the dry old bones, that it almost looked like a bag of discarded waste. Only when they came up to it did the human form become apparent.


  “Stars of Earth,” Aaron swore, jumping back. “What is that?”


  Isaac crouched and gripped one of the curled up arms as gently as he could with his oversized gloves. The suit did not transmit the sensation of touch, but the blackened skin peeled off like dry paper, the bone snapping off at the elbow joint. In the eerie silence of the station, the crack of the broken bone sounded surprisingly distinct through the external mike.


  “What are you doing?”


  “Investigating,” Isaac said softly as he laid the bone back in place. The body was curled up in a fetal position, with stringy black hair still hanging from the scalp. It was roughly adult-sized, with the gaunt remains of facial muscles pulled back from two rows of worn, flat teeth. Strangely, there was no sign of clothing—perhaps the colonists had preferred organic fibers over synthetics. Either way, the only indication of the body’s sex was in its bone structure, and Isaac didn’t know enough about that to tell whether it had been a man or a woman. 


  “Stars, Isaac. Step away from that thing.” 


  That “thing” used to be a person, Isaac nearly said. Instead, he stood up. 


  “I can’t tell how long it’s been since he died, but clearly, it’s been a while. Years, at least.”


  “At least,” Aaron agreed. “Stars, it gives me the creeps.”


  “What I don’t understand is why he’d come down here to die, instead of finding a nice quiet place further up on the station. Maybe he was killed by an acute outbreak of disease? Either way, we should definitely sterilize these EVA suits.” 


  “Yeah. It was a good idea to wear them.” 


  But still dumb to board this station in the first place, Isaac thought as he continued down the corridor. Honestly, what had Aaron expected to find? This station was a tomb—the radio silence was testament enough to that. He felt as if he were walking on the bottom of an alien world-ocean surrounded in the darkness by ancient ghostly creatures no man had ever seen. Even though the station seemed quiet, it was far from empty. 


  They found several more bodies clustered around one of the airlocks at a nearby docking node. A single arm with splayed-out fingers ran up against the door. At least half of the dead had been children.


  “Damn,” said Aaron. “I’m glad we didn’t dock at this airlock.”


  “Yeah.”


  “What do you think they were trying to do?” 


  Isaac shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  “We should go to the upper levels and see what we can find.”


  No, we should go back to the Medea and leave this place. 


  He sighed heavily and shook his head. “Haven’t you seen enough already? Everyone is dead—that much is abundantly clear. We can refuel the ship from the external tanks, so there’s no need to investigate any further.”


  “Yeah, but don’t you want to find out what happened to these people? Maybe if we go up, we’ll find some sort of—”


  “No.”


  Even through the copper-tinted faceplate, Isaac could see his brother’s scowl.


  “Come on! Why are you always the one who gets to decide?”


  “Because I’m the oldest.”


  “What does that have to do with anything?”


  Isaac didn’t answer. Now was not the time to get into another argument about who was in charge and whether Aaron could take care of himself. Stars knew they fought about that enough already.


  Aaron took a deep, raspy-sounding breath. “Well, fine. You do what you want down here. I’m going to go check out the upper levels.”


  “What? Hey, stop!” 


  But Isaac was too late. His brother was already heading toward one of the narrow stairwells leading to the upper decks of the station.


  “What the hell are you doing? You come back right now!” 


  “You’re not the boss of me.” 


  “Dammit, Aaron! We’re supposed to stick together!” 


  “You’re welcome to follow along.”


  Isaac took a deep breath and clenched his fists. “Aaron, please. Think about what you’re doing. This station isn’t safe. We should go back to the ship and get ready to leave.”


  “You’re not going to stop me, Isaac. I’m going.”


  Isaac’s skin crawled and his stomach flipped as he looked down both ends of the empty corridor. One of the broken display screens flickered in the distance, reminding him of the lightning storm on the cloud-covered world below. With the colonists’ decaying bodies all around him, the place was filled with death. 


  But he was not going to abandon his brother.


  “Wait up, you idiot. I’m coming.” 


   


  * * * * *


   


  Aaron was waiting for him at the top of the stairwell. It was slow going in the heavy EVA suit, but he managed the climb without losing his breath for more than a few seconds. 


  “Well, here we are,” Isaac said as he cleared the final step. “Where to next?” 


  Aaron paused, unsure where to go. The lights were even dimmer here, the corridor much narrower. A number of doors branched off on either side, but most of them were closed and the electronics were clearly failing.


  “I don’t know. The Station Master’s offices, I guess.” 


  “Any idea which way?” 


  “Let’s just go,” said Aaron. The scowl in his voice was audible. 


  They set off down the windowless corridor, headlights illuminating the way. Flecks of dust suspended in the air lit up as they walked by, only for their passage to wrench them back into the darkness. With the closeness of the walls, though, Isaac felt a little more at ease. 


  Aaron was right—this place looked a lot like their home station back in Delta Oriana. He almost expected to see icons on the lintels of the doors they passed, or catch the smell of incense wafting from one of the local deck churches. Megiddo Station hadn’t been much bigger than Alnilam Station. The Oriana Star Cluster was still squarely in the Outworlds, but it was settled thickly enough that none of the settlements were completely isolated.


  Not that that had saved the ones who had stayed behind.


  “I wonder what those arrows on the ceiling mean,” Aaron mused. “The green ones go back to the stairs, but the blue ones seem to lead somewhere else.”


  Isaac shrugged. “So long as we don’t get lost.” Since the station was small enough that they could walk the whole length of the rimside corridor in less than an hour, there wasn’t much danger of that. Probably.


  The corridor came to an end at a maintenance closet. The door was open, giving them a view of the equipment lockers and control panels for the station-wide systems. Surprisingly, the computer terminal seemed to be in pretty good shape.


  “Perhaps we can access the station records from here,” Isaac said. He stepped inside, checking quickly to see if there were any dead or decomposing bodies. Satisfied that there weren’t, he sat down at the terminal and activated it. The screen came to life, displaying what appeared to be some sort of boot cycle.


  “I’ll take a quick look around some of these other rooms,” Aaron said. “If this place is anything like Megiddo Station, the station master’s office shouldn’t be far.”


  Isaac hesitated, the dusty darkness of the maintenance room suddenly much more ominous. The external mike buzzed—probably from the ventilation shaft out in the corridor—but it could just as easily have been from something less innocuous.


  “We’ve got to stick together, Aaron. No wandering off.”


  “I know, but—look, I’ll stay in range of the suit-to-suit radios and talk with you just to let you know what I’m doing. Is that all right?” 


  Isaac bit his lip. The computer finished booting and showed a startup menu. The prompt was obviously for languages, since one of the labels was in Gaian.


  “All right. I’ll stay here, but be sure to tell me where you’re going and what you see.”


  “Okay,” said Aaron. He patted him on the arm and left.


  Language: Gaian, Isaac selected on the startup screen. Out in the corridor, the sound of his brother’s heavy footsteps grew softer, mingling with the buzz of the ambient noise from the few working ventilators. 


  “I’m turning a corner,” said Aaron, his voice as clear as if he were standing just a few feet away. “If this is like Megiddo, then—yep, the corridor continues on the other side of this maintenance room. Following the blue arrows. Passing one door, two doors …”


  The display screen flickered, then showed a new menu with dozens of option sets. Most of them had labels like SECURITY DECK 2A and brought up a password field when Isaac tried to select them. At the top, though, he found an icon labeled PUBLIC ACCESS. He selected it, and a new menu opened up, this one not unlike the main screen on the Medea. 


  “… four doors. Arrows end here. It looks like someone left it open. Stepping inside …”


  Isaac scrolled down to where the ship’s log would usually be. Of course, there wasn’t one for the station, but there was a document file labeled TO WHOEVER COMES. He selected it.


  “… It’s the station master’s office, all right. There’s an official looking desk with its own terminal and dual displays. There’s a wallscreen, too, but it’s dead, with a crack down the center.”  


  To whoever comes, the document read. I am write this station master Nova Alnilam. Datestamp 1.8.1192, New Pleiades reckoning. We are very tsavadet, food medical supplies are tvilo adamansvi since two year, no can we contact outside star… 


  Damn Outworld language databases, Isaac thought to himself. Obviously, the document had been written in the colonist’s native language and translated to Gaian by an outdated translation algorithm. Either this colony had been isolated for a lot longer than anyone had realized, or the writer had been in too much of a hurry to do a proper job. 


  “Looks like there’s a side room. Door is open, just like the main one. There’s a lot more dust here for some reason, not sure why. Stepping inside right now, and—holy shit!”


  Isaac’s blood ran cold.


  “Aaron? Aaron, what do you see?”


  “You’ve got to come see this, Isaac. You’ve got to come right now.” 


  Isaac leaped to his feet and hurried out the door as fast as his heavy EVA suit would allow.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “I’m here,” Isaac said, panting as he stepped into the station master’s office.


  “This way,” said Aaron, waving him urgently into a side room. Isaac entered the doorway and froze.


  A mostly decayed body lay curled up beside a small cylindrical storage tank in the middle of the floor. The body itself wasn’t much different from any of the others, but the tank was something else entirely. It was built like a coffin, with the upward-facing part made almost entirely of glass. And inside of that glass was the perfectly preserved body of a beautiful young woman.


  Chills ran down the back of Isaac’s neck as he stared at her. In this mausoleum of a station, she stood out like a jewel. She was a little shorter than Aaron and probably not much older, with long black hair and dark brown skin. Her face was round, with sharp eyebrows, a flat nose, and full lips. As with anyone under cryo, she was naked, though her skin was covered in henna tattoos that made her appear otherwise. The dark brown ink seemed to form a set of intricate parallel fractals, reflected across an axis that ran down the center of her body. The fine attention to detail was almost religious in its precision. 


  “She’s gorgeous,” said Aaron. “Have you ever seen anything like her?”


  “No,” Isaac admitted. He ran his gloved fingers over the glass. The henna designs accentuated the natural curves of her body, emphasizing every feature while imbuing her with a sense of poise and dignity. Instead of feeling like a voyeur, Isaac felt as if he stood before a shrine.


  “Do you think she’s still alive?”


  “If she is, she’s obviously in cryo. I don’t see any controls, though, so I’m not sure how we’d go about waking her.”


  “Wake her? Stars of Earth—you think we really can?” 


  Why else would they have put her in stasis? No doubt whoever had frozen her had hoped to save the girl’s life. Since the cryotank was tucked away in a closet, she was probably the only survivor. Clearly, someone had kept the existence of the cryotank a secret right to the very end. 


  He took a moment to examine the cryotank itself. The metal casing was discolored in places, the welds and soldering surprisingly crude. It had no external controls, and the systems seemed too crude to be designed for thawing as well as freezing. It was obvious that the tank had been constructed by hand. 


  “What do you think?” said Aaron, breaking the silence that had inadvertently fallen between them. 


  “The design for the cryotank is crude. I don’t think we can thaw her with any of the equipment here.”


  “We’ve got to take her with us, then, and find someone who can.” 


  Isaac frowned. Something about that idea made his stomach turn.


  “We’ve already gone further here than we ever should have. Besides, for all we know, she’s already dead.” 


  “Dead? What are you talking about, man? If there’s even a chance that she’s alive, we should do all we can to save her.” 


  He’s right, Isaac thought to himself. Still, something held him back: a sense of foreboding that screamed at him to go back to the Medea and forget that they’d ever come to this place. 


  “Someone else will come eventually. If she’s still alive, she’s frozen in stasis, so it won’t matter how long it takes for someone else to find her.”


  “And what if those people are slavers?” Aaron asked. “You really want to take that chance—to have that on your conscience?” 


  “No,” Isaac admitted.


  “Then let’s bring her out. There’s a freight airlock not too far from here—it won’t be difficult to load her up with the rest of the cargo.” 


  “Do we have the space, though? Our hold is still full from Nova Minitak.” 


  “If we don’t, we’ll just dump enough to make room. Saving this girl is a lot more important than our next trade anyway. Besides, we’ve built up enough credit in this sector that we can afford to eat the loss.” 


  Isaac nodded slowly and took a deep breath. “Right. I’ll get a mag-lift from the maintenance room, then.”


  “No need—she’s already loaded up on one. All we’ve got to do is take her out.” 


  Right again, he thought, checking the underside of the cryotank. They really did want someone to take her. It was as if the girl was the last hope of a long-forgotten people, a precious artifact lost across space and time. How long had she lain here, waiting to be brought back to the realm of the living? He traced the intricate henna patterns with his eyes and wondered why she’d had them done. Perhaps someday he’d be able to ask her. 


  That certainly wasn’t the only question about this place that begged for answers, though. Not by all the hidden stars of Earth.




  Rumors of War


   


  “Greetings Medea,” came the controller’s voice over the comms. “Your signal we have. Trajectory good. Flight plans we transmit.” 


  “Copy, orbital control,” said Isaac. “Maintaining course. We look forward to seeing you on station.”


  “Is good. Welcome to Esperanzia.”


  Isaac ended the transmission while his brother leaned back with his hands behind his head. “I take it they’re sending us the flight plans?”


  “That’s right,” said Isaac. His brother’s Gaian was spotty, and the creole in the south second quadrant was nothing like the dialects back home in the Oriana Cluster. Isaac still had trouble from time to time, though Gaian was more common toward the New Pleiades. The empire had a lot more interest in maintaining trade ties with the resource rich star cluster. 


  The orange-yellow sun shone dimly through the Medea’s cockpit window, even without the autotint turned on. Alahambara Station was located at the trailing Lagrange point of the eighth planet, a major gas giant with thousands of asteroids in tow. Further in toward the system’s habitable zone, a rocky super-Earth planet called Elienta boasted a thick atmosphere with a complex alien ecosystem in the higher altitudes. Most of the system’s colonists made their home on floating platforms on that world, but Isaac had never been there. The asteroid fields were rich in trade goods, and for that reason, most of the interstellar trade went through Alahambara Station. 


  “It’s damn good to hear another human voice,” Aaron muttered. “Ever since Nova Alnilam, everything’s felt a little ghostly. Don’t you think?” 


  “Yeah,” Isaac agreed. He knew exactly what his brother was talking about. He’d felt it, too. 


  “Well, hopefully that’ll change soon. You want to check out Elienta this time? I’ll bet we can find a hauling company willing to outsource a load.” 


  “I don’t know. It depends how much we can get for our Minitakan grain.”


  “I’ll bet we can get better prices in the inner system than at Alahambara. Besides, there’s more to starfaring than trade routes and interstellar economics. You’ve got to live a little—meet new people and see the sights. When was the last time you had a girl waiting for you?”


  An indicator at Isaac’s control panel blinked, cutting the conversation short.


  “Looks like they just transmitted those flight plans. Plug them into the nav-computer and let’s be on our way.”


  “You sure?” 


  “Yes.” 


  Seeing his brother’s disappointment, Isaac looked at him and smiled. “Don’t worry. Mathusael’s there, and things are never boring with him. Besides, we’re a lot more likely at Alahambara Station to find someone who knows how we can thaw out that girl we rescued.” 


  “You think they can revive her?” 


  “If they can’t, I’m sure they can tell us where to find someone who can. You know what they say: The Outworlds may be vast, but it’s a small universe outside the Coreward Stars.” 


  “Yeah. A small universe.”


  Small enough for two boys from Delta Oriana to make it out this far, Isaac thought. As for the people of Nova Alnilam, perhaps the vastness had been too much for them. 


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Isaac, Aaron! It’s so good to see you. Come here!” 


  Mathusael embraced each of them warmly, kissing them on the cheek in the old Deltan manner. He was a wide, stocky man with a thick black beard and long, stringy hair. Isaac smiled as he returned the greeting. Even though it had only been a few months since their last visit, it was good to see a familiar face—especially after the horrors of the last voyage. 


  “Hello, Mathusael,” said Aaron, speaking in Deltan. “It sure is good to see you again.” 


  “What’s the matter, boys? You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”


  “Maybe we have,” Isaac muttered. 


  A cloud fell across Mathusael’s face, and he squinted at them. “Well, let’s get some refreshments then—my treat. You can tell me all about it over a good stiff round of tonberry cocktails.”


  He led them through the drab, utilitarian corridors of Alahambara Station’s tiny spaceport, past the haphazard loading docks and the bustling market stalls that had spread like mold in the unfrequented passageways. Asteroid miners wandered in groups of two and three, their faces haggard and their bodies gaunt from long exposure to microgravity. No doubt they were looking for some of the station’s overworked prostitutes to make the most of their time off. Isaac accidentally bumped shoulders with one of them and nearly choked from the stench of alcohol on his breath. 


  We’d better be careful to keep the girl a secret, Isaac thought to himself. Places like this weren’t safe for young women, especially ones without a home. 


  “How’s Esperanzia treating you?” Aaron asked, his eyes wandering as they passed a crowded bar.


  “Not bad,” said Mathusael. “Not bad at all. My wife’s expecting another child—our fourth. Found out she was pregnant just a month after my last leave, so the chances are pretty good it’s mine.” He chuckled good-naturedly. 


  “How often do you see her?” Isaac asked.


  “About six months every two standard years. It isn’t cheap getting passage sunward, what with all the freight our boys are hauling these days. Elienta’s expanding, and they need all the raw material they can get. Turning the planet into a proper homeworld.” 


  He turned down a narrow side passage and palmed the first door. It hissed open, revealing a small room that was bare except for a tiny kitchenette and a mattress in the corner. Mathusael ushered them in and pulled out three woven mats from one of the wall compartments. After spreading them out on the bare tile floor, he took out a folding table and set it down in the center of the room. Isaac and Aaron took their seats and waited as Mathusael went into the kitchenette.


  “How would you like your drinks?” he asked.


  “I’ll take mine virgin,” said Isaac.


  “Spike mine with the strongest stuff you’ve got,” said Aaron. 


  Isaac shook his head and sighed. At least they weren’t anywhere Aaron could make a fool of himself. Sometimes, it felt like he needed to keep his younger brother on a leash.


  “Have you heard anything from the homeworld?” he asked.


  “Actually, yes,” said Mathusael as the food synthesizer began to hum. “A starfarer by the name of Samson came through not long ago. Said he met a friend at Alpha Oriana who had just come off a trade run to Megiddo Station.”


  “Really?” said Aaron, perking up at once. “What did he say? What’s the news?”


  The look on Mathusael’s face said more than words ever could. Isaac’s stomach sank.


  “Not good, I’m afraid.”


  “What do you mean?” said Aaron, his face quickly falling. 


  “The famine ran its course,” said Mathusael. “By now, everyone back home is either gone or dead.” 


  Aaron’s face reddened, and he clenched his fists. “How do you know that? They’ve been saying that for years. Even before our family left, people were saying it was the end, that everyone was doomed. How do you know?”


  “Aaron, please—”


  “No, Isaac. Let me speak. How do we know they’re all dead now? Maybe the Thetans finally came through, or someone else rescued them. What’s that we always say about it being a small universe or whatever? And yet everyone just assumes that they’re all—they’re all—” 


  Isaac put a hand on his brother’s shoulder. A moment of silence fell over all three of them as Aaron quietly broke down. His eyes red, his lip quivering, he took a deep breath and buried his face in his hands.


  “Sorry, kid,” said Mathusael as he set the tray of drinks on the table. He sat down on his mat without a word. 


  “The thing that makes it hard is that we just came from a colony where everyone died.” 


  Mathusael frowned. “What do you mean?”


  Isaac told him about their voyage to Nova Alnilam, on the fringes of the Far Outworlds. He recounted what they’d seen as they boarded in their EVA suits: the dust and broken lights, the mold infestations, and the dead bodies with dried, stretched skin and fragile bones.


  “Damn,” said Mathusael. “That’s some heavy shit.”


  “I know.”


  “They can’t all be dead, though,” said Aaron. “Back home, I mean. I can’t believe that it ended for us like it ended for them.”


  “It didn’t,” said Isaac. “We’re still alive, aren’t we? Father, mother, Mariya—they all made it safely to Alpha Oriana with the rest of the family. Lots of others made it out too.”


  “Yeah. As refugees.” 


  “Better to be alive and a refugee than dead with everyone else.” 


  “Friends,” said Mathusael, lifting his glass. It took the brothers a moment to realize he was calling for a toast. As they lifted their glasses, Mathusael bowed his head. 


  “To the hidden stars of Earth. May the God of our fathers watch over us, strangers and wanderers far from our celestial home.” 


  A somber silence fell over the room. Isaac and Aaron watched each other uncertainly as they drank.


  “I didn’t realize you were so religious,” said Isaac.


  Mathusael chuckled, breaking the tension. “You know, I didn’t used to be. And I’m certainly no saint—my wife will tell you that.”


  “Neither are we,” said Aaron. “Sainthood is overrated anyway.”


  “Words to live by. Still, I’ve seen things that would make any man religious, even a wild young man like me.” 


  Isaac frowned. Growing up, he’d known Mathusael as the shaggy-haired bachelor that everyone always whispered about. Their mothers had been close friends, but Mathusael had evaded every attempt to marry him off. When he finally left on a passing starship in his early thirties, Isaac had always assumed it was a backlash against the religion of their homeworld that put so much emphasis on family and marriage. Clearly, though, he’d held onto some shred of spirituality to get him through the hard times.


  “Have you heard anything from the refugee community at Alpha Oriana?” Isaac asked. 


  Mathusael sighed and shook his shaggy head. “Nothing but bad news coming out of the Oriana Cluster, I’m afraid. So much bigotry and planetism. That’s why I came out here, you know. Even with all the time I spend out here just to see my wife for a few months, it’s better than the life I would have had back there.”


  “So what’s the news?” Aaron asked. 


  “Bad news. Very bad. The Gaian Imperials sent a full expeditionary force to Alpha Oriana, and plan to annex the whole star cluster into the empire.” 


  “What’s so bad about that?”


  “I’ll tell you what’s bad about it,” Mathusael said, swinging his heavy frame around to face him. “The Gaians just fought one of the worst interstellar wars we’ve ever seen. Rogue AIs, vector viruses, colonies dropped from orbit—it was horrific. And now that it’s over, rumor has it that they’ve set their sights on the Outworlds.” 


  Isaac frowned. “What do you mean, ‘set their sights’?”


  “Expand the empire, push the boundaries as far as they possibly can. What’s happening in the Oriana Cluster is just the beginning. The real prize is the New Pleiades. Not much longer, and their war fleets will be headed our way.” 


  “That’s—that’s horrible,” said Aaron, his face paling. “Can’t we do something to stop it? Like, warn somebody?” 


  Mathusael snorted. “You think the outworlders will ever pull together? Fat chance of that. If the Thetans and the Alphans wouldn’t do a thing—a damn thing—to save our people, how do you expect them to unite against the largest empire the galaxy has ever seen?” He sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know, boys. Maybe the people of the New Pleiades have the will to stand up to this threat, but the rest of us…”


  “Who said anything about war?” Isaac interjected. “Perhaps this can be resolved peacefully. Surely the Gaians must be tired of fighting.” 


  “If you think they’re coming to look for peace, you’re fooling yourself. Our traditions, our way of life—it’s all anathema to them. Once they’ve conquered us, they’ll make the Outworlds no different than the Coreward Stars. Are you ready to spend your whole life living under a planetary dome? To have your fathers’ starship bought out or confiscated? Right now, we take most of our freedoms for granted, but that won’t last much longer.” 


  “Oh, come on,” said Isaac. “They can’t be that bad. And besides, who could possibly tame the Outworlds?” 


  Mathusael drained his glass and set it down forcefully on the table. “You’re right, of course. No one can tame the Outworlds. But they can push us off of every arable world and out of every habitable system. When there’s nothing left but ice and empty stars, where are we supposed to go? Further out into the vastness, until we’ve stretched ourselves into irrelevance?” 


  Stretched ourselves like the people of Nova Alnilam, Isaac thought, memories of dried skin and brittle bones coming readily to his mind. We can’t keep venturing into the void forever. 


  “How do you know all this?” he asked.  


  “Because I’ve been there,” said Mathusael. “When I left Delta Oriana, I headed straight for the Coreward Stars. Spent five standard years out there, traveling to places that most outworlders only hear about. The Temple of a Thousand Suns, for example. I’ve seen it with my own eyes.” 


  “What does any of that have to do with us?” 


  “Absolutely nothing. Point is, here in the Outworlds, we don’t have the faintest idea what the Gaians are truly up to. It’s like a gamma ray burst just went off on the other side of the galaxy: all of us are dead, but none of us knows it yet. Those Alphans probably think that it’s going to be business as usual, just under the Gaian flag. They’re in for a violent surprise.” 


  Aaron glanced at Isaac, his eyes wide. “We need to go back—warn Mom and Dad.”


  “It’s too late for that,” said Mathusael. “By now, Alpha Oriana is firmly within their grasp. Go there, and you’ll never come back to the Outworlds again.” 


  Isaac was skeptical, but goosebumps pricked up across his arm all the same.. The passion was so thick in Mathusael’s voice that it was difficult not to believe him. 


  “If that’s true, how did you come back?” he asked. 


  “I left the Coreward Stars while the Gaians were still fighting each other. The frontiers of the empire weren’t patrolled nearly as much as they are today. Slipped out with a band of smugglers and ended up here. But I got lucky. I could never do it again now.” 


  He’s exaggerating, Isaac decided. There’s no way things could be that bad. The line between the Outworlds and the Coreward Stars had always been fuzzy. Trade ties had always bound them together—take it all away, and they might all end like Nova Alnilam. There was no way the empire would cut themselves off like that. 


  Though, come to think of it, he and Aaron had spent the better part of the last eighteen months wandering the Far Outworlds. A lot could have changed in that time.


  “Listen,” he said. “Let’s not get too upset over this. We actually came to see you for a reason.” 


  Mathusael grinned “You mean you didn’t just come to enjoy my company?”


  “Well, that too, of course. But there’s something we were hoping you could help us with.” 


  “And what might that be?”


  Isaac took a sip of his drink while his brother finished his. “We found something at Nova Alnilam. In a side room next to the station master’s office, we found—” 


  “A girl!” Aaron interjected with all the enthusiasm of someone who’s had a little too much to drink. “We found a girl there, the most beautiful girl you’ve ever seen!” 


  “A girl? You mean, her bones?”


  “No,” said Isaac. “She was frozen in cryo. We’re not sure if she’s alive or not, but—”


  “Can you thaw her?” asked Aaron. He grabbed Mathusael by the arm and gave him a desperate look. “Can you wake her up? Help us save her?”


  Isaac leaned forward to pry them apart, but Mathusael brushed off Aaron’s grip before he could intervene. “I’ll do my best,” he reassured them. “I can’t promise anything, of course, but if you’ll let me take a look at her, I’ll see what I can do.”


  “Right,” said Isaac, resisting the urge to elbow his brother in the side. “Of course, we’d rather keep things a bit hush-hush, not let anyone else know.” 


  Mathusael laughed. “What, you think that the station authorities are going to treat her like contraband?”


  “We just don’t want any trouble.”


  “Of course, of course,” he said absent-mindedly. “Not that these asteroid miners are likely to give you any trouble. Most of them are just boys pretending to be men.” 


  “Kinda like me, huh?” said Aaron, looking intently at Isaac with a tipsy smile. “Isn’t that right, Isaac? Isn’t that what you think of me?”


  Definitely the leash next time, Isaac thought as he glared right back.  


   


  * * * * *


   


  They passed a surprising number of drunks on the way back to the Medea. According to Mathusael, two major asteroid hauls had just come in, so the station was a bit rowdier than usual. The upside was that Aaron fit right in, allowing them to get back without making too much of a scene. 


  “So I went into that room,” Aaron told Mathusael, swaying a little as he walked. “And that’s when I saw her. The most gorgeous girl I think I’ve ever—” 


  “That’s enough,” said Isaac. He palmed open the door to the offloading bay and ushered them in.


  The bay was fairly spacious, with a large magnetic claw hanging from the ceiling and an opening about four square meters in the floor for the loading platform. Since they were docked, the platform was raised. They’d unloaded most of their cargo already, which stood against the walls in large blue crates. A series of caged lights along the ceiling provided illumination.


  “So anyway,” said Aaron, steadying himself on the railing as they stepped down onto the loading platform. “I walked into this room, see, and I found this cryotank with the girl in it. Thought she was a ghost at first—freaked me the hell out. Isaac came running, of course, and he was just as shocked as I was.” 


  “Well, not quite,” said Isaac as he activated the lift. The platform groaned as it began to descend through the freight airlock back into the cargo hold of the Medea. 


  “Oh, don’t you try to deny it. He was all ‘we shouldn’t take her, we shouldn’t get involved,’ and I was all ‘what, you want to let the slavers get to her?’”


  “Too many slavers in these parts,” Mathusael muttered. He sighed and shook his head, while above them, the bay doors slowly shut. “I wish I could say Esperanzia was free of them, but the system is still too lawless.”


  “Well, we aren’t selling her,” said Isaac, “and I’ll be damned before we do.” 


  Mathusael nodded in approval. “Good. I’m glad you boys still have some moral sense about you. Far too many starfarers lose sight of what’s right and wrong out there.”


  “Yeah, well, if Isaac ever tries something, he’ll know that I can see him, and if I ever try something, I know that he’ll kick me off the ship.”


  That isn’t true, Isaac wanted to say. Since Aaron was still a bit tipsy, though, there wasn’t any sense in arguing. Besides, he didn’t want to start another argument when they were with Mathusael. 


  The groan of the machinery dropped in pitch, and the platform gradually came to a stop in the center of the Medea’s hold. Isaac stepped around the rails onto the crisscrossed metal grating of the floor. Aaron stepped down next, almost losing his balance but recovering quickly. Mathusael followed close behind them. 


  “Here she is,” said Isaac, leading him to a small alcove in the corner. He pulled back an EVA tarp made of reflective foil that they’d used to shield her from cosmic rays and let Mathusael take a closer look. 


  “Interesting,” Mathusael muttered, stroking his chin as he peered in at the girl. Isaac did as well, just to make sure that she was all right. They didn’t have access to the cargo hold from the living quarters of the ship, so this was his first time looking at her since Nova Alnilam. In the bright light of the cargo hold, the dark henna tattoos accentuated her every feminine curve. Isaac caught himself staring and quickly looked away. 


  “Stars, she’s practically a goddess,” said Aaron. “And those tattoos—what do you think they mean?”


  “I don’t have a clue,” Mathusael said absentmindedly as he crouched to examine the cryotank. He ran his hand over it, fingering the crude rivets and weld joints. “Is there a control panel here somewhere?” 


  “Not that we could find,” said Isaac. “What do you think?”


  “It looks pretty crude, but seems functional enough. From what I can tell, the girl is frozen in perfect stasis.”


  “How can you tell?” Aaron asked.


  Mathusael rose up and pointed at the glass. “The uniform color of her skin, mostly. If the tank had failed, she’d be breaking out in splotches as parts of her body warmed up more than others. Also, the inside of the glass hasn’t fogged up: that’s usually the first indication of a breach.”


  Isaac peered through the glass at the girl. She looked so peaceful, with her eyes closed and her hair flowing smoothly around her shoulders. Even though she was naked, she didn’t seem uncomfortable or self-conscious about it at all. In fact, she seemed to radiate an air of confidence that defied the fact that she was powerless and exposed. He’d missed that subtle nuance at Alnilam Station.


  “Well, that’s interesting,” said Mathusael.


  Isaac blinked. “What?”


  “This down here. See the grooves around the front of the tank?” 


  Isaac and Aaron both peered where Mathusael was pointing. At the front part of the tank, near the girl’s head, a circular channel was inlaid just around the lip. Circular holes about two fingers wide were spaced at periodic intervals just on the inside of the channel. Aaron poked at one, but he couldn’t get in any further than his first finger joint.


  “Yeah,” he said. “What about ‘em?”


  “Those grooves are for transferring the subject to a mass thawing unit. This tank is built to Gaian specifications.” 


  “What are you talking about? We found her in the Far Outworlds.”


  “I know,” said Mathusael. “And obviously, the tank itself wasn’t made by the Imperials; otherwise the quality of the engineering would be much better. But most of the Outworlds still uses Gaian Imperial standards, especially the older colonies. People have been coming out here in standard Gaian cryotanks for hundreds of years.” 


  “So what does this mean?” Isaac asked.


  Mathusael stroked his chin. “Well, it means a couple of things. The people who froze her probably had the knowledge to build a fully autonomous cryotank, but lacked the tools or resources to build one. Instead, they took what they knew about Gaian design and built a tank that would be compatible, figuring that whoever found her would have access to more equipment than they did.”


  “What kind of equipment?” asked Aaron. “Can’t we just thaw her ourselves?”


  “The way this cryotank is designed, probably not. This is just a holding tank, to keep her in stasis until another machine can thaw her.”


  Interesting. 


  “What sort of machine do we need for that?” Isaac asked. 


  “A mass cryothaw device. You can find them on most Imperial military transports, as well as some of the larger civilian craft. Having a separate machine for freezing and thawing makes it more efficient to handle, say, a thousand people at a go. Here in the Outworlds, we don’t typically do that, but back in the Coreward Stars, they have much larger populations to manage.” 


  “How did they freeze her, then? Do you think they had a cryothaw device on the station?”


  “I doubt it. Freezing is easy, thawing is the hard part. My guess is that they put all their energy into building a device that would freeze the girl and put her into stasis, and left the thawing to someone else.”


  “So where do we go to thaw her?” Aaron asked. 


  “That’s just the thing,” said Mathusael, folding his arms. “You’ll have to find someone who has one, probably in the Coreward Stars—that, or find a Gaian battle cruiser with a friendly captain. Good luck with that.” 


  Aaron’s face fell, and Isaac scrunched his eyebrows in thought. “Are you sure? We found her in the Far Outworlds—surely they wouldn’t have put her into something that we have no way of getting her out.”


  “They didn’t have much of a choice. You can’t transfer a person in a tank like that without a very specific machine that no one in the Outworlds has.”


  “No one?” said Aaron. “Come on. I don’t believe that.” 


  “The New Pleiades,” said Isaac, his heart skipping a beat. “Weren’t they originally settled by huge Gaian colony ships? I heard that some of them carried more than a thousand people, most of them frozen in cryo.”


  Mathusael shrugged. “Maybe. It’s been a few generations, but you might still find some of the equipment from those old colony missions. If you do, chances are good that it’ll still be in working condition. The Gaians generally build that stuff to last.”


  “We’ve got to do it, then,” said Aaron, practically radiating with excitement. “We’ve got to find one of those machines.”


  “If we can, that is,” said Isaac. “If we can’t, well, maybe we can find someone who—” 


  “No way,” said his brother, his face suddenly grave. “We’re the ones who found her, and we’ve got to be the ones who rescue her. Do you know anybody at the New Pleiades you’d trust with this girl? Yeah, neither do I.” 


  Isaac frowned. If it turns out we can’t help her, then there’s no sense holding onto her. Saying that aloud would only bait his brother into another fight, though. 


  “So there isn’t a mass cryothaw device anywhere in Esperanzia?” he asked. 


  “I’m afraid not,” said Mathusael. “The New Pleiades are probably your best shot.” 


  “Then let’s go,” said Aaron, perking up again. “What are we waiting for?” 


  I just know we’re going to get a couple light-years out of Esperanzia only for you to wish we were back. 


  “First things first,” said Isaac. “We’ve got to sell our cargo and pick up a new load. Do you have any idea what sorts of goods the Pleiadians deal in?”


  Mathusael shrugged. “Beats me. I’ve never been there, but there’s plenty of other starfarers at Alahambara who have. Strike up a conversation, buy someone a drink, and I’m sure you’ll come up with something.”


  “Yeah!” said Aaron. “You finish up with the ship, and I’ll go hang out in the cantina and see what I can find.”


  “Don’t worry,” said Mathusael. “I’ll go with him.” He gave Isaac a disarming wink. 


  “Well, okay,” said Isaac, still a little uneasy. Giving Aaron a little time to decompress probably wasn’t a bad idea—it would be good to give him some space. Once they left port again, it would be just the two of them and the Medea. Without Mathusael there to make sure he didn’t get into trouble, though, the answer would have been a firm ‘no.’ 




  Promises Unforgotten


   


  The station was full of death. Even through the oxygen tank in his EVA suit, Isaac could still smell it. The glass faceplate wasn’t enough to shield him from the vileness of the stench, and the headlight on his helmet wasn’t bright enough to pierce the awful darkness. He coughed, but the sound was muffled, traveling no further than his suit.


  Aaron was here, somewhere in the darkness. That knowledge was as clear and sharp as a distress beacon in the midst of the starry void. His palms felt clammy and the sweat on the back of his neck was cold, but he forced himself to press onward, navigating the maze of broken machinery and empty corridors. He passed several bodies but didn’t dare look at them, knowing that if he did the ghosts trapped within them would haunt him forever. His brother was not a skeleton—his brother was alive. Somewhere. That was the hope, at least. 


  “Aaron?” he called out. Though his external speakers carried the sound of his voice, it only came through as a weak feedback echo picked up by the microphone. The smallness of the sound made the derelict station feel even more vast and empty than before.  


  He took another step, but his feet felt weighted down, as if he were swimming through syrup. Only through sheer force of will was he able to break through and keep moving. If he stopped, he knew he would never be able to move his legs again. He felt as if a weight were growing on his chest, pressing him down, but by exerting all his strength, he managed to put one foot in front of the other.


  “Aaron!” he called again, a tinge of desperation in his voice. “Aaron, where are you?”


  A half-opened doorway lay in front of him. It looked strangely familiar, though he couldn’t quite place it at first. Then it hit him—the cryotank. 


  He stumbled around the corner and saw it, sitting in the center of the room exactly as it had before. Instead of the henna girl, though, it contained his brother.


  “Aaron!” he said, gasping for breath. “Oh, thank God! Hang on, I’ll get you out of this place. Just—”


  His feet refused to move. Try as he might, his boots might as well have been welded to the floor. A low, insidious panic set in, and darkness began to cloud his vision. The inky blackness seeped into the room from the hallway, spreading across the floor and ceiling. He turned to the cryotank, and saw to his horror that Aaron’s body was beginning to shrivel. His skin blackened and drew tight against his bones, while his eye sockets shrunk and his lips pulled back to reveal decaying yellow teeth. In just a few moments, he would be a withered corpse, just like all the others on the station.


  “Aaron!” Isaac screamed, but there was nothing he could do to delay the awful finality of death as the blackness swallowed them both.


   


  * * * * *


   


  “Isaac? Isaac, are you all right?”


  Isaac jerked awake with tears streaming down his face. His breath came short and fast, while his heart raced. He was in his bunk on the Medea, with Aaron standing over him, his face a picture of curiosity and concern. The familiarity of his bed calmed him a little, but the dream had been so vivid that he couldn’t help but shudder. 


  “I’ll be fine,” he muttered, wiping the moisture from his eyes. His undershirt was soaked with sweat, and he felt in desperate need of a shower.


  “Did you have a nightmare?” Aaron asked.


  Isaac groaned and slipped his feet over the edge of the bunk, sitting up. “Yeah, I guess.”


  “What was it like? What happened?”


  “It—it’s hard to remember,” he lied. “But you were in it, I know that.” 


  “Really? What did I do?”


  You died.


  “Nothing much. How are the energy reserves coming? Are we ready to jump yet?”


  “Uh, yeah,” said Aaron. “Last I checked, they were at eighty-five percent.” 


  “Have you set the coordinates?”


  “Not yet. I’ll get on that right away.” 


  “Please do.”


  As Aaron ducked through the doorway to the cockpit, Isaac yawned and rose groggily to his feet. The Medea’s cabin looked much as it had when he’d gone to sleep: A small pile of dirty clothes sat on the couch in the lounge nook of the cabin, with
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